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Abstract 
 

This thesis examines the presence of the romance myth in contemporary 

popular Australian women’s fiction.  Even after decades of feminism, the repetition of 

the love story discourse presents readers with a single relationship ideal:  heterosexual 

monogamy.  This thesis performs a discourse analysis on a variety of texts published 

before 2000 to establish a context of Australian women’s fiction, and on four texts 

published after 2000, in order to ask the question: how is the love story represented in 

the twenty-first century?  Romance is always examined as a genre; its construction 

within texts of other genres has never before been analysed.   

The Introduction outlines the discourse analysis methodology, based on the 

work of Michel Foucault and James Gee.  Chapter One provides a literature review 

and discussion of how romance has been treated by critics.  Chapter Two examines 

second-wave feminist perspectives of romantic love and the perspectives of later 

feminists – ‘woman’ as sexualised object appears to be the current trend – as well as 

the significance of feminist literary theory to popular texts.  Chapter Two also 

discusses the work of cultural studies in relation to this thesis.  

Chapters Three and Four outline a brief history of Australian women’s writing 

in order to highlight the recurrence of the love story discourse communicated in 150 

years of fiction.  Chapter Three provides an historical overview of the presence of the 

romance story in Australian women’s writing.  Chapter Four examines the use of 

fiction for a specific political purpose: short stories published in The Australian 

Women’s Weekly during the 1940s which supported the Weekly’s overall aim to steer 

women towards strictly gendered roles for the good of the nation; literature that 

conflicted with the heterosexual monogamous ideal was banned from publication and 

circulation in Australia because it was considered deviant and unpatriotic; and short 

stories in contemporary issues of The Australian Women’s Weekly which still focus on 

women as wives and mothers and as concerned only with romantic love.   

Each of the remaining chapters considers a contemporary genre’s use of the 

romance myth.  In Chapter Five, an examination of a Harlequin Mills & Boon novel, 

Dr Blake’s Angel, reveals romantic love as being an integral part of community life 

and a woman’s desire to nurture.  Examined in Chapter Six is Three Wishes, a chick-

lit novel that follows the romantic difficulties of a set of triplets.  Each triplet must 
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learn humility and, therefore, acceptable femininity, before they can achieve a 

successful heterosexual monogamous relationship.   

Chapter Seven analyses The Tower of Ravens, a fantasy novel also advocating 

conservative femininity and demonstrating a close relationship to the love story 

discourse.  Rhiannon, although uncivilised and violent, becomes a heroine through her 

total devotion to Lewen.  Chapter Eight investigates a crime novel, Malicious Intent, 

where the love story discourse is employed to distract the heroine from solving the 

crime.  Anya is seen to believe wholeheartedly in the romance plot, as are all the 

victims.  All women, then, are presented as perpetual victims, and all women lose 

because all men pose a threat.  Romantic love is something to aspire to, but it cannot 

be achieved. 

Why am I looking for a heterosexual and monogamous happy ending?  As this 

thesis shows, the love story discourse has been presented consistently through 

women’s fiction that focuses on relationships.  Despite the decades of feminist 

intervention, contemporary popular Australian fiction constantly and consistently 

presents heterosexual, monogamous relationships that preferably lead to marriage.  

The heterosexual, monogamous happy ending, or its deliberate critique, is present not 

only in romance fiction but also in most texts written by women, in genres that do not 

require a love story plot. 



 iv 

Statement of Originality 
 
 
This work has not previously been submitted for a degree or diploma in any 
university.  To the best of my knowledge and belief, the thesis contains no material 
previously published or written by another person except where due reference is made 
in the thesis itself. 
 
 
Signed__________________________________________________ 
 
 
 



 v 

Table of Contents 
 
Where is my Happy Ending and Why am I Looking for it? ........................................... i 

The Romance Myth in Contemporary Popular Australian Women’s Fiction ................ i 

Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements of the degree of Doctor of Philosophy . i 
October 2008 ............................................................................................................... i 

Abstract .......................................................................................................................... ii 

Statement of Originality ................................................................................................ iv 

Table of Contents ........................................................................................................... v 

Acknowledgement of Extent and Nature of Assistance ............................................... vi 

Introduction: Why am I looking for a Happy Ending? .................................................. 1 

Part One: The Romance Discourse ................................................................................ 1 

Chapter One:  Romance Reformed? The Romance Genre and the Love Story 

 Discourse ................................ 23 

Chapter Two: Ways of Capturing the Cultural ‘Work’ of Romance ........................... 53 

Chapter Three: Past Loves ........................................................................................... 77 

Chapter Four: Love and Crisis: Australian Women's Fiction in the 1940s ............... 128 

Chapter Five:  Dr Blake’s Angel: A Harlequin Mills & Boon Romance................... 161 

Chapter Six:  Three Wishes: Chick-lit and the ‘Post-feminist’ Problem ................... 191 

Chapter Seven  Fantasy and Fulfilment: The Tower of Ravens ................................. 220 

Chapter Eight: Sisters in Crime: Writing with Malicious Intent ............................... 249 

Conclusion ................................................................................................................. 295 

Works Cited ............................................................................................................... 308 



 vi 

Acknowledgement of Extent and Nature of Assistance 
 

Firstly, I would like to acknowledge the assistance of Dr Francie Oppel, my 

principal supervisor.  Without Francie, I could not have managed.  As well as 

ensuring that the structure and argument of my thesis was presented clearly and 

accurately, she provided extremely important moral support and encouragement.  

Francie helped me focus my energies during the difficult times, and, even from the 

other side of the world, she kept me motivated and feeling positive.  Professor Kay 

Ferres, my second supervisor, made sure that I did not forget the all-important 

theoretical discussion, which I had been avoiding, and her knowledge of Australian 

women’s writing was invaluable. 

I would also like to acknowledge the support of my parents, Dulce and Ray 

Tokley, who were very good at not talking about my PhD and providing me with a 

calm environment during my frustrated rages.  My partner, Kane, and my friend, 

Kirstin, were likewise very helpful in encouraging me to work when I did not want to.  

Kirstin, too, provided me with excellent reading material, some of it even by 

Australian women. 

As a result of research acquired during my doctoral study, I have been able to 

submit papers to and attend four conferences:   

• “Australian Women Writers of the 1940s Building a Nation: Christina Stead, 

Kylie Tennant, Eleanor Dark, and Eve Langley.”  AULLA, Victoria 

University, Wellington 2003 

• “Ella Norman and Phoebe Marsden: Two Australian Colonial Romances.” 

Australian Perspectives Conference, La Trobe University, Melbourne 2004 

• “Creating Working Women: 1940s Australian Women’s Weekly Fiction and 

Women’s Identities.” ANZCA, Christchurch 2005 

• “Exploring Citizenship and Identity in Australian Women’s Novels.”  Sites of 

Cosmopolitanism, Griffith University, Brisbane 2005. 

I have also had published the following refereed journal article: 

“Ella Norman Versus Phoebe Marsden: Two Australian colonial Romances and Their 

 Happy Endings.” Australian Perspectives 1: 

 <http://www.latrobe.edu.au/australianstudies/journal/Issue%20One/issue1.htm

 >. 



 vii 

I would like to acknowledge my own efforts using MLA referencing, since 

Endnote was not available on the computers I was using, and so had to do all citations 

and Works Cited pages manually. 

Thank you again to all who helped me keep sane through the PhD process.  I 

could not have done it without you. 



 1 

Introduction: Why am I looking for a Happy Ending?  
 

Part One: The Romance Discourse 
 

“[I]t can be argued that feminist literary studies depends upon the premise that 
 women read and on the conclusion that their reading makes a difference.  
 Feminist literary theory maintains that women’s reading is of consequence, 
 intellectually, politically, poetically; women’s readings signify.” (Rooney 4) 

 
 
Understanding the texts that women read is an important task of feminist 

literary study.  This thesis investigates the presence of the love story in contemporary, 

popular Australian women’s fiction because women’s reading of popular fiction, 

especially the romance narrative, is of consequence.  Looking at both how far feminist 

literary criticism has come, and where it is now going, Ellen Rooney’s “Introduction” 

to The Cambridge Companion to Feminist Literary Theory (2006) highlights the 

importance of maintaining an interest in women’s reading, and although, as Mary 

Eagleton commented in 2007, “it is a long time since anyone has turned to literature 

for true, coherent representations of women” (117), it is still essential to remember 

that reading interpretations and representations of women in fiction matters.  Using a 

methodology amalgamated from literary theory, cultural studies, genre studies, and 

feminism, based on Foucault’s and James Gee’s work, this study presents a discourse 

analysis of the romance story within Australian women’s popular and contemporary 

fiction.  It explores the question of how the romance story is presented in the twenty-

first century, after decades of feminist intervention.  

The “pioneers” of feminist literary criticism whose criticism attacked the 

“patriarchal attitudes, cultural misogyny and the ingrained belittlement of women” 

within texts written by men (Carr 120) – albeit from a white, middle-class perspective 

that was later challenged – understood literature, especially within the realms of 

popular fiction, as having a relatively direct impact upon its readers.  Coming from a 

different perspective, this thesis revisits the ideas of pioneers like Kate Millet (1972), 

Germaine Greer (1970), and Elaine Showalter (1979) in order to examine 

representations of the love story, and women, within popular fiction, echoing 

Showalter’s argument that each generation of women has to rediscover the roots of 
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their social formation and re-forge a literary consciousness to help explain the 

dominant identity constraints of their day (cited in Carr 127).  Taking as its core focus 

the discourse of the love story within popular contemporary Australian women’s 

novels, this thesis examines the hypothesis that the construction and plot distinctness 

of the love story have remained relatively static – suggesting a less radical social 

transformation within women’s preferred social myths of identity than the social 

changes to their status would predict.  This thesis explores how the love story is 

presented in the new millennium, and asks the deceptively simple question: why, in 

the 21st century, after 40 years of sustained feminist intervention and reform, is the 

romantic Happy Ending still persistent within fiction? 

In seeking an answer to this question, I am aware of the shift over the last 40 

years of feminist scholarship of views of how the reading of fictional accounts of 

women’s lives, especially within the genre of romance, can be said to impact upon the 

‘selves’ who choose to read them.  For those proponents of the feminist cause who 

first critiqued the restricted plots and characterisations of women’s prose fiction, the 

impact of ‘stereotyping’ seemed self-evident.  Both de Beauvoir (1949) and Friedan 

(1965) saw the restricted codes and genres of narratives of women’s lives as directly 

emerging from the restrictions on their social participation.  This was, their work 

suggested, a failure of the social imagination: a refusal to encourage diversity, which 

blocked the existential project of attaining full humanity, and led, as Friedan’s study 

of the psychological stresses on women demonstrated, to social surrender, and even 

mental instability.  So forceful, and so radical, were these arguments – and embraced 

with such immediate recognition by so many European and North American women – 

that the enclaves of psycho-social influence behind the new feminist thinking tended 

to become obsessed by the sheer weight of data relating to women’s ‘oppression’ 

collected and collated for the first time.  Mary Ellmann (1968) and Tillie Olsen 

(1978), for instance, compiling accounts of suppressed alternative ‘voices’ within 

women’s literature, seemed to be ‘proving’ a kind of social conspiracy: one which 

allowed only certain types of representation of women’s ideas, aspirations, or 

achievements.  With the industry-based ‘production’ studies of media and publishing 

awaiting the rise of British Cultural Studies – a re-theorisation itself ‘gender-biased’ 

in its earliest formation (see especially Brunsdon, 1978) – and so analysis of links 

between women’s ‘tastes’ in literature still to come, it seemed enough to demonstrate 
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the sheer repetitive burden of the gendered ‘stereotyping’, endlessly repeated in 

popular media, advertising, women’s magazines, self-help manuals, and prose fiction. 

In part, the tendency within 1970s feminist literary criticism to suggest a 

relatively direct impact of fiction upon women’s lives rested upon two features of the 

mainstream literary theorisation of the day.  In the first place, literary studies, in 

favour within the universities, tended to discussions of literary form and style, cutting 

away study of social context or biographical influence, in favour of a purist 

Formalism (see Warren and Wellek, 1977, for an account of the principles behind 

literary analysis in this era).  Contesting this dominant set of analytic techniques and 

theorisations, and ultimately to emerge as its heir, was the politicised ideological 

focus of 1970s Marxist theory, as represented in the works of Goldman (1964), 

Luckacs (1923), and especially Althusser’s much-cited 1971 essay, “Ideology and 

Ideological State Apparatuses”.  Here the growing sociological interests of the era 

intersected with the examination of first literature, and then media texts, licensing the 

feminist revisionism which saw such texts as a form of social transcription, enabling 

them to be read as political documents.  For Althusser, literature, part of the 

Ideological Apparatus of the state, served in the ‘reproduction of the means of 

reproduction’: literally, the coercion of otherwise supposedly self-actualising selves 

into the roles and responsibilities required of the ‘economic base’ which sustained 

modern capitalism. 

Words, now signs, carried meanings that reinforced the ideological messages 

of the day, working them into macro-structures now recognised as discourses.  Theo 

van Leeuwen (2005) states that “The concept of ‘discourse’ is the key to studying 

how semiotic resources are used to construct representations of what is going on in 

the world” (van Leeuwen 91).  There are many ways of understanding or interpreting 

objects in the world, but discourse analysis claims that “our knowledge of them is 

necessarily constructed in and through discourse, and is socially specific” (van 

Leeuwen 94).  Discourse is needed in order to make sense of things in the world.  

Louise Schleiner says that “ideology is a set of effects within a discourse system, 

usually including explicit beliefs, among people interacting around an institutional 

site, a system that infuses their texts and utterances with a value-driven power of 

psychic sustenance” (Schleiner para 7).  She cites Terry Eagleton’s observation that 

ideology can be approached as a semiotic phenomenon (para 1), both its formation 
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and its impact affected through the dominant ‘codes’ deployed in the message.  These 

codes appear to form an incontestable ‘truth’.  Wolfgang Iser (2006), for instance, 

comments that  

 Although the boundaries are somewhat contingent, and thus changeable, 
 discourse nevertheless features a definitive view of the world we live in, 
 irrespective of whether it is meant to describe this world or is identified with 
 it.  (Iser 12) 

 
For the feminist project, this is a crucial insight.  Arising as it does within and in the 

service of a suppressed social and cultural perspective, feminism was, and is, directed 

towards a politics of change.  Analysing discourse is a way to measure changing, or 

unchanging, ideologies.  Discourse matters because it is how the world is interpreted 

and understood: “Discourse maps a territory and determines the features of what it 

charts, thus projecting a domain to be lived in” (Iser 172).  As Foucault noted, the 

production of discourse is limited and controlled; it is a system of exclusions.  What 

discourse includes is expressed as truth (see Iser 174), a ‘truth’ which Foucault 

himself denounced.  It is at this point that a twenty-first century feminist study of the 

romance story finds a foothold – denouncing the ‘truth’ within the discourse.   

This thesis, departing from other work on romance, sets out to argue that 

representations of romance – the romance discourse – perennially hinder feminism’s 

goal of gender equality largely because, as an ingrained part of our social practice, 

romance masks the discrimination that it creates.  Heterosexual monogamous 

romantic love is presented as ultimately appealing and rewarding (normal) for the 

very women whose life-potential it limits.  How then to ‘capture’ and expose this 

‘masking’ effect within the act of textual analysis?  Here, feminism itself has provided 

a sustained trajectory of analytical focus, its theorisation leading towards forms of 

analysis able to detect and explain the impact of repeated textual patterning on 

generations of otherwise differently-disposed readers.  In the first instance, it is the 

language use within these texts which needs close and detailed scrutiny. 

The description and presentation of ideas about love are important simply 

because language creates meaning.  Myra Macdonald (1995) illustrates this in her 

work on representations of femininity within popular media.  She states that 

“Discourse is particularly relevant to an analysis of gender because it links language 

to issues of power and the operation of social processes” (Macdonald 44).  Language, 

she says, “already carries the imprint of our culture and its values, although we are 
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often unaware of this” (44).  Second-wave feminist Dale Spender's discussion of 

language as gendered and gendering illustrated for the lay reader how far most people 

are largely unaware of how words alone contribute to women’s subordination.  Her 

book, Man Made Language (1980), now a classic text (even if seen as outdated and, 

in many ways, over simplified), emphasises the need to pay closer attention to the 

words used when describing women.  Words carry multiple meanings that are 

culturally embedded, but which in turn can reinforce central cultural messages.  Her 

discussion, in some ways a precursor of later formulations of discourse analysis, 

highlights how the construction of sentences can ‘gender’ meaning.  Current research 

within disciplines such as Communication Studies and sociolinguistics has shown 

Spender's arguments to be perennially applicable – even if now underdeveloped in 

their theorisation.  Spender’s studies showed, for instance, that men generally 

interrupt or ignore women in meetings, silencing women's voices or disregarding their 

contributions – research endorsed by Deborah Tannen (1995).  Spender and Tannen 

both show that language creates reality, and, since it is through language that fictional 

texts are formed, especially those in the realist mode, expected to demonstrate 

familiar and convincing representations of contemporary behaviours, the way 

language is used to create women within fiction is relevant.  Spender states that 

 Language helps form the limits of our reality....It is through language that we 
 become members of a human community, that the world becomes 
 comprehensible and meaningful, that we bring into existence the world in 
 which we live. (Spender 3) 
 
The same is true for the creators of the fictional ‘worlds’ of literary texts – even 

within the confines of a generic formula.  Meaning and experience are expressed 

through language.  Women's struggle is thus caught up in language, and in the ways in 

which words express a particular image of women.  One of Spender's main points is 

that women's invisibility (inaudibility) within language is just as damaging as the 

presence of a negative lexis.  For Spender, in order for women to have a recognisable 

self-defining place in society, they need to first have a recognisable place within 

language.  They need to become “linguistically visible” (Spender 162) in order to 

become socially visible.   

It is here that Spender’s – and Tannen’s – work on language and gender 

invites into this project an application of the propositions and analytical techniques of 

discourse analysis.  As Macdonald points out, “The issue of discourse requires us to 
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see language as one of the material manifestations of how we distribute power in both 

our institutional and personal lives” (Macdonald 47).  Founded upon the work of 

French social-historian, Michel Foucault, discourse analysis sets out to identify within 

the textual record of a given culture, or a given cultural era, its determinant moments, 

practices, and preoccupations.  Producing what he came to call ‘an archaeology’ of a 

specific culture’s development, Foucault (1969) focused in upon those recurrent 

patterns of language use which he showed could both restrain or promote certain 

preferred or despised social behaviours and beliefs.  Sometimes strongly in evidence, 

sometimes operating in more hesitant, ‘stop-start’ ways from text to text, instance to 

instance, patterns of language use could emerge as full-fledged ‘discourses’, building 

to levels of social dominance which Foucault characterised as ‘orders of discourse’, 

and which, he held, worked to legitimise and de-legitimise, and to actively produce, 

social practice.   

 In this study, Foucault’s work on the theorisation of discourse allows us to 

view it less as a set of specific linguistic resources, than as a marker of an entire 

socio-cultural practice – and so an object open to archaeological analysis:  

1. Archaeologogy ….Does not treat discourse as document, as a sign of 
something else, as an element that ought to be transparent, but whose 
unfortunate opacity must often be pierced if one is to reach at last the depth of 
the essential in the place in which it is held in reserve; it is concerned with 
discourse in its own volume, as a monument. 

2. Archaeology does not seek to discover the continuous, insensible transition 
that relates discourses, on a gentle slope, to what precedes them, surrounds 
them, or follows them… On the contrary, its problem is to define discourses in 
their specificity: to show in what way the set of rules that they put into 
operation is irreducible to any other; to follow them the whole length of their 
exterior ridges, in order to underline them the better.  (1972, 138-140)  
 

To undertake the work of archaeology, however, locating both the ongoing and any 

innovative – and in this case distinctively Australian – features within the popular 

discourse of romance, requires a protocol of analysis, around which the texts and any 

distinctive features they may be marshalling may be arranged and categorised, and so 

‘made visible’.  While Foucault himself theorised the existence and impacts of 

discourse, he was not a methodologist, and did not produce at any stage a clear or 

itemised method for undertaking the archaeological exploration of a discourse.  

Indeed, those many scholars who have followed him, many qualified in 

sociolinguistics and social semiotic analysis, have consistently refused such a 
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‘hardening’ of analytical techniques, insisting instead on the design and 

implementation of a ‘purpose designed’ protocol, focused on the particular needs of 

the selected object of research. UK analyst Norman Fairclough for instance (1989; 

1992; 1996) who originated the politically-engaged ‘Critical Discourse Analysis’ 

(CDA) which this study favours, has written at length of the techniques of discourse 

analysis, and provided exemplary studies of contemporary discourse practice – but 

otherwise provides only a list of categories which might or might not prove relevant 

for the analysis of a specific discursive ‘monument’ in textual form (see especially the 

final pages of Discourse and Social Change, 1992).  For the purposes of this study of 

romance discourse in the texts of narrative fiction, the analysis takes up a similarly 

open-ended, yet specifically action-oriented analytic protocol outlined in the work of 

US discourse theorist and practitioner James Gee (2005; 2008).  

The advantage in Gee’s work, especially for this study of a relatively ‘open’ 

field for tracing the influence of the romance tradition, is that it focuses not on a very 

specific set of linguistic or textual elements, but instead offers a set of possible social-

relational categories, within which the identity-work constructed within romance may 

be revealed. It is this inherent flexibility and lack of prescriptiveness which makes this 

protocol ‘archaeological’, in Foucault’s terms – and so ideal for this study of what is 

often considered a tightly-formulaic and generic fictional modality, and yet which 

has, this study argues, a wider capacity for narrative adaptation than has been 

supposed.  For Gee, research does not establish an absolute truth, no matter its format 

or methodological type.  Even his own preferred methodology, the language-in-use-

and-social-context of discourse analysis, is open to question: 

And this is so for two reasons. First, humans construct their realities, though 
 what is ‘out there’ beyond human control places serious constraints on this 
 construction (so ‘reality’ is not ‘only’ constructed – see Ian Hacking’s book, 
 The social construction of what, 2000). Second, just as language is always 
 reflexively related to situations so that both make each other meaningful, so 
 too, a discourse analysis, being itself composed in language, is reflexively 
 related to the ‘language-plus-situation’ it is about.  The analyst interprets his 
 or her data in a certain way and those data so interpreted, in turn, render the 
 analysis meaningful in certain ways and not others.  (Gee 113)  

 
For Gee, research reports are presented in order to be disputed – and dispute is 

occasioned by the greater or lesser degree of presence of compelling data, evidence 

and interpretation: “I take validity to be something that different analyses can have 
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more or less of, i.e., some analyses are more or less valid than others” (Gee 113).  

While traditionally it has been quantitative methods that have sought to achieve 

validity, working to imply that from any subject open to observation, recording, 

testing and especially measurement, an absolute and verifiable form of truth may be 

‘revealed’,  it is now acknowledged as equally possible  for research undertaken 

through qualitative methods – such as discourse analysis – to be driven by a theory, to 

collect data, to test its hypotheses, and to lead to a generally applicable conclusion.  

The process of sustained, reflective observation is just as much present in qualitative 

methods as in quantitative research. What differs is only the relation taken up to the 

representation of ‘truth’.  

For Gee, the seeming variability which results – the apparently 

‘unaccountable’ differences which to a quantitative researcher appear to represent 

chaos – can be ‘managed’ inside discourse analysis, within the tasks of data collection 

and assessment.  He outlines four ways of dealing with data in a discourse analysis 

project, each of which both foregrounds the potential for variability, and seeks to 

show how a form of validity can be claimed within findings.  Convergence is the 

degree to which findings cluster around one or a few recurring matters.  Agreement is 

the degree to which data or informants collected or surveyed in different locations 

confirm each other’s opinions, or produce the same ideas.  Coverage refers to the 

degree to which the analysis being produced reaches the same conclusions from a 

number of different types of source.  And, the social depth and influence of the 

evidence being sampled, for Gee’s own work – and in this project – is claimed 

through a focus on language use.  Here the language used within fictional prose 

narrative, its ‘influence’ argued from within both feminist and cultural studies 

approaches, as the ‘dialogic’ co-production of meaning by writer and reader, is 

enacted through the discursive codes of the romance text genre.  Within Gee’s field of 

discourse analysis, the work of the research examines, in particular, Linguistic 

details: the degree to which the interpretation can be based on a wide range of 

instances of language use (what is in semiotics called parole), linking its analysis to 

the deep and controlling forms of language usage (langue).  

Gee argues that since all languages have evolved a wide array of language 

types and practices to cover the complex social and expressive needs of humans, if the 

researcher can show patterns of certain types of language use recurring across this 
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array, the chances are good that they have found something ‘real’ and important, 

which matters to users; which they want to communicate or have communicated to 

them; and which is consensual enough to have established its own recurrent 

vocabulary (lexis) and way of expressing ideas (syntax; structure; genre).  For Gee 

(2005) a given socio-cultural context produces what he terms ‘situated meaning’: 

“humans recognise certain patterns in our experience of the world” (59).  By sharing 

specific socio-cultural frames, or discovering dissonance within them, social groups 

achieve greater or lesser degrees of cohesion.  It is, however, within language and 

practice, rather than within the more broadly conceived concept ‘culture’, that Gee, 

like all discourse analysts, prefers to focus, able to locate there actual instances of 

social action and exchange. ‘Discourse models’ help us, Gee explains, to interact and 

to establish meaningful activities, without having to attend to and think about 

everything we are doing, at the same instant.  They are a form of shorthand, which 

assumes commonality – and so, to some extent at least, promotes its presence – and 

furthers expectations that it actually exists, and can be relied upon.  

One way to capture dominant discourses across the texts selected as case 

studies for this thesis is to use Gee’s ‘ideal’ discourse analysis: a model of analytic 

practice, which focuses on the work that a given discourse performs.  The task is to 

bring to the surface those recurrent practices and patternings of language, which 

produce within the case study texts ‘an order of discourse’, in Fairclough’s term, by 

which he means broader and more socially based sets of usage, which contribute most 

to the emergence of consensual and so powerful meaning/s.  By reflecting back upon 

which of Gee’s ‘social constructivist’ discourse categories dominate ‘the work’ of the 

case study texts: Building significance, Building activities, Building identities, 

Building relationships, Building politics, Building connections, or Building 

significance for sign systems and knowledge, it should be possible to see how far a 

‘discourse of romance’ is evident within a broad range of Australian prose fiction.  

In the Building significance phase of analysis, a discourse analyst examines 

the specifics of the context/s within which the words and images used in a text or text-

type are being produced, and determines how situated meanings, institutions, and 

associated discourses are connected, reproduced, or transformed. 

In the texts of romance, three of Gee’s six categories for exploration are 

especially relevant: Building activities, Building relationships, and Building 
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connections.  Not only is the ‘action’ of romance inherently relational and connective, 

since the characters are motivated by and judged against these forms of activity, the 

entire significance of the text is created, and evaluated, through these modes.  To this 

degree, while the discursive focus in each Case Study shifts its emphasis, the 

contextual element identified in the process of Building significance is always central. 

Rather than being assessed as entirely distinctive discursive features, these elements 

cooperate, it will be argued, in an especially tight mode; they articulate, in Hall’s 

terms (1988), one with the other, and, thus, their power – and, it will be suggested, 

their often perverse capacity for continuity, inside often contrary social formations.   

Building activities, Gee suggests (Gee 111), is where discourse analysts 

consider firstly the primary activities in play in the situation/s around which the texts 

operate – moving then to sub-sets of activities, and then details of the actions carried 

out within each.  For Building identities, Gee recommends (Gee 111) that analysis of 

discourses related to identity examine not only the ‘stable’ elements enacted and 

considered ‘consequential’ in the behaviours and expressed personalities of those 

involved, but also any transformative elements towards which they are directed. 

Which qualities and habitual actions are endorsed; which held out as goals to be 

achieved?  In each case, what counts is a form of alignment: not simply the best 

match between potential lovers and life-partners, but the drive to recognise the 

importance of that alignment, and an orientation towards actively seeking it out, and 

constantly reassessing its direction, as conditions or depth of knowledge of the loved-

other change.  

It is this particular form of flexibility which links, in all cases, the discourse 

work of Building identities to the tasks of Building relationships and Building 

connections – so that describing the operative and consequential relationships in the 

text is significant.  Within the general field of romance, the discursive modes of 

Building relationships and Building connections are especially likely to merge, 

making the text socially meaningful and building in political and conceptual 

signification.  This is the discursive work of romance – a medium which seeks to raise 

the emotional pairing of two characters to the level of a ‘natural’ and inevitable social 

ideal.  Gee attributes to Building connections ‘coherence’: the overall impact of what 

is present as the various discourse strands accumulate and chain together.  Only once 

the patternings emerge can the political preconceptions or aims be evaluated 
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(Building politics) and the frames within which the discursive strategies are 

marshalled be revealed, thus Building significance for sign systems and knowledge.  

It is here that Discourse Analysis (DA), at core a linguistically based method of 

tracing patterns in language, becomes Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA), as theorised 

by Fairclough (1992), a politically-engaged form of social analysis which holds, with 

Foucault (1966), that language is in itself a form of social action, and is, to that extent, 

a political act.  At this moment, the text – Foucault’s document – is revealed instead 

as a monument: a fully-socially-operable order of discourse, working out from and 

back into the situated social context/ s of its day. 

If what we call ‘romance’ is indeed, as this thesis suggests, a deeply-founded 

and ongoing order of discourse, then how the female characters are presented in the 

fiction this thesis examines, constrained by the sexual politics culturally licensed 

between males and females, shows how women are likely to think of themselves 

within society.  Feminist scholarship has done much to reveal how female authors 

represent their female characters, but as yet their critique has failed to significantly 

modify romance, let alone dislodge it as champion of an ‘essentially feminine’ 

touchstone – against which women continue to be judged, and judge themselves.  In 

the twenty-first century, it is more important than ever to establish whether or not 

there have been changes in the ways men and women are shown to interact in fiction.  

It is important to examine what the discourse of the love story might reveal.  To do so, 

however, is to indicate, as does discourse theory itself, that the language and form of a 

text-type model is more than just a literary genre. 

As this thesis is concerned with the discourse of the love story within 

Australian women’s fiction, it will be argued that the love story, as a discourse, 

continues to contribute to the construction of specific forms of knowledge of the 

world and reproduce patriarchal ideologies made invisible by the discourse itself, 

since some discourses “have become so commonplace that we can hardly imagine an 

alternative” (van Leeuwen 98).  The invisibility of patriarchal ideas within love story 

discourse, a discourse that is particularly consistent in its construction, means that the 

love story in fiction remains something worth examining from a feminist perspective. 

If women’s popular writing retains a fixation with resolving the love story, 

women and ‘love’ story appear unavoidably linked.  This thesis questions the 

representation of romantic love, ‘the love story’, in contemporary popular Australian 
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women’s fiction, particularly in relation to its representation of one specific 

interpretation of heterosexual relationships – the proposition that true love is a 

necessary human experience and one that overcomes all difficulties.  Hypothesising 

that the seemingly simple ‘love story’ remains in fact a core part of the controlling 

‘order of discourse’ within an ongoing patriarchal social construct, this thesis sets out 

to examine the specifics of the discourse of the love story, the way in which the love 

story is constructed within popular fiction, and the way in which central discursive 

formulae are repeated.  It suggests that the way the love story is represented hides 

inherent patriarchal ideas and ideals about women’s place within relationships and 

within society, and asks what the implications of this might be.  Does the perpetuation 

of romantic love in fiction, as Miller (1990) suggests, seduce women into believing in 

romantic love?  In whose interests does such a formation exist – and what should be 

made of the willing compliance of women themselves, as both producers and 

consumers of such texts?  What does it mean that it is women who are perpetuating 

patriarchal ideologies through the discourse of the love story? 

At the heart of this project is the question of how the love story today is 

presented given the degree of social change evident within contemporary society.  

While five decades of feminist scholarship have worked to broaden both social and 

narrative perspectives on women’s social participation, why is the love story still 

significant?  The love story in women’s popular fiction still represents women’s lives 

as exclusively focused around the heterosexual monogamous relationship.  In the first 

instance, this study seeks to confirm the construed existence of a ‘female centred’ 

romantic tradition: a narrative formula, operating at levels of plot and of style within 

romance fiction, and in each case, centralising and endorsing the values of a 

monogamous heterosexual relationship, founded upon the mutual recognition of an 

emotional attachment able to transcend and displace all other influences.  Why does 

this gendering of prose narrative persist – and why are there to date no sustained 

studies of romance across genres: those instances, for example, of the monogamous 

heterosexual relationship within the thriller, the mystery, fantasy, or the generational 

historical ‘epic’ novel?   

This Introduction now outlines the process used for choosing texts, key terms 

used, and the structure of this thesis.  Returning constantly to the central narrative 

formula of the traditional romance, Chapter One discusses traditional understandings 
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of the romance genre and of romance fiction, and understandings of the ‘new’ 

romance of chick-lit.  Chapter Two considers the interdisciplinary elements that have 

informed this thesis: the cultural ‘work’ of romance – the theorisations and techniques 

of cultural studies – feminist literary theory, and feminist dialogue on heterosexual 

love.  

 

Part Two: Justification for the Random Selection of Texts 

 
I am approaching the discourse of romance through an exclusively Australian 

selection of texts, all of them in the mainstream of literary production.  As initially a 

space for convict transportation (see especially Hughes, The Fatal Shore, 1987), and 

latterly of colonisation and ongoing European and Asian migration, Australia has 

been situated within the literary imagination as a location of renewal, in which 

fortunes may be reversed, identities re-forged, and social opportunities unimaginable 

in the ‘home’ context made possible.   

 How far have Australian women writers – especially those affected by 

feminist principles – been able to redirect the life trajectories and relational 

experiences of their female characters towards such ‘renewal’, modifying the bounds 

of the romance myth, to admit other, more imaginative or realistic, life solutions?  To 

examine this question, this study has selected a set of four popular novels, to test how 

far the romance trope may be present across a range of popular literary types, and 

subjected each to the sorts of close textual analysis which can be expected to reveal 

the presence of the dominant discursive positioning taken up within each narrative.  

These are, it must be stressed, random selections – the analyst literally walking into a 

commercial book store and selecting the first female Australian author in each popular 

genre selected.  There were no prior decisions made as to which Australian women 

authors to choose, and no judgements made as to which categories of genre fiction 

might offer this, or that, set of perspectives on the issues at stake.  The work is to this 

extent, purely empirical.  It tests Foucault’s hypothesis that an order of discourse, if 

indeed powerfully present, will surface across any number of otherwise disparate 

cultural fields and their specialised ‘text types’, and may be revealed just as 

compellingly, through ‘discontinuous’ streams of development, as through any 

smoothly-progressing, staged process of historical evolution.   
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The technique of sampling also seeks to pursue something of the relative lack 

of control of readers’ selection of books, whether drawn from libraries, bookshops, or 

the shelves of fellow readers, on their recommendation.  Selecting books is for most 

people a relatively random process.  Decisions are made according to what is 

available – even inside a favoured or exclusively-followed genre.  While, as both 

Foucault and Barthes have argued, the ‘author function’ has come to categorise and to 

some extent ‘guarantee’ for readers the discursive and generic tendencies of a new 

work, a process which promotional activity within the publishing and book-retail 

industries has vastly enhanced and encouraged, readers of popular fiction in particular 

tend to know little of either authors or reviewers, and so rarely calculate what art 

critics term ‘the provenance’ of a work.  The purpose of this thesis, then, is to 

preserve some of this serendipitous selectivity, analysing the love story in texts drawn 

randomly from the shelves in commercial book stores: the kinds of texts any reader is 

likely to come across.   

In focusing on popular fiction, the analysis which follows seeks to determine 

to what extent feminist discourses are available on a wider scale.  Do feminist 

challenges make it into novels aimed at an audience more general than that selecting a 

deliberately feminist piece of ‘literature’?  This thesis intentionally de-selects 

contemporary feminist fiction (interestingly, none fell to hand in the bookshops 

sampled).  The main purpose is to analyse popular fiction, not fiction that is 

intentionally and self-consciously challenging.  Feminist fictional writing 

purposefully contradicts the patriarchal social structure, highlighting inequalities 

rather than perpetuating them, with the intention of changing women’s lives.  Popular 

fiction, however, rarely claims to do anything more than entertain.  A distinction is 

being made, then, between those readers who deliberately seek challenging and 

alternative forms of literature, most often using either specialist study-lists or the 

recommendations of staff in politically-oriented book shops or libraries, and readers 

who read seeking entertainment.  This thesis aims to examine what messages are 

contained in contemporary popular fiction by and for Australian women – primarily to 

seek out any ongoing presence of the discourse of the love story.  The historical texts 

used in Chapters Three and Four were also selected randomly, ‘discovered’ (I had no 

previous knowledge of Australian literature) over the course of this study.  
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Part Three: Traditional Romance Discourse – Key Terms Used in this Study 

 
 Key terms used in this thesis are clarified before analysis begins, in order to 

prevent confusions arising, in relation to variant uses of such terms within different 

schools or traditions of scholarly inquiry or popular usage.  These explanations are not 

meant to be definitive, but, rather, represent what is meant in the context of this thesis 

– while acknowledging both the shifts in perspective across time and the capacity for 

the ‘active’ interpretive reader to redirect these forms in the service of their own 

preconceptions.  

Firstly, romantic love is here defined as heterosexual love, idealised for its 

‘purity’ or ‘beauty’, as well as the impact it is held to have on emotional arousal and 

the ‘transcendence’ it is thought to achieve in the lives of those it influences.  

Romantic love represents itself as nostalgic, sentimental, and extravagant in both its 

sensation and its expression.  Romantic love as an ideological formation encompasses 

the belief that no human being can be considered ‘complete’ without having 

experienced ‘true love’.   

Romantic love can be described as a full-fledged myth because of the way it is 

so consistently presented in popular culture.  The romance myth – the equivalent at 

this level of an order of discourse – is the belief and expectation that romantic love is 

natural, right, and normal.  Within the pages of romance fiction and those more 

mainstream texts which this study argues are influenced by it, romantic love is 

idealised, and presented as pure and incorrupt, even when the consequences of this 

love are unpleasant or tragic.  All actions within the plotting of these ‘love stories’ are 

justified by the transcendent pureness of love.  Attached to the concept of romantic 

love are ideas about love conquering all obstacles, ‘fate’ bringing ‘soul-mates’ 

together, and the certainty and so immediate recognition of love's ‘rightness’.  

Romantic love influences the characters in every aspect of their behaviour and 

interpretation of the world; for example, a touch or a look is more meaningful when a 

character believes there are romantic feelings involved.  Possession – even transport – 

by the saturating sentiments of love is considered crucial.  Emphasis is placed on the 

total emotional immersion of heart and soul, and complete abandonment of the self to 

the other.  Romance is thus seen to demand both commitment and sacrifice: a form of 

all-encompassing cultural ‘work’ on the production of a new and transformed self.  



 16 

Significantly, within romance, men and women have particular and specific gendered 

roles to play, learnt through various cultural activities and artefacts, such as social 

rules, morals, and values, or cultural products – like novels.  What results is a politics 

of romance: a social system and array of more or less powerful or apparent social 

relations, evaluated and hierarchicised by both characters and readers of romance, as 

they collaborate in the construction of an emotionally satisfying polity of sensibility. 

It is this, it will be argued, which produces not only Gee’s sixth and final stage of 

discursive production, the full-fledged ‘significance’ which operates as a form of 

knowledge, but the satisfaction and sense of quest towards self-worth which has 

continued to motivate even feminist writers and readers, from stage to stage of the 

evolution of a ‘modern’ representation of women’s social role.  It identifies, to that 

extent, romance literature as an order of discourse which operates at the level of a 

central myth.   

The word myth is used here to explain the persistence of romantic love within 

mainstream society and its texts and the ongoing representation of romantic love as 

pure, beautiful, nostalgic, sentimental, and extravagant.  ‘Myth’ conveys the profound 

intensity of such narratives, powerful on an emotional level, even when they are not 

credible intellectually.  This thesis considers such myths to be stories that encode 

powerful social expectations, rendering them alluring through the proffering of 

emotional rewards, their persuasiveness constructed via repetition.  Roland Barthes’ 

(1972) observation that myths are cultural constructions which “cannot possibly 

evolve from the 'nature' of things” (Barthes 110) is significant to this thesis.  

Romantic love, as presented within popular fiction, is a cultural construct, not a 

natural occurrence.  As Barthes says, myths are experienced as ‘truths’ because they 

are naturalised, not because they are natural (Barthes 131).  Day (1984) states that 

myth can be “deemed a deceptive propaganda ploy, ignoring facts and reality” (Day 

2).  The insistent repetition of romantic love’s idealised representation can to this 

degree be considered a form of social and cultural propaganda.  Significantly, myth 

smoothes things out and makes life, if not simpler, more meaningful.  Romantic love 

– or the romance myth – is sanitised and simplified within its generic literary 

formulae, reduced to a particular plot and outcome.  It is the repetition of the story 

which ‘proves’ that the myth is ‘true’. 
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The happy ending is above all a narrative device used to bring a resolution to 

the initial aspects of conflict between hero and heroine, which reflect – all too 

accurately – the different social roles, expectations, and behaviours demanded of men 

and of women.  It is the end result of the romance myth, and is typically signalled in a 

verbal declaration of love and devotion between the couple.  The happy ending 

implies a blissful, committed, ongoing monogamous relationship.  Readers of 

romance novels expect a happy ending, and are disappointed if writers do not deliver 

a contented couple.  The desire for a happy ending is not limited to romance novels, 

however, but is a typical resolution within much of popular culture.  Once again, 

following Belsey (1994), this study suggests that the reader’s ‘desire’ for satisfaction 

in following the trajectory of a narrative plot, rests in the ongoing structural 

expectation that ‘closure’ will in some way be secured – the mechanisms of the 

resolution founded upon those characteristics of the genre involved.  Where detective 

fiction or the thriller set out a dissident, discontented world, often involving 

criminality or violence, against which a hero battles to sustain good and reaffirm 

justice, romance portrays an unfulfilling mundanity destabilised by an initially 

‘dangerous’ yet alluring sexual-emotional attraction, which must be focused and 

directed into the ‘acceptable’ love-relationship of the finale.  The happy ending is thus 

used specifically to evoke a respectable passion in the romance reader, for whom the 

satisfaction is emotional rather than intellectual.  The happy ending is the ‘natural’ 

conclusion, mitigating the potential for social chaos inherent in any release of 

women’s sexual expression – at least from a patriarchal perspective.  

In contrast, so-called resentment literature denies the possibility of a happy 

ending.  In this thesis, resentment literature is defined as that women’s writing that 

highlights the social inequalities and psycho-social dangers that continue to occur in 

heterosexual monogamous relationships.  It protests against the conditioning women 

undergo through the romance myth, and seeks instead to expose the realities of 

unhappy, restricting, or violent relationships.  Generally driven by anger and a 

denunciatory, critical resolve, resentment literature is typically described as feminist.  

Sylvia Plath's The Bell Jar, Charlotte Perkins Gilman's “The Yellow Wallpaper”, Kate 

Chopin's The Awakening, Fay Weldon’s The Life and Loves of a She-Devil, and Jean 

Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea are among many examples of resentment literature where 

patriarchal ideology is strongly critiqued and the dangers for women within society 
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are exposed.  Resentment novels are thus inherently described as anti-romance, with 

those ‘romantic’ liaisons introduced presented as damaging and destructive for the 

women characters.  The problem for this thesis, however, rests not in the production 

of such ‘anti-romance’ plots, elements of which exist alongside many more 

conventional love-story strands in many novels, but rather in the degree of social and 

emotional abjection portrayed through the female characters.  Resentment literature 

may be challenging and life-changing to read, but it does not often present women in 

positions of strength.  Female characters typically end up miserable, mad, or dead: an 

illustration of the degree to which they cannot escape patriarchal control.  Such 

novels, most often categorised as ‘literature’ as opposed to ‘popular fiction’, are in 

many ways the obverse of the romance field.   

In this thesis, then, serious literature is defined as fiction written as social 

commentary, not necessarily from a feminist perspective, although often undertaken 

by feminist authors.  Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, for example, raises some feminist 

issues, but also critiques many other social concerns.  Serious literature and 

resentment literature are separated here in order to make the distinction between 

literature that consciously attempts to invert the paradigm of the romantic plot and the 

literature that founds its critique more broadly.   

The definition of patriarchal society within this thesis involves visions of a 

social order which foregrounds and seeks to produce the domination of men over 

women in all areas of society.  This thesis contends that aspects of patriarchal 

ideology are so naturalised within modern Western society that both men and women 

contribute to women’s subordination without realising it.  Patriarchy is not a structure 

of the past, restructured and reformed under successive waves of both feminist 

intervention and socio-economic development, but rather still exists in the central 

social structures of contemporary society.  A firm belief of this thesis is that women 

remain disadvantaged because the world is still defined from a male perspective.  It is 

argued here that, in part, such definition is achieved through sustained use of the 

romantic plot within both genre and mainstream ‘literature for women’. 
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Part Four: Outline of the Thesis Structure 

 
Chapter One is a literature review of how popular romance fiction has been 

approached by critics and theorists.  It reviews existing studies of the romance and 

chick-lit genres, taking up the various feminist challenges to its ongoing production 

and consumption, and suggesting that at least in part, how romance is theorised and 

discussed in itself influences its ongoing cultural positioning.  Chapter Two looks at 

the feminist focus on literature and the cultural studies approach to popular fiction. 

Chapters Three and Four of the thesis examine older Australian fiction, testing 

the presence of elements of the love story discourse, and comparing how that 

discourse occurs across time and genre.  Chapter Three, the first section of text 

analysis, gives an overview of Australian women's literature from 1854 to the end of 

the 1990s, an era dominated first by colonial development, and then the growing 

orientation of Australian society to modernity and a more global set of relations.  

Analytical methodologies are used for testing this study’s hypothesis, that despite the 

widespread social changes to the full social participation of women and the patterns of 

their lives across the five decades of feminist intervention, the cultural centrality of 

the romance narrative has remained constant.  This chapter’s purpose is to map how 

the love story has been represented by some of Australia’s best known women 

authors, many of them with significant reputations as social reformers in the feminist 

cause.   

 Chapter Four considers the interaction between politics and women’s fiction 

up to and including World War II, an era characterised by intense social pressures on 

‘the home front’.  Of particular interest is the way in which the fiction of The 

Australian Women's Weekly, beginning publication in 1933, was particularly 

conservative in nature, highlighting the virtues of the good and loyal Australian 

housewife, and emphasising the need for women to adopt ‘traditional’ gender roles.  

More contemporary stories from The Australian Women’s Weekly are also analysed, 

to see whether the love story today is presented any differently.  The Australian 

Women’s Weekly’s short fiction is also contrasted, however, with that of recognised 

writers, like Christina Stead and Kylie Tennant, who were critiquing the conservative 

social ideals being presented to the Australian public, yet, interestingly, still 

themselves focused on the love story.  Their most controversial novels were banned in 
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Australia, and the authors criticised as ‘unpatriotic’, presumably for their failure to 

reproduce the ideals of a hyper-feminised domesticity then considered crucial to the 

economic and political viability of the nation.  Chapter Four looks in particular at two 

sets of ideas surrounding women and the World War II experience.  For one set of 

authors, their characters’ survival depended on romantic love.  For the other, survival 

was dependent on more practical life solutions, with romantic love offering little of 

real or lasting worth.  

 Chapter Five is the first chapter in the thesis to address a contemporary 

popular novel, published after 2000.  It submits to examination a Harlequin Mills & 

Boon romance novel (sub-genre 'Doctors Down Under'), an obvious site for the 

narrativisation of romantic love, yet one which produces some unexpected results.   

Rather than focusing on intimacy between the central couple, Dr Blake's Angel 

presents romantic love in terms of compassion and community.  In order to achieve 

the heterosexual monogamous relationship, Blake, the romantic hero, has to become a 

better human being, interacting more openly and at a deeper emotional level with the 

people he serves, and with his professional colleagues.  He has to become an 

altogether nicer person: a definition which appears to involve a significant degree of 

what could be described as ‘feminisation’.  It will be argued that Jay Dixon’s claim 

that Australian romance fiction is more community centred than romance fiction from 

other countries is upheld in this novel.  At the same time, the heroine reveals qualities 

very similar to the femininity of the good Australian housewife presented in the 1940s 

Australian Women’s Weekly fiction.  The discourse of romance at the heart of 

contemporary generic fiction is, it seems, at once able to accommodate different and 

distinctive cultural impulses, and sustain the central tenets of the romance mode, 

intact. 

 Chapter Six investigates a contemporary chick-lit novel, Three Wishes, which 

constructs a world that firmly endorses two-parent families, marriage, romantic love, 

and female subordination within relationships.  Chick-lit, the marketing term 

describing a purportedly new genre in women’s fiction, targets women in their 20s 

and 30s, with the novels typically about ‘post-feminist’ women coping with either a 

hectic, over-achieving professional existence, or a dull, utterly mundane and 

meaningless emotional life.  Within chick-lit, ‘post-feminism’ is taken to refer to an 

era in which feminism is perceived as having ‘won’ its battle against patriarchal 
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constraint, but where women are unsure of what to do after the victory.  Generally, 

these novels seem to acknowledge twenty-first century young women’s desire to be 

independent and financially successful, but, ultimately, continue to suggest that what 

women ‘really want’ is an old-fashioned heterosexual monogamous relationship and 

an idealised domestic stability – with all the modern conveniences provided and a bit 

of glamour thrown in.  Romantic love is presented as a necessary part of life.  Three 

Wishes displays the love story for the purpose of ‘taming’ the too-independent 

modern woman and teaching her how to become a less ‘difficult’ wife.  Again, ideas 

of what characteristics make up a ‘good’ Australian wife remain markedly similar to 

those presented in 1940s Australian Women’s Weekly fiction. 

 Chapter Seven explores a fantasy novel.  Fantasy as a genre has links with 

fairy tales, not only because of the magical element, but through their plot structure 

and, in the classic theorisation of Carl Jung or Bruno Bettelheim, through their 

psycho-social influence on identity formation.  Fantasy fiction, like romance, 

postulates idealised selves and sends them questing through a series of symbolic life 

events, in search of self.  The Tower of Ravens closely resembles both fairy tale and 

romance, its focus mainly on the relationship between hero and heroine.  This novel, 

though, is not a typical example of Australian women’s fantasy fiction.  The Tower of 

Ravens is ‘traditional’ in its treatment of the central love story.  While the witches it 

introduces as central protagonists are not bound by monogamy, it is made clear that 

monogamy is preferred, and that the flirtatiousness and boldness used to further the 

plot are not acceptable behaviours among females.  Romantic love is expressed here 

as long-lasting ‘true love’, tested in the challenges of the plot.  As in the classic 

romance, if a couple truly love each other, then they belong together forever.  Within 

this novel, ‘true’ romantic love is the reward for virtue and fidelity – and female 

subordination to the powers of the male is important. 

 If social conservatism is the predominant message within popular genres, then 

Chapter Eight delivers it, analysing a crime novel and the representation of women 

and the love story which so frequently accompanies this genre.  Belsey indicates in 

her discussion of crime fiction that more than any other genre, it foregrounds the 

contrast between order and chaos; justice and crime; good and evil.  As part of that 

formula this novel presents a distinct difference between good women and bad 

women, although no woman is rewarded with successful romantic love.  Malicious 
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Intent presents all women as perpetual victims of love, and the protagonist, an 

awkward, flawed woman, is also portrayed as a poor investigator.  Anya does not so 

much solve the crime as stumble upon the murderer accidentally.  She is, to that 

extent, a romance protagonist: more the tool of circumstances than their agent.  

Significantly, her romantic interest in the killer, and her inability to see his 

manipulation of her, costs Anya both her career and custody of her son.  The love 

story is thus presented both as a trap, but also something that all women desire: an 

irresistible force, at once their goal and their downfall.  Malicious Intent may not 

provide the consistent view of the love story familiar within romance – for the desire 

for love is here at the centre of the killer’s manipulation of his victims – but, the idea 

that heterosexual monogamous relationships are ‘normal’, ‘natural’, and the sole 

legitimate form of male-female partnering still resonates strongly.  All other 

relationships are presented as less than ideal. 

Having reached this stage in its analysis, the argument developed within this 

thesis returns firstly to the theorisation behind its analytic methodology, and then to 

its original hypothesis.  In the first instance, it assesses the success of its revelation of 

an ongoing, even carefully nurtured, ‘discourse of romance’ operating across all 

genres of popular fiction, rather than just within romance.  It suggests that there is 

evidence that this discursive formation has proven interestingly adaptable to the 

specifics of Australian social conditions, within a context viewed as particularly open 

to re-definition of identity and the transformation of individual ‘fortunes’ – but in an 

unexpectedly collective or communal way.  At the same time, reviewing the evidence 

amassed from application within each chapter of Gee’s six categories of analysis for 

assessment of a given discourse, it characterises the specific directions and pre-

occupations taken in this ‘Australian’ formula for romance.  Only then does it return 

to the ultimate question posed for this entire project of research, that seemingly simple 

inquiry, why might an educated, professionally trained, independent young woman of 

the twenty-first century still find satisfaction in fiction which promotes the romantic 

ideal of the ‘happy ending’?  Having demonstrated not merely within romantic fiction 

itself, but across a far broader range of popular genres, the persistence, adaptability, 

and ongoing appeal of this one narrative formula, this concluding chapter suggests 

that romance in fiction is, if nothing else, an ongoing feminist issue. 
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Chapter One:  Romance Reformed? The Romance  
  Genre and the Love Story Discourse   
 

 

Part One: The Romance Genre 

 
 Questions about romance fiction, its worth, and its place in society are not 

new.  Romance as a genre is typically considered popular, generic, and unrelated to 

the individualised works of literature.  Ken Gelder (2004) comments that “The entire 

field of popular fiction is written for, marketed and consumed generically” (40): it is 

produced for profit, not art.  In 2003, Pamela Regis, as a fan of romance, sought to 

reclaim popular romance as a genre worthy of literary discussion, since (as this thesis 

also argues) the romance plot is present in a significant number of texts.  She states 

that her book 

defines the modern romance novel written in English and traces its 
development from 1740 through the 1990s.  The definition and literary history 
of the romance novel will provide critics with a clearer understanding of the 
genre’s nature and scope.  They will also form the basis for a counterargument 
to the widespread disdain for and condemnation of this literary genre.  (Regis 
xi) 

   
Regis traces the romance story from the 1740s (Richardson’s Pamela) as a way to 

prove that ‘romance’ is ‘literature’.  Her definition of romance is outlined over nearly 

thirty pages, carefully detailing the elements ‘necessary’ to romance fiction.  The 

simplistic ‘boy meets girl, overcomes adversity, ends up with girl’ plot is expanded 

and explained.  Her point is that while most people believe they know what romance 

is, in reality they have very little understanding of the complexities of the genre.  

Northrop Frye’s (1957) definition explains romance as a theme or atmosphere that can 

be present in other fictions.  To him, though, the central theme of romance is the 

hero’s rescue of a princess.  It is generally understood that the romance plot involves 

the meeting of a male and a female, obstacles that prevent their union, triumph over 

the obstacles, and the couple’s eventual coming together, usually in the form of a 

marriage. 

It can be argued that this romance plot emerged much earlier, and from greater 

foundations, than Pamela, although not in the form of the modern novel.  The Ancient 
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Greek and Roman romances are seen as the forerunner to the romance novel, and, 

significantly, are responsible for introducing the heroine (Gesner 1): a clever and 

independent woman overcoming obstacles before being rewarded with a husband.  

Longus’s Daphnis and Chloe is one example that has survived as a piece of 

‘literature’, as opposed to being dismissed as ‘popular’, despite having the typical 

popular romance plot: although Chloe as a weak and naive heroine is the exception 

rather than the rule.  Folk and fairy tales also followed the romance plot, using 

heroines as often as heroes as main characters.  Later, the highly regarded Arthurian 

quest and adventure romances highlighted male ideals of chivalry, honour, and love 

(Knight 74), important at the time for creating a “false consciousness of unity” 

between the ranks of upper and lower nobility (Knight 75).  Within Arthurian quest 

stories, the lady would be won after impossible tasks had been completed, but it was 

very important for the hero and heroine to experience a chaste, elevated love.  

Elizabeth Fay (2002) comments that courtly love stories focused on the lady as an 

object of the knight’s desire (Fay 20), so women were simultaneously the central and 

background characters within the texts (Fay 28): romances were about the self-

discovery of the male self.  The early construction of women as the majority 

consumers of romance stories is, therefore, interesting.  Helen Hackett (2000) 

explains that there is little evidence to suggest that renaissance women were in fact 

the largest consumers of romance fiction, especially given the high rates of illiteracy 

within the ranks of female middle-class.  She claims that the expressed disapproval of 

women reading romances reveals more about the male anxiety of women’s sexuality 

than about women’s reading habits.  These anxieties about women’s sexuality and the 

link to romance fiction remained throughout the publication of novels such as Pamela 

and Clarissa.  In response to the concern over women reading romance, women’s 

conduct novels were produced in order to direct women’s behaviour away from love 

and sexuality.  Romance fiction is an old, and highly regarded, genre when written 

and read by men.  Women, however, had a different relationship to romance fiction – 

even Jane Austen’s novels in the nineteenth century were dismissed as sentimental 

tripe (Todd 11) – and the genre’s effects on women readers have long been considered 

precarious.    

For Ian Watt (1953), it was essential to separate the novel from romance 

because the separation of the sexes was essential.  In the same way that men and 
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women are different, so are the novel and romance.  Laurie Langbauer (1990) 

observes that 

Women and romance are constructed within the male order and the established 
 tradition of prose fiction that grows out of and upholds that order; they are 
 constructed as marginal and secondary in order to secure the dominance of 
 men and novels.  The yoking of women and romance results from their similar 
 function: they are blank counters given whatever meaning establishes the 
 priority of the privileged terms.  (Langbauer 2) 
 
Women and romance are constructed as “inextricably intertwined” (Langbauer 1) and 

in direct opposition to men and novel.  This is an idea that has been repeated often. 

 What has not yet been explored, however, is the significance of the presence 

of the love story in women’s contemporary popular fiction across genres.  How is it 

represented and what impact does the love story have within particular texts?  What 

makes the love story such an important part of women’s fiction?  Why does it 

continue to be discussed and rehashed?  Why are women’s relationships with men 

central to the plot?  Why are men and women still presented as being opposites, 

reconciled only through the trope of sexual love?  Critical discussion about romance 

focuses on popular romance fiction, not how the romance plot is applied in different 

genres.  This thesis analyses popular women’s fiction to see how the love story is 

treated within each text, despite the apparent severe variations.  At the same time, it is 

argued that the continuity of the central romantic trope across genres is, in part, 

inscribed through the way in which the love story is constructed and described in all 

genres.  How the love story is understood now is at least in part produced by the 

repetition of the same kinds of ideas, certainly over time but also across genres. 

 

Part Two: Treatment and Understandings of Romance Fiction 

 
Love stories have consistently been perceived as dangerous reading for 

women, and subjected to harsh criticism, especially when written by women (see 

Pratt, 1981; Stubbs, 1979; and Brownstein, 1994 for studies on women and novels).  

In 1541, Miles Coverdale translated Heinrich Bullinger’s declaration that love stories 

were lies and perilous for women to read (cited in Hackett 10).  Centuries later, 

Northrop Frye (1957) likened romance to Freud’s wish-fulfilment dreams (Frye 99).  

There is an over-abundance of studies of romance fiction, looking at it as a poor-

quality literary genre, as well as considering its social effects on women readers.  



 26 

Arguments range from romance novels being the worst kind of book to their being a 

source of empowerment for women – a complex and contradictory set of positions, 

given that romantic love has also been associated with an ideal human state.  As 

Corinne Saunders (2004) has pointed out, idealism has often been closely linked with 

romance, and because “The ideal is necessarily linked to models of social 

order...romance often provides pertinent social commentary” (Saunders 

“Introduction” 4).  To some extent, analysts have attempted to delineate such social 

ideals from within the varying formulae of the romance genre.  Different types of 

romance novels have also been discussed: from Harlequin Mills & Boon (160 page 

novels) to the longer and more detailed epic love story.  In each instance, however, 

analysts move to discussion of an imagined human ideal, delineated in the discursive 

formations of the romance:  

Romance, after all, speaks of imaginative possibility – the possibility of 
building castles in the air.  Its tapestries of light and shadow address the ideal, 
not just to present an escape, but also to inspire belief in the potential, in the 
achievement of desire, in the embodiment of ideals.  (Saunders “Epilogue” 
541) 
 

Presented within romance is an ideal human state: one produced and signalled in the 

recognition of love as the most powerful influence upon the human condition. 

 Discussions about romance fiction over the decades have fallen into five 

general categories: whether the fiction is ‘good’ or ‘bad’; its likeness to fairytales; its 

link to capitalism; its effects on the reader; and readers’ use of fiction.  The same 

arguments, however, are repeated over time.  Just as there are considered to be no 

changes to the romance formula, so there is no ‘progression’ in this discussion, but, 

rather, a circular and inconclusive critique.   

Many of the early discussions in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries (again 

see Stubbs, 1979; and Pratt, 1981) insisted that romance novels were damaging to 

female readers, taking the approach that romance fiction has a direct and noticeable 

influence on women: a clear application of a pragmatic or moralist approach, and one 

interestingly revived, albeit from a different perspective, in the ideological works of 

the feminist critics.  How then do such critiques view the impact of the romance 

formula on its readers?   

The most interesting accounts relate to the ways in which the reading of prose 

narrative fiction is held to influence the psycho-social formation of the individual – 
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particularly in relation to gendered identity.  Marty Roth (1995), in his discussion of 

detective fiction, relates how boys’ literary progression is from juvenile adventures, 

where the boy as ‘hero’ is emphasised, to adult crime fiction, where the man becomes 

active protagonist (Roth 46-47).  For girls, however, discussions have focused on how 

reading habits tend to move from fairytales, to juvenile romance, to adult romance 

fiction.  For example, nearly four decades ago, Marcia Lieberman’s article, “‘Some 

Day my Prince will Come’: Female Acculturation through the Fairy Tale” (1972), 

denounced the reproduction of fairytales that perpetuated a conservative, patriarchal 

image of women.  Following de Beauvoir (1952), Lieberman’s essay discussed how 

boys and girls learn about their place in the world through tales that describe active 

boys and submissive girls, with the pretty girl ending up as the prize for the heroic 

boy.  Lieberman’s objection to such fairytales is that the stories “present a picture of 

sexual roles, behaviour, and psychology, and a way of predicting outcome or fate 

according to sex” (Lieberman 384).  Girls learn that beauty is associated with 

goodness and the reward of a man; ugly, yet often, powerful women are evil.  These 

elements are also seen in romance fiction.   

Ten years later, Elizabeth Segel (1982) examined why “The ensuing critical 

debate about the extent of the old tales’ responsibility for perpetuating gender role 

stereotyping” was still going on (30), while Colette Dowling (1981) argued that 

women were being socialised to be passive as a result of fairy tales’ influence.  In The 

Cinderella Complex: Women’s Hidden Fear of Independence, Dowling argues that 

“Like Cinderella, women today are still waiting for something external to transform 

their lives” because that is what they have been socialised to believe from their 

reading (Dowling 28).  Successive analysts reaffirmed this position, locating its 

operation across any number of sites.  Looking at Australian teen romance, Pam 

Gilbert in 1991 examined how the readers of Dolly fictions were “positioned as 

uninterested in school, in feminism, in politics, in science, in technology, in craft, in 

nutrition, or in the more ‘serious’ forms of art, music, film or literature” (Gilbert 73).  

Heterosexual love and domesticity, on the other hand, were naturalised and 

normalised.  Also examining Australian teen books, Dianne Cooper (1993), in 

“Retailing Gender: Adolescent Book Clubs in Australian Schools”, looked at how 

young girls were taught defined forms of femininity through the fiction they read, 

acculturating girls into the ideology of romantic love.  She, too, emphasised how this 
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influence begins very early: “Many girls pass from fairy-tales to adolescent romance, 

finally to reach the possible worlds of adult romance” (Cooper 9).  The problem, 

Cooper believed, was that these texts are closed and, therefore, offer only limited 

readings, setting girls up for a specific and narrow-minded understanding of their 

world.   

Linda Christian-Smith took a similar perspective in 1990, explaining that 

popular fiction often confirms conventional femininities rather than challenging them.  

In Becoming a Woman Through Romance, she reiterates the idea that readers feel 

pleasure in imagining themselves as the heroine, ‘living out’ her desires (106).  

Christian-Smith is most interested in how this translates into the real world.  What 

behaviours and ideas do girls and women learn from reading romance fiction?  

Particularly worrisome to her is the notion that romance is what validates women and 

makes them ‘special’ (Christian-Smith Becoming a Woman 23), and that romantic 

love as presented in romance fiction is seen as a ‘natural’ part of women’s 

development.  In 1993, she repeated this idea, saying that teen romance can be seen as 

providing a site for negotiating aspects of identity, where young women explore ideas 

of self, so that these books are “important in constructing young women’s femininities 

and desires” (Christian-Smith “Sweet Dreams” 48).  Significantly, the teens Christian-

Smith interviewed liked reading about popular and pretty girls the most – the girls 

who were confident interacting with boys and who had successful heterosexual 

relationships.  According to Christian-Smith, readers of romance novels learn 

conservative ideas about women’s sexuality, the behaviour men expect from them, 

and the naturalisation of women’s self-sacrifice for the good of the family.  Romance 

fiction offers “readers particular gender, class, race, and sexual identities that maintain 

the social order, instead of challenging it” (Christian-Smith Becoming a Woman 126).  

Christian-Smith believes that romance novels thus have a direct and noticeable 

influence on readers that is detrimental to women’s growth within society.  As this 

thesis points out, other relationship structures remain largely invisible within romance 

fiction, where only one type of ‘happy ending’ is validated, normalised, and 

naturalised.     

Ana Garner’s essay on popular adolescent fiction (1999) similarly argues that 

“reading plays a role in how we define ourselves as women and how we negotiate our 

positions in culture” (Garner 13). For Garner, “fictional characters play a role in a 
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woman’s self-construction” (13).  She contends that texts and fictional heroines were 

often used to inspire positive feelings and life views, as well as to encourage non-

traditional and resistant ideas (Garner 9).  Garner’s readers, however, are not avid 

readers of romance fiction and reject overtly feminine heroines.  The romantic 

discourse, for all the power of its repetition, does stand variation and Hall’s 

“negotiative” reading.  Readers are able to pick and choose which elements of a 

fictional story are relevant to them.  At the same time, readers more acculturated to 

belief in a conservative love story will be most drawn to a conservative interpretation 

of romance.  Interpretation of the world can only be based on the predispositions 

established within an individual’s perceptions and understandings; what counts, then, 

is the degree of universality and independence of assessment included within each 

order of discourse, and the narrative types associated with it. 

 Linda Lee (2008), examining the link between fairytales and romance novels, 

argues that romance novels can in fact provide a way for women to “subvert and resist 

patriarchal norms” (Lee 62) in the same way that fairytales once did.  The heroine’s 

success, albeit mostly achieved through the hero, allows women a taste of control.  It 

is a matter of interpretation whether or not this constitutes real power for the heroine 

(and, therefore, for female readers), but the shift produced in Lee’s argument, 

compared to earlier discussions, reflects a current acknowledgement that women 

finding emotional satisfaction or ‘guilty pleasure’ from reading romance novels 

cannot be ignored or dismissed.   

What is produced within these feminist accounts of the pleasures of reading 

romance is a re-theorisation less of the nature of the text – or of its discursive framing 

– then of the act of reading.  In part produced through the various strands of ‘reader 

response’ or ‘reception theory’ (see especially Rosenblatt, 1964; Jauss, 1982; Iser, 

1978; and Wilson, 1993) this return of text to context replaces the firmly authorial 

analysis of earlier formalist literary theory with the ‘dialogism’ of a Bakhtinian 

approach – and the semiotic ‘slippage’ within signification in Barthesian semiotics. 

For Bakhtin (1984), romance was less a minor women’s genre than an 

ongoing format, whose discursivity conveyed core understandings of the human 

condition as understood and played out across millennia of European culture.  

Isolating within it the ‘chronotopes’ or time-space relations of human development, 

Bakhtin saw at once that while the classical romance of ancient Greece and Rome had 
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centred on selves held to be ‘true’ because unchanging: tested in the forges of 

adversity and life’s travels, and found to be as constant and secure at the end of a plot 

as at the beginning, the selves of post-Renaissance ‘individualism’ were altogether 

different.  Positioned now as the products of an adaptive, developmental pressure, the 

heroes and heroines of the new European ‘novel’ were tested not to confirm their 

qualities, but to demonstrate their capacity for human growth.  This was romance as 

bildungsroman: characters forced by the exigencies of plot to change perspectives, 

judgements, and the conditions of their own lives, revealing complex relations 

between the social and the psychological, in what was moving ever closer to an 

existential myth of individualism. 

Bakhtin was tracing the variant temporalities (or perhaps tempo-realities) of 

narrative prose fiction, from ancient classical romance to the modern novel. Beyond 

this, however, he produced a means of analysing how the various generic forms which 

have evolved within fictional prose narrative produce a vision of what it is, in a given 

era, to be human. Here it is argued, by extension, that this is demonstrable within any 

form of narrative – including those of any number of twentieth and twenty-first 

century, commercially-produced genres. Bakhtin, in describing how literary narrative 

works to produce an ordering of actions and outcomes which keeps fictional 

characters meaningful for readers, validates the degree of serious critical analysis of 

such genres undertaken here, for the popular romance.  Romance plots, it will be 

argued, take up the events of a life, arranging those events into intensified but still 

representative sequences which produce a preferred interpretation of the people at the 

heart of the story’s actions.  How they are shown to ‘move’ across the events of their 

experiences, and how they are held to be influenced by those events, are the key 

elements not just in a narrative fiction, but from the reader’s perspective at least, in 

life.  The narrative forms are used epistemologically and ontologically to build 

understandings of the ‘meaning’ of contemporary lives.  Bakhtin describes this 

processing in this way: 

We will give the name chronotope (literally, ‘time space’) to the intrinsic 
 connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships that are artistically 
 expressed in literature….In the literary artistic chronotope, spatial and 
 temporal indicators are fused, into one carefully thought-out, concrete whole. 
 Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible;  
 likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time, 
 plot and history….The chronotope in literature has an intrinsic generic 
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 significance….The chronotope as a formally constitutive category determines 
 to a significant degree the image of man [sic] in literature as well. The image 
 of man is always intrinsically chronotopic. (84-85) 

 
What then is being expressed by the chronotopic forms currently under construction 

in the endless iterations of the popular romance? What can Bakhtin’s analytic offer to 

an understanding of what the discursive patternings within romance are directed 

towards – and how far can these forms of narrative be seen to intersect with the older 

chronotopes of both literary and folk-tale formats? 

In the first instance, Bakhtin’s formula reveals how the characters with whom 

we identify as we read and consume romance narratives: the agents whom van 

Leeuwen calls ‘social actors’ and who occupy that ‘fleshed out’ time-space 

continuum which the chronotope makes visible to us, are conceived of as moving 

across the specifics of the imaginary zone constructed inside a story’s action. In the 

first instance identified by Bakhtin, that of the early classical Greek romance, 

characters move through an imposed series of random, irresistible events, over which 

they have no control, but which they must simply endure.  In contrast, the later 

chronotope of the modern European novel, produced after the Humanist evolution of 

an autonomous and self-actualising self acting at the core of story, and so of life, 

develops instead a sequencing of  meaningful ‘experiences,’ centred upon the self in 

question.  These experiences are understood as motivated by the central protagonist’s 

own actions or character, and are established to focus the time-space sequencing as 

meaningful in itself, indicative of progress forward, at the level of a life played out in 

a given social milieu. In summary, in the old story forms – perpetuated to some 

degree in modern romance – action moves forward, but characters remain the same.  

In the modern story form, aspects of which have also influenced the romance, actions 

occur because characters cause them, respond to them, and change because of them.  

Bakhtin encapsulates the earlier, ‘non-progressive’ chronotope of Greek 

romance as what he calls “an extratemporal hiatus between two moments of 

biographical time” (90):  

[A]ll of the action in a Greek romance, all the events and adventures that fill it, 
constitute time-sequences that are neither historical, quotidian, biographical, 
not even biological and maturational. Actions lie outside these sequences, 
beyond the reach of that force inherent in these sequences, that generates rules 
and defines the measure of a man. In this kind of time, nothing changes: the 
world remains as it was, the biographical life of the heroes does not change, 
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their feelings do not change, people do not even age. This empty time leaves 
no traces anywhere, no indications of its passing. (91) 
 

What does it mean that the very distinctive chronotope of an ancient narrative form 

seems to be retained inside modern popular romance? What impact does this have on 

identity formation – especially that of postmodernity, in which the kinds of 

‘essentialism’ understood to have characterised formations of self in earlier paradigms 

have been superseded, not only in the philosophical theories of feminist and post 

structuralist thought, but in the multiple or ‘nomadic’ selves promoted within 

contemporary consumerism?  How can today’s ‘autonomous selves’ be positioned 

inside the static chronotopes of traditional romance?  

Bakhtin himself intensifies the urgency of this question, reminding us that at 

the core of the formula is not the chronotope itself, but “the problem of portraying an 

individual [original emphasis]” (104).  In other words, what is under construction in 

any narrative – including popular romance – is a way of understanding identity: one 

that Bakhtin sees as both inherently ideological in all its forms, and interestingly 

linked to the conditions of folklore. There, in a processing still close to that of today’s 

romance – and indeed, to all popular genre fiction – what appears to matter most is 

the affirmation of a returned equilibrium: a restoration of order, which affirms belief 

in the certainty and unchanging nature of the properly-ordered human life.  The 

problem, however, for the modern romance as it seeks in its way to promote a 

‘relational’ social order, is that in its attempt to intercept threats, restore, and so re-

affirm the dynamic flow of autonomous self-directness that contemporary ideology 

endorses as the sign of full humanity, it must end by limiting the heroine’s full social 

participation.  She, by choosing the private over the public sphere as the core of her 

destiny and marker of her humanity, becomes frozen in time and in space, rendered 

outside further development – at least on her own terms.  She becomes a woman 

‘possessed’: victim of her own emotionality, and ultimately of the needs and social 

status of another.  Once more, Bakhtin captures this chronotope of restriction with 

precision, even though he is actually discussing it as enacted by the selves of classical 

Greek romance, where 

people and things have gone through something, something that did not, 
 indeed, change them but that did (in a manner of speaking) affirm what they, 
 and precisely they, were as individuals, something that did verify and establish 
 their identity, their durability and continuity. The hammer of events shatters 
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 nothing and forges nothing – it merely tries the durability of an already 
 finished product. And the product passes the test.  (106-107) 

 
What is in the case of the Greek romance hero a test of nobility, is in the case of the 

modern romance an endorsement of the transformative and self-fulfilling powers of 

romantic love: the sole experience required in this discursive mode to achieve what is 

represented as a totalising selfhood – at least for the heroines.  It both represents and 

is held to form ‘what they, and precisely they, [are] as individuals’.  Further, ‘what 

they are’ focuses a self which should be placed outside – or perhaps above – the 

progressing time of modernity.  Those shown to be experiencing ‘true love’ are, once 

committed into this non-progressing time, elevated above the multivalent time of the 

autonomous modern self: the time which Castells (1996) has described as ‘timeless 

time’, where the multiple, simultaneous, social-interactant flows of modern 

communications and social ‘relatedness’ build so many different time-space variables, 

that time itself seems infinitely flexible.  Inside romance, however, the selves 

confronting this variability and elective positioning are always ‘an already finished 

product’.  They have lost the liquidity and the mobility which mark identity under late 

modernity.  Their potential to self-actualise through the many options for ‘productive’ 

behaviours in the socio-economic terms which dominate twenty-first century ideology 

is literally used-up: pre-defined, in much older, essentialist understandings, and 

unable even to re-enter on realistic terms the everyday of contemporary reality.  They 

are beyond change, outside development, incapable of transformation – trapped 

within their own transcendence of the mundane.  For them, from now on, ‘the 

hammer of events shatters nothing and forges nothing’.  

Further, for Bakhtin at least, the isolation of this set of understandings inside a 

text was a dialogic process: one in which the ‘action’ of the plot was constructed 

between authors – themselves immersed in the discursive formations of their day – 

and readers, interpreting from within their own socio-cultural formation, and using the 

narrative as a modal co-extension with their understanding of their own social reality.  

As in Iser’s hermeneutic circle of interpretation, readers continually move closer to 

and further from a text, bringing some elements of each story into their own 

discursive repertoire and discarding others.  Such a politic of reception, closer to that 

of the later feminist theorists than to the more ideological studies of early second-

wave activists, admitted the insight of semiotician Umberto Eco, who, as early as 
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1973, in a study directed to a rigorously structuralist methodology for examining how 

reading ‘worked’, suddenly observed that it was the generic stories, rather than their 

high-art counterparts, which admitted the greater degrees of reader interpretation.  

While in Barthesian semiotics the scriptible or ‘writerly’ text, which surprised and 

delighted with its innovation and originality, was held to be the desirable form, Eco 

saw that the lisible or ‘readerly’ formulaic text, supposedly presenting everything 

‘ready made’ to a compliant reader, in fact offered space and adaptability, so that 

readers could imaginatively apply a far broader set of interpretive techniques to its 

reception. 

Between them, Bakhtin and Eco license the sort of review of such generic 

texts as the romance, which post-feminist theorists demand.  What they do not 

explain, however, is the ongoing ‘pleasures’ of such texts, when the field appears to 

be otherwise so radically open to alternatives.  When, as indicated above, differently-

plotted women’s fiction exists, why do the ‘old romance’ chronotopes still dominate?  

Why is the formula prevalent even beyond the confines of the romantic novel, and 

what does it have to offer to twenty-first century young women readers, whose lives 

are at core so very different from those of romance’s heroines? 

Such questions bring firmly into focus the issue of what Barthes called ‘the 

pleasure of the text’.  What is it which produces not only a pleasurable reading of a 

romantic text – even, it has been pointed out, from ‘resistant’ feminist readers – but 

leads on to repeated, even ‘addictive’, consumption of the genre?  One avenue of 

research into this question has centred on the difficulty of selling books to a 

demographic of reluctant readers.  According to some critics, readers of romance 

novels are considered to be ‘reluctant readers’ because of their (presumed) limited 

range of reading material.  The realities of publishing and bookselling have a huge 

impact on what books make it to the market, and trends in readership are important 

indicators of possible profits.  One reason why romance fiction has been so 

thoroughly researched is because of its enormous selling capabilities: romance novels 

are a safe gamble for publishers.  All publishers have a significant role, since books 

would not reach the public without them: they are gatekeepers and “not merely 

passive conduits for the transmission of writing from writer to reader” (Milner 103).  

Publishing today, in competition with so many entertainment media, is an 

increasingly difficult business, and so it is more and more important to attend to 
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profits.  First time authors very rarely produce high returns.  A target audience is 

decided on before a manuscript is accepted for publishing, and manuscripts, however 

creative, will be overlooked if the book cannot be easily slotted into an already 

existing target audience (Dilley 8).  The love story is a familiar, and lucrative, cultural 

product: it is easily marketed and easily sold.  This alone makes it a sought-after 

textual form.  

 

Part Three: The Cinderella Sell: Marketing Romance to the Woman Reader 

 
Consideration of the romance industry and its market introduces to the 

discussion an emphasis on consumerism: one far less evident in most accounts of the 

role of prose fiction within modernity.  Why is this so?  It was just such accounts of 

the relative value of lisible texts which, in each successive wave of literary theory, 

relegated women’s literary tastes – and specifically the romance – to secondary, 

inferior status.  In the ideological focus of 1970s second wave feminism, this meant 

its relegation to an instrument of patriarchal oppression, with no potential as a tool for 

social reform.  The argument was, however, less straightforward than it might appear 

– and so are the counter-arguments since produced among feminist analysts.   

Firstly, books are commodities.  They circulate within the material world, 

sources of profit, signs of cultural worth, and in their portability and capacity for 

sharing, marks of today’s social mobility and concomitant desire for a stable and 

predictable security.  The Romance Writers of Australia website 

(romanceaustralia.com) states that 54.9% of all popular paperback fiction sold in 

North America is romance fiction, 29.6% is mystery/ detective, 12.9% is general 

fiction, and 6.4% is sci fi/ fantasy – the website also states that Australian publishers 

do not collect statistics on romance fiction sales.  Statistics from the Australian 

Publishers Association (publishers.asn.au) show Dan Brown taking out the first four 

spots in the Adult Mass Market Paperback category (2005), with The Da Vinci Code 

selling over 260000 copies.  The only female author to make the top ten was Jodi 

Picoult.  In the Top 10 Australian Adult Fiction category, Bryce Courtenay is number 

one.  Chick-lit author, Monica McInerney, sits at number five, just ahead of Colleen 

McCullough!  Kate Grenville is outside of the top ten, at eleven.  No romance novels 

are listed.  According to Romance Writers of Australia, most Australian romance 
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writers are published outside of Australia, and the taxation department regards them 

as exporters (romanceaustralia.com).  

In a millennial era dominated by the use of electronic social media and a 

renewed social connectedness, the return to various modes of book-exchange and 

discussion, from Writers Festivals to Book Swaps, signals something of an 

unexpected late expression of the desire to establish the ‘Common Reader’, whose 

loss was so lamented by Virginia Woolf.  With the sheer diversity of today’s 

information laws making it next to impossible to have everyone focused on the same 

central texts, cultural myths important to the social order must work in even more 

powerful ways to achieve influence.  Romance, a text form entirely outside Woolf’s 

culturally elite literary culture, outsells the scriptible texts of high-art ‘literature’, so 

offers a more powerful social circulation.  Work on consumerist ideology has 

interestingly often been focused on women, with examinations of romance a key part 

of the analysis.  In 1993, Jeanne Dubino examined the links between capitalism, 

patriarchy, and romance in an essay in which, like Colette Dowling, she dubbed 

romantic love “The Cinderella Complex” (Dubino 103).  Romance novels perpetuate 

socially conservative roles among women, filled with patriarchal and capitalistic 

ideologies about love, emotion, and marriage, and, according to Dubino, “reaffirm the 

centrality of men in women’s lives” (Dubino 107).  If this is myth, however, it is myth 

that lies close to modern social reality.  Dubino states that “Romances help to 

condition women for subservience by reproducing, structurally, the real relations 

between men and women” (Dubino 116): ‘real’ in this case meaning the dominant 

gendered relations of power under patriarchy.  Romance fiction is the “one kind of 

literature actually read by the masses of people” (Dubino 117) persuaded that they are 

following their own ‘tastes’ in the act of reading.  Romance novels are marketed as 

‘disposable’, in cheap and flimsy paper covers and bindings – books easily thrown 

away or traded in exchange for another in kind.  They are positioned to promote 

endless consumption, to achieve a satisfying dissatisfaction, which means that they 

will be purchased, exchanged, and read again and again.  In the minds of each reader, 

and the conversations of all readers, their content achieves a powerful and saturational 

impact.  Masses of readers are exposed to ideologies that teach women to be 

subservient and reactive within relationships, in a processing which works largely 

invisibly.  This repetition of romantic ideals and, as Barthes argued (1972), associated 
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social ideologies, within romance fiction shapes women’s perception of how – and 

how important – heterosexual relationships should be.  Bromley says bluntly that 

“Popular literature is one among many of the material forms which ideology 

takes...under capitalism, and is an instance of its social production through the 

medium of writing” (Bromley 124-125).  The structure of the love story replicates 

central social formations, and indicates certain preferred behaviours, in ways 

reinforced by many other cultural institutions, but expressed in strongly coherent 

modes inside romance.   

Bridget Fowler’s discussion of popular romantic fiction (1991) similarly 

examines the link between romance and capitalism, stating that “One effect of popular 

romance is precisely to make the institutions of capitalism...seem inevitable” (Fowler 

17), thus tying women to dependence on the family.  She claims that readers from 

lower socio-economic fractions in particular, offered fewer social and cultural 

resources within an inequitable economic order, remain unaware of and not inculcated 

into alternatives to best-selling genres and that publishers are well-aware “of the 

forces leading women to seek compensatory relief through fiction” (Fowler 30).  

Here, in a strategy typical of a feminist ideological analysis, it is the publishing 

companies that are seen to take advantage of women who like reading romance 

fiction.  Fowler cites Gramsci’s Marxian ‘false consciousness’ conception that 

popular literature offers the ‘lower classes’ temporary satisfaction, which keeps them 

settled and content, and so less available for political action directed towards social 

reform.  She argues that “the formulaic fiction partly locks these women into 

collusion with dominant ideas – economic, patriarchal and racist – or, less strongly, it 

increases their lack of systematised resistance to them” (Fowler 173).  Likening 

female readers of romance as a category to the ‘lower classes’ of society, Fowler 

suggests that if they knew better they would not read these novels.  There are, of 

course, problems with this theorisation.  It suggests not only that there is such a 

concept as the ‘lower classes’, locked out, despite the accessibility and social 

diffusion of the new electronic media, from culturally diverse entertainment sources, 

but also that this is inherently a vulnerable group, easily duped and cheated of ‘real’ 

cultural value – its quality determined by their bourgeois counterparts (including 

those Marxian critics who produce this sort of analysis).  Within the realm of romance 

it has two further corollaries: one, that romance is, by definition, a lesser and limited 
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genre – a proposition which is incidentally far more often asserted than argued in 

detail – and two, that women readers, the near-exclusive readership for romance, are 

by that very fact somehow doomed to ‘lower class’ tastes and cultural status.    

In disagreement with this kind of reasoning, Lynne Pearce (2004) states that it 

is a mistake to underestimate the amount of critical engagement readers have with 

texts.  She believes that although romance fiction is popular because it is familiar and 

reassuring to its readers, and the emotionally satisfying ending can be (mostly) 

guaranteed, the texts serve different purposes for different readers.  As Pearce 

observes, “romance is a ‘story’ that everyone knows” (Pearce “Popular Romance and 

its Readers” 521), but this is not necessarily a weakness of the genre.  The endless 

reproduction of the love story is due to human desires, regardless of whether they are 

‘real’ or a product of patriarchal socialisation. Such desires are important to how 

‘being human’ is understood.  The love story is neither a new phenomenon, created to 

sustain patriarchy under late modernity, nor one existing only outside ‘great’ 

literature.  On the contrary, it exists inside many if not all genres at some level, as this 

study will argue, and is the core of many works considered as cultural treasures.  

Shakespeare, Goethe, Dante, Tolstoy – all worked with central elements of the love 

story.  Nor are its plots and characterisations so very far removed from the ongoing 

psycho-social experiences of life under modernity.  Pearce examines the similarities 

between life events experienced at the psychological level, such as trauma, 

daydreams, and wish-fulfilment, and the ways romantic love is described in fiction.  

Romantic love remains difficult, confusing, filled with obstacles – but also brings 

ecstasy.  Romance fiction can help readers work through emotional difficulties, 

replacing “repressed, ‘past’ emotions with new, anticipatory ones” (Pearce 530).  The 

principle of hope and fulfilment of dreams that romance fiction brings can be 

psychologically healthy, despite “the ghosts of father, husband, and priest somewhere 

looking on” (Pearce 536).  The love story may be a mere cultural product, but Pearce 

believes it is a necessary one, that structures and fulfils psychological demands.  To 

the extent it justifies its continued reproduction within popular culture, and its 

popularity among women readers in particular, still predominantly charged with the 

nurturance of emotional life within the familial sphere (see especially Habermas, 

1962; Gilligan, 1993; Fraser, 1989), remains to be seen.  This thesis argues that the 

way in which the love story is consistently reproduced, and the fact that it offers such 
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limited perspectives, ignores and denies many other social realities.  The typical love 

story presents and validates only a heterosexual, monogamous relationship between 

its male and female protagonists.  It neither acknowledges the rapid re-insertion of 

women into economic productivity from the 1960s on (see Castells, 1996), nor urges 

any compensatory focus onto the emotional ‘work’ within the private/ intimate sphere 

from males.  To that extent it remains, as this study will argue, a problematic genre, 

and a problematic discourse within other genres.  None of this explains, however, 

women’s ongoing commitment to its socio-cultural propositions; nor the uses they 

might make of what its otherwise outmoded social models might be offering. 

Like Pearce, Glinda Fountain Hall (2008) discusses how women benefit from 

reading romance fiction, arguing rather as Eco did, that the marginalisation of 

romance fiction offers readers and writers more freedom to explore and redefine 

gender myths.  She states that “The heroines of romance fiction become the subjects 

in their own lives: they act, they speak, they think, and they make decisions” 

(Fountain Hall 38).  Although, ultimately, the heroines do marry, along the way they 

challenge harmful gender roles: “Romance fiction offers a mode with which women 

writers, by using a female narrative and language, are able to assist in revising a 

patriarchal, canonical interpretation of history” (Fountain Hall 52).  Romance fiction, 

Fountain Hall claims, is one way women can call attention to and alter traditional 

power structures.   

Is this, however, too sanguine in its suggestion of ideological reform?  This 

thesis claims that the women readers of women’s fiction, if they are changing their 

lives at all, are merely positioning themselves differently within the power structures.  

The heterosexual monogamous relationship remains a patriarchal institution, and there 

is little evidence either inside or outside romance of women seeking to exchange it for 

something else.  Meanwhile, its structure, ideology, and values continue to favour 

men.  Whilst individual couples may negotiate within the structure, as is often shown 

within romance fiction, the structure itself does not change.  It is not questioned.  

How, then, short of a return to the attribution of some degree of false consciousness, 

are we to explain women’s ongoing commitment to it – and to the texts and genres 

which perpetuate its values? 

Most critics who look at popular fiction today largely agree that readers should 

not be thought of as passive receivers of whatever a text is offering.  The interaction 
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between a reader and a text is considered complex and difficult either to measure or to 

predict, despite the apparent success of publishing houses in securing authors and 

manuscripts for their specialist audiences – and especially those for the various 

strands of romance.  The ways readers use texts, and the reasons why texts are used, 

are factors that need to be taken into consideration.  Janice Radway is considered the 

pioneer in researching readers of romance fiction, her mid-1980s study cited as the 

groundbreaking exploration into why women read romance fiction.  Her research 

offered a different perspective on how and why romance fiction was being read.  

Although Radway ultimately believed that the novels perpetuated conservative 

patriarchal ideas and ideals, she acknowledged and validated the emotional pleasure 

women derived from reading the books.  In part an escape from everyday drudgery or 

to find a space that was totally their own, the novels were also used to subvert 

patriarchal ideals, even as the monogamous heterosexual love story at the core 

reinforced those same values.   

To this extent, Radway’s theorisation of the impact of the romance was 

scarcely original.  What her work did add, however, was primary research into 

readers’ views of what romance was all about.  One notable point that came out of 

Radway’s discussions with romance readers was that the readers were very particular 

about what features made a romance novel successful, and a worthwhile purchase.  

The single most vital feature was the happy ending, specifically a marriage, or 

implied future marriage, between the hero and heroine.  For Radway’s group of 

readers (mostly married women), it was also important for the heroine to be sexually 

inexperienced and submissive.  The readers stated that although the heroine had to be 

independent and intelligent, when the hero finally admits his love for the heroine, she 

had to display a desire to be protected by his masculinity and be dependent on him.  

Regardless of how Radway’s readers reported their use of the novels, the features they 

most liked were thus conservative and ‘traditional’.  They emphatically did not like a 

heroine to be promiscuous, or even to have more than one love interest.  The feelings 

of desire and emotional satisfaction in the monogamous relationship between the hero 

and the heroine were the features that most drew these women to read romance 

fiction.   

So, Radway’s research appears to confirm the ongoing powers of the romance 

formula: in Bakhtin’s terms of the classical romance, in which hero and heroine, 
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unchanged by their life experiences across no matter what duration and territory, 

finally achieve a perfect and ideal union.  What is represented here is not only a 

reassertion of the patriarchal conjugal relationship as the sole social ideal, but a view 

of human identity which today would be considered essentialist: founded on a belief 

in some given, unchanging, and ultimately unchangeable, core of self, able to rise 

above circumstance, and assist an enduring truth and durability against change.  Yet, 

not only is such a postulation no longer held within either feminist or cultural theory 

(see, for instance, Angela McRobbie, 1994) its provisions fly in the face of 

contemporary statistics on divorce, single parenting, lifetime workforce participation, 

and even the central myths of identity formation espoused within the consumerist 

promotional work of advertising.  All of this leaves romance readers, at least in the 

Radway tradition, once again locked out of modernity, expressing a nostalgic longing 

for the relative certainties and stabilities of patriarchal ideals: models which may in 

fact never have been reality, but which have proven nonetheless enduring in their 

allure. 

There are, however, other elements of attraction revealed in the responses 

reported by readers in Radway’s study.  It is important, for instance, to remember that 

Radway’s readers valued the act of reading itself immensely, as an activity the women 

did just for themselves.  Radway’s readers read for a specific purpose and chose 

books that would fulfil that purpose.  In part the attraction reflected their sense of a 

privileged space: a validation of the Habermasian sphere of the private/ intimate, 

which while perhaps not always perfectly achieved within their own lives, tended still 

to remain a cultural focus, and in real terms, their responsibility to foster and preserve.  

Although this thesis is mostly concerned with the analysis of the love story as 

perpetuated within individual texts, the fact that women choose to read for such 

complex reasons cannot be ignored.  Nor can the sometimes unexpected interpretive 

work that is undertaken in the act of reading be disregarded.  Readers looking for a 

specific outcome when reading will tend to find it in the books they choose, and may 

well disregard anything that is irrelevant to their purpose.  It is important to 

acknowledge, especially in a study such as this that is based on text and discourse 

analysis, that every reader, and, if Eco is right, especially readers of generic fiction 

such as the romance, has the capacity to ‘negotiate,’ or even to ‘resist’, as Hall would 
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put it, the central signifying formulae of the text’s construction and cultural 

reproduction. 

Radway’s sample was small, only representing one specific demographic – the 

white middle-class housewife, but her research inspired others to explore romance 

readers in more depth.  Linda Crane’s study (1994), published ten years after 

Radway’s book, looked again at those aspects of romance fiction most readers enjoy.  

Crane wanted to take Radway’s ideas further and “provide evidence for whether 

romance-novel relationships actually mirror changes readers long for in their own 

lives” (Crane 259).  Interestingly, Crane’s 80 respondents to her questionnaire on 

romance novels reflected a similar demographic to Radway’s small group.  Crane’s 

study showed that “seventy-six percent [of respondents] admitted they wished their 

partners were more like romance novel heros [sic]” (Crane 262), and showed many of 

the readers “admitted that romance novels fill a true void left by sexual disinterest in 

their own lives” (Crane 262-263).  The biggest change women wanted, though, was to 

their emotional relationships (Crane 263).  It is interesting that Crane’s results 

revealed a group of women who actively desired romantic love as presented to them 

in romance fiction.  Crane’s study shows that some women at least do readily take up 

the ideologies of the love story.  What it cannot answer, is why. 

Following up on some of the challenges of Radway’s study, Mairead Owen in 

1997 looked at how romance readers use the romance plot for their own ends.  She 

argued that readers “re-invent romance” (Owen 537), creating for themselves a 

“practical survival dream plan” (540).  Owen’s work presents the writer and reader as 

partners.  Because of the familiarity of the romance plot, readers are free to project 

their own ideas onto the characters (538).  According to Owen, readers can thus 

subvert the conservative patriarchal message within the romance plot, creating their 

own meanings within the love story.  The message that millennial romance readers 

receive is more about surviving within society, than about being dependent on a man 

(Owen 545).  Even within contemporary romance fiction, however, survival within 

society does depend on how well the heroine can negotiate a successful monogamous 

relationship with the hero.   

The fact that women continue to find romance fiction important in their lives 

keeps the genre relevant within twenty-first century contexts.  Nor are new scholars 

abandoning the challenge of examining its influences.  Interestingly, and significant to 
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this thesis, Huei-Hsia Wu’s research (2006) into romance fiction shows that readers of 

romance novels remain more likely to have conservative beliefs, with, for example, 

fewer sexual partners than non-readers.  Wu’s sample of 770 white American 

university students (male and female), a sample considerably bigger than any of the 

other studies discussed so far, challenges some of the post-feminist revisionist studies 

which have emphasised the capacity of readers to adapt and personalise the messages 

behind romance texts.  Wu contends that  

the content of romance novels is at least a modestly powerful molder of the 
sexuality of those who read them.... Most romance novels promote deeply 
constraining patriarchal values.  Thus reading romance novels plays a role in 
shaping the meaning of the self, sexual identity and attitudes and behavior 
relative to this patriarchy.  (Wu 131)   
 

Wu acknowledges that no direct cause-effect claims can be made for the impact of 

texts upon readers, but suggests, nevertheless, that the results of her study point to the 

conclusion that readers of romance fiction are more likely to believe in heterosexual 

monogamy.  Whilst cause-effect measurements are impossible to determine, and are 

outside this thesis’s scope, as well, research over recent decades has seemed to 

suggest that the happy ending, the outcome that readers become attached to, does 

influence readers’ ideas about what relationships are supposed to be like.  It is this 

issue of reader motivation, an exploration of the pleasure of the text, which still 

bedevils studies of romance fiction.  With no dominant theory of what constitutes 

reader pleasure – especially in the realm of leisure reading, where readers largely self-

select their preferred genres, authors, and texts – what produces commitment to a 

genre or order of discourse, and how repeated exposure to such formations impacts 

upon readers, remain in question. 

 To begin to account for the degree of consistent reading, and for the pleasure 

reported in that reading among romance aficionados, it is important to consider late 

twentieth century accounts of a theory of desire.  What are the satisfactions gained in 

reading romance fiction?  Do they differ from those encountered in other prose fiction 

genres?  Are they psychological in their operation, operating largely unconsciously on 

readers, or is there an altogether discriminating aesthetic in play? 
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Part Four: Desire in Romance: Happy Ending, or Emotional Saturation? 

 
Amal Treacher’s essay (1988), “What is Life Without My Love? Desire and 

Romantic Fiction”, discusses the emotional and psychological significance of 

romantic fiction to its readers.  Treacher claims that these novels stand in for any 

needs and desires the readers may lack: that readers ‘feel loved’ by reading about the 

novel’s lovers (Treacher 82).  It is significant that in these novels the reader feels as if 

she can inject herself into the text, living the heroine’s adventures.  The heroine and 

the reader together experience the fulfilment of true love.  Catherine Belsey (1994), 

too, discusses the significance of desire in love stories.  She claims, however, a more 

complex processing: that “Desire, even when it is profoundly conventional, is at the 

same time the location of a resistance to convention.  It demonstrates that people want 

something more” (Belsey 7).  Romance fiction, then, she sees as oppositional, because 

it is acknowledging a lack or emotional inadequacy within society.  The significance 

lies, then, not with the happy ending, which concludes the fantasy, but with the 

expression of emotion along the way.  This is what the reader desires from the text 

(Belsey 35): a heightened emotionalism and experience, denied by the increasingly 

public, and masculine, relational politics of modernity.  Desire longs for closure but it 

is, at the same time, only “thrilling to the degree that it remains unfulfilled” (Belsey 

41) – one good reason why romance fiction is thought of as addictive.  The feelings of 

heightened desire and emotion can be reproduced only by reading another novel, 

preferably one with very much the same structure and styling as before.  The point is, 

though, that readers choose romance fiction for a specific reason; they are not 

compelled to read the books.  At the same time, however, this drive towards repetition 

of the same ideas – ideas that support women’s subordination to the heterosexual 

monogamous relationship and the patriarchal ideology surrounding it – endangers that 

very desire for emotional expressivity.  This is a genre which closes down on its own 

promises – an ideal formula of (dis)satisfaction. 

Theorisation of romance fiction’s satisfactions remains, however, hotly 

contested.  Jay Dixon’s (1999) study of Mills & Boon novels argues that romance 

novels speak very directly to women’s needs and desires (Dixon 30), otherwise 

socially and culturally suppressed, and, therefore, supports feminist goals (Dixon 28).  

For example, she states that “Mills & Boon romances in the 1970s were demanding 
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that men change.  And feminism was doing precisely the same thing” (Dixon 32).   

Dixon thus disagrees with Radway’s suggestion that women read romances to feel 

nurtured and protected.  She believes that the books are so popular with women 

because the heroes must be socialised into the heroine’s world before the heroine will 

accept him, giving her power over him.  The only way the hero can get the girl is if he 

changes to reaffirm her world: “her values and expectations, her needs and way of 

life” (Dixon 33).  Although love, sex, and marriage are closely linked in the novels, 

significantly, it is the hero’s emotional barriers which are broken through to fuse these 

three – so that in the plot at least, it is not just the heroine who feels that love and sex 

must go together.  Men here are taught how to love (Dixon 177).  Of course, a major 

difficulty with this argument is that it suggests that women are born innately in tune 

with romantic love – love is a woman’s biological destiny, her ‘essence’.  Romantic 

love, however, is a cultural construction, as is women’s role within it: both of them 

relatively recent socio-cultural phenomena, interestingly contemporary in their 

emergence with the rise of the modern romance.  Herself both a fan of romance 

novels and a feminist, Dixon focuses on what she considers the positive messages of 

these texts, while she argues persuasively for a femme-centric discourse order in these 

novels, centred on emotional expressivity.  Yet, despite the force of her argument, the 

social setting, the conservative, traditional, and repetitive image of love, marriage, 

heterosexuality, and monogamy, remains. 

Juliet Flesch (2004) is another advocate for romance fiction, believing it 

valuable to both men and women.  Men, she argues, would benefit greatly from 

reading romance novels, texts where they could gain more of an understanding of 

women and their desires.  Flesch expresses surprise at feminist contempt for romance 

fiction, reminding us that these books are “commissioned, written and edited by 

women for women, in an industry that is otherwise essentially controlled by men.  In 

the production as well as the consumption of romance novels, women run the show” 

(Flesch 110).  Rather than romances having a direct influence on young women’s 

behaviour within relationships, romance readers are older women looking for 

entertaining light reading (Flesch 111).  It seems then that the purpose of romance 

fiction is relaxation, not education or in-depth social reflection – unless, of course, it 

is men reading the novels, seeking to learn about women.  Interestingly, Flesch looks 

at romance novels from an Australian perspective, claiming that Australian romances 
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are distinctive “in both style and ethos” (Flesch 12-13), placing particular significance 

on the values of community as part of the hero and heroine’s relationship (Flesch 

291).  According to Flesch, the distinct differences between romance novels, 

“Australia’s most far-reaching literary product” and a “complex and varied 

phenomenon” (Flesch 295-296), prove that blanket condemnation of the genre is 

short-sighted.  Yet while romance fiction is far more varied than many critics admit, 

the representation of women’s devotion to romantic love is always going to occur 

within these novels.  While men for the most part do not read romance fiction – even 

to learn about women – the women reading romances are learning things about 

themselves and their relationships.  Women are indeed writing, editing, and 

publishing such novels, but under the influence of its ongoing market success, and not 

because it is, in some essentialist way, ‘women’s fiction’. 

Whilst studies such as Radway’s, Crane’s, and Owen’s have shown that many 

women value their romance reading, and there is a great deal of critical support for 

romance fiction, even if not especially among feminists, there has also been 

acknowledgement that women who enjoy reading romance fiction may also feel the 

need to hide these books, or justify their reading selections to friends and family.  

Linking romance fiction specifically with women means the genre has been devalued, 

and many women continue to feel embarrassed about their reading habits.  In 2000, 

Kim Pettigrew Brackett explored the strategies readers of romances apply in order to 

feel better about their reading, and found that because of the stigma attached to the 

romance genre, women went to great lengths to disguise the books, conceal the fact 

that they read romance, or even actively criticise the books to prove they know what 

‘good’ literature is.  Many feel too embarrassed to read romance in public, because of 

what they perceive others will think of them.  As Pettigrew Brackett explains, “Daily 

facework strategies among romance readers are complex and necessary manoeuvres 

to maintain their positive face and standing in the social world” (Pettigrew Brackett 

359).  Romance readers claim not to be embarrassed about what they read, but, rather, 

how others perceive their reading.  They do not themselves believe that what they are 

reading is bad, but they do feel that others believe romance fiction to be unimportant 

and insignificant.  This can be interpreted as yet another illustration of women’s 

preoccupations and tastes being judged as trivial: part of a restricted and unproductive 

private sphere.  Indeed, the reason why romance fiction was examined in the first 
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place was because of the possible ‘damage’ it was considered to be doing to women’s 

minds, intersecting all too readily with feminist views on patriarchal suppression of 

women.  The ongoing focus within romantic fiction on a heterosexual, monogamous 

relationship, means that it has, however, remained most closely associated with 

women.  That the love story continues to be devalued within society highlights the 

links constructed between women, romantic love, and subordination within the 

Habermasian private/ intimate sphere.   

Research into romance readers, however, shows that they do not think of these 

novels as real life.  Nor do they necessarily wish for real life to mimic romance 

novels.  While the strategies heroines use for succeeding within the story are 

consistently said to provide readers with ‘useful life lessons’ and positive 

reinforcement of female identity, it appears that the Bakhtinian ‘dialogic’ readings 

produced by the act of reading within this genre are more complex, and probably 

more diverse in their strategies and techniques, than has been supposed.  Not only is 

the interpretive work undertaken indirect, rather than any immediate transposition into 

the social issues of reality; the readership has been identified as older than that 

characterised in the books’ plots; the evolution of specialised romance modes or sub-

genres indicates variation in tastes; and the re-emergence of a ‘post-feminist’ re-

formatting suggests that even the central hypothesis of romance studies, its 

application into the lives of women sequestered within the domestic/ familial pre-

occupations of the Habermasian private sphere, is open to question.   

Lisa Fletcher’s (2008) work on historical romance fiction takes a slightly 

different approach, analysing the heterosexual performativity of the texts she 

examines because “heterosexual love is precisely what exceeds history just as it 

enables a certain telling of history” (Fletcher 15).  Historical fictions of heterosexual 

love are “performative to the extent that they participate in the establishment and 

maintenance of prevailing ideas about the links between sex, gender, and sexuality” 

(15).  To her, the utterance of ‘I love you’ is not only important in the context of a 

text, but it also carries with it the historical baggage of past utterances, which give the 

three words much more significance and meaning.  The romance text is part of the 

hegemonic discourses of gender and heterosexuality, presenting “normative notions of 

sex, gender, and sexuality” (22).  For Fletcher, ‘I love you’ has cultural and historical 

power within romance, performing to preserve patriarchal hegemony.  If romance is 
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indeed an ongoing tool of patriarchal suppression, what are we to make of the past 

two decades of ‘chick lit’? 

 

Part Five: The ‘New’ Romance of Chick-lit     

 
Currently, although romance fiction continues to be extremely popular, 

conversations about the significance of chick lit have replaced interest in romance 

novels per se, as a comment by Stephanie Harzewski (2006) illustrates: “In displacing 

the popular romance, the genre has clearly revived anxieties over the novel’s 

commercial origins as well as the role of the female writer and reader” (Harzewski 

31).  Chick-lit is the new ‘in’ genre to argue about.  However, broadly speaking, many 

chick-lit novels still qualify as romance fiction, with many of the same features 

present in both genres.  Heterosexual monogamy is promoted even in chick-lit, and a 

conservative and domestic ‘happy ending’ is also frequent.  Neither romance fiction 

nor chick-lit is well regarded by literary critics.  Suzanne Ferriss and Mallory Young, 

in their 2006 collection of essays discussing chick-lit and how it is positioned within 

society, ask whether the new genre furthers feminist causes or hinders them (Ferriss & 

Young 9) – an important question, since chick-lit is seen as the fiction that best 

expresses what life is ‘really like’ for younger women in the twenty-first century, and 

especially since chick-lit novels are capable of becoming a number one bestseller 

(theBookseller.com, 26.01.2010). 

Cris Mazza is credited with coining the term ‘Chick-Lit,’ with the 1995 

anthology Chick-Lit: Postfeminist Fiction.  Mazza’s essay (2000) “Editing 

Postfeminist Fiction: Finding the Chic in Lit” discusses the beginnings of a different 

and, it is claimed, powerful ‘postfeminist’ women’s literature.  In the spirit of 

intellectual claims for a generational shift within feminism (see, for example, Naomi 

Wolf, 1994) marking the achievement of access to full public participation and social 

power for women, Mazza and her successors hoped to identify within chick-lit – and 

related media formats – a fully-liberated treatment of sexual and emotional 

expressivity.  Within these ‘new’ genres a fully-female desire ought to be present, 

including a diverse identity politics, and an empowered heroine, freely choosing her 

own way/s forward within the new range of social roles available.  Sexuality, 

including sexual preferences, should have both broadened in its range of options, and 
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be more fully and openly expressed within each relationship.  Mazza hoped to find 

out that women’s fiction was, at least culturally, important, in the same way that 

men’s writing is seen as important, and not just important among ‘mass’ audiences of 

women, many of them denying its use.  In 2006, however, Mazza discusses how her 

term has been appropriated by a popular genre (Mazza “Who’s Laughing Now?” 28).  

‘Chick-lit’ is already merely a marketing term, used to refer to a broad range of 

women’s popular fiction, typically published with bright pink covers and cartoon 

pictures of shoes, bags, pets, and other trendy accessories.  Chick-lit, heralded as the 

fiction that is replacing the fantasy image of perfect love found in romance novels, 

has become instead fiction for the modern woman who has to cope in a ‘post-

feminist’ world formed around consumerism.  The term was meant to refer to 

women’s writing that was original, honest, gritty, and interesting.  Instead, taking up 

the terms introduced by digital media analyst Manual Castells (1996, 1997, 1998) in 

his analysis of identity politics in the era of electronic mediation and entertainment, 

romance appears to have moved directly from an era of ‘legitimising’ identity, with 

women portrayed as accommodating to the demands of patriarchal domesticity, to one 

of ‘projective’ identity: not so much full entry to an existential self seeking 

significance, or what Foucault (1975) would term a ‘self-creative-self’, but one 

endlessly choosing this, or that, consumerist option for ‘how to be’.  In an era of 

open-ended self-formation, each associated with this season’s fashions, trendy 

activities, and even relationships – ‘projecting’ the self in this or in that way becomes 

all of the ‘project’ of life itself.  This is, as UK social psychologist Nikolas Rose 

describes it (1996; 1999), less a ‘self-creative-self’ than a ‘self-steering-self’, 

encouraged only to follow the pre-disposed routes of an intensely commercialised and 

increasingly global cultural habitus.  Bypassing the ‘resistant’ identities feminists and 

post feminists had both hoped to produce, this post feminist text – if that is indeed 

what chick-lit represents – appears only to have updated its modes of oppression. 

For critics, the differences between romance fiction and chick-lit are thus 

negligible.  While, for fans, chick-lit is seen as more realistic and meatier than the 

simplistic world of romance, the purpose of the genres appears to be the same, 

providing pleasure, albeit one tinged with feelings of guilt and complicity, and at the 

same time providing models in how to negotiate the world.  The emergence of chick-

lit has, however, reignited debate over possible influences of popular culture on 
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women.  Imelda Whelehan, for instance, has been one of the critics suggesting that 

chick-lit is emphasising a conservative image of womanhood that conflicts with 

feminism.  In her 2004 essay “Sex and the Single Girl”, Whelehan argues that chick-

lit presents singleness as an unhealthy state, showing women who claim to be happily 

single as deluded (Whelehan 28).  According to Whelehan (2002), chick-lit implies 

that “Having a career is all well and good, but not if it is at the expense of finding Mr. 

Right” (Whelehan “Did Bridget Jones” 27).  Singleness, in many chick-lit novels, is 

presented as being the worst possible outcome for women – all of whom are held to 

have a biological imperative to nest (Whelehan “Did Bridget Jones” 27).  Whelehan 

also argues that in these novels those women with strong attachment to feminist ideals 

are shown as inherently unattractive to men.  While women can compete on (more or 

less) the same level with men at work, within relationships ‘traditional’ rules are 

adhered to (Whelehan “Sex and the Single Girl” 36).  Whelehan admits that popular 

fiction “is able to be playfully subversive” (Whelehan “Sex and the Single Girl” 38) 

and, to this extent, can examine serious political issues such as feminism – but then 

much of popular women’s fiction does not do this.  Whilst chick-lit explores women’s 

place within contemporary society, ultimately it sets women back by not reworking 

the rules around heterosexual relationships.   

Many critics claim that chick-lit characters are obsessed with trivialities and 

frivolities, making their lives meaningless.  The only thing that really seems to matter 

is the search for a man.  As in romance fiction, the love story becomes the central 

focus, albeit from a slightly different perspective.  For example, chick-lit characters 

are often flawed and bungling, where romance heroines are not.  Other critics, 

however, suggest that chick-lit characters are a product of feminism: that it was 

feminism that claimed women should ‘have it all’ – but that the results are not as 

satisfying as the feminists promised.  Anna Weinberg’s essay, “She’s Come Undone” 

(2003), examines the discussion about whether chick-lit presents honestly a real 

dissatisfaction with contemporary life (the idea that careers and financial success only 

make women lonely), or whether this is a covert form of anti-feminist polemic.  Other 

discussion centres on how far the chick-lit label is just another way to discredit 

women’s writing.  Weinberg comments that many of the novels are badly written, and 

seem, for instance, not to have been proofread (Weinberg 48), but that some do suffer 



 51 

from their association with the ‘bad’ books’ reputation of romance – anything by 

women is now simply labelled ‘chick-lit’, and published with a pink cover. 

   As the debate continues, arguments are being mounted which claim a more 

sophisticated and critical edge within the genre.  Kelly Marsh (2004) argues that the 

Bridget Jones novels, for instance, are not an examination of a bungling, whining 

woman, but an acknowledgement that perfection is not something women really want 

to achieve, even if it were possible.  Marsh states that “Bridget refuses to play her part 

in a consumer society and refuses the model of efficient consumer in her personal 

life” (Marsh 56), subverting the new patriarchal ideal of consumerism.  Bridget, 

Marsh says, likes herself as she is, and sabotages her own ‘self-improvement’ plans 

because she does not really want to change.  Although Bridget claims that her main 

goal is to get a boyfriend, she is not really willing to change just to get one. 

Kerstin Fest (2009), however, disagrees, claiming that “The implication that 

work and ‘true’ femininity don’t quite go together is a major motif in today’s popular 

novels explicitly written for a young female readership and flippantly termed ‘chick 

lit’” (Fest 43-44).  Fest argues that within the novels, true femininity and fulfilment 

continue to lie with heterosexual monogamous relationships, and a career should 

definitely not interfere with this.  In chick-lit, the heroine’s search for true love is 

often interrupted by work or career: “Women’s professional success is very often 

linked with a lack of femininity and presented as a threat to the heroine and to her 

private personal relationships” (Fest 45).  Whilst having a good job (generally a 

professional role) is important for women, Fest observes that chick-lit novels imply 

that the development of a heterosexual monogamous relationship is more important, 

and a necessary part of being female. 

Lacking in the discussions and critiques of romance fiction and chick-lit, and 

women’s popular fiction in general, is a close exploration of the presentation and 

representation of the love story within the context of individual texts and across texts.  

It appears that for all the debate of feminist revisionist assessments of the worth of 

romance texts, scholars are still hesitant to accord it detailed analytical scrutiny.  It is 

as if such texts – even the more radical of the chick lit offerings – are still considered 

so heavily formulaic as to not merit critical examination.   

This study argues that until such work is undertaken, not only can broader 

questions relating to the pleasures of the text, or the motivations for and satisfactions 
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from reading, not be adequately assessed, but the reputation of these works as a form 

of literary production suffers at the hands of many of those seeking to elevate it.  Put 

simply, if feminist critics who work to have romance acknowledged as culturally 

valuable themselves continue to regard the genre as not worthy of intensive textual 

analysis, why should anyone else be convinced that it has merit?  This study argues 

that the representation of the love story controls how it is understood in a cultural and 

social sense, especially when similarities are apparent in otherwise unrelated texts – 

and that to establish the truth of arguments which see romance as having either 

positive or negative social impact on readers, examples typical of the genre must first 

be submitted to detailed literary analysis.   Precisely how do these narratives work?  

How do their authors – many of whom produce countless numbers of romance novels 

– handle plot, characterisation, and narrative point of view?  Is there consistency, or 

diversity, in settings?  Is there, as many have suggested, a generic style – or are 

individual authors identifiable from their prose?  How far is the contemporary 

romance continuous with the new chick lit divergence – or with the 2000-year-plus 

history of the romance form?  And, as the genre crosses backwards and forwards into 

both ‘mainstream’ literature and other genres, which aspects of its form and styling 

does it sustain?  In a study which aims to trace the dominant discursive modes which 

have characterised the romance for women readers under modernity, those readers 

identified in Watt’s classic (1953) study of the novel as emerging alongside the rise of 

the middle-class, leisured, vernacular-educated female readership of the post-

industrial nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the random selection of four novels will 

be submitted to full literary analysis, in order to see if a love story is present, how it is 

used, and to what extent aspects of the love story are naturalised and normalised in the 

context of an otherwise mainstream the novel.   

Chapter Two examines the work of feminists and cultural studies analysts with 

regard to love, romance, and popular fiction. 
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Chapter Two: Ways of Capturing the Cultural ‘Work’ of 
  Romance 

 

 

Part One: Cultural Studies Re-reads Romance 

 
Across the various processings of its production and consumption, discourse 

produces, as Foucault held, a sustained and powerful social and cultural impact: one 

central, in fact, not only to the postulating and interpretive acts of meaning-making, 

but to the motivation and ongoing significance of all forms of social activity.  As 

Foucault himself puts it, more than a mere document, text produced within a given 

social order remains as a monument to its preconceptions and preoccupations: a 

complex, detailed structure within which its ‘life’ was activated.  To this degree, 

examination of the ‘literary’ texts of romance and romance-influenced fiction requires 

more than the textual study produced within the traditions of literary studies.  It needs 

the more broadly engaged approaches developed within cultural studies. 

To shift the analytical focus of romance literature from its literary technique to 

its discourse is to admit to the inquiry the central presuppositions of contemporary 

cultural studies.  This re-theorisation of popular cultural activities sees fiction – and 

especially the ‘mass’ or ‘popular’ texts of genres such as romance – as sites where 

mainstream culture is reproduced.  Feminist theory itself is generated by the idea that 

women see and experience the world in a particular way (Skeggs 16) – and 

mainstream culture is the central element of that experience.  Modern culture, as 

Abercrombie (1990) observes, may be consumed within the private sphere, but has 

enormous impact on the public sphere, so that understanding how popular culture is 

consumed is important to understanding how public decisions are made, and 

especially so when, as this thesis argues, only one particular perspective is being 

presented.   

This is not, however, to ‘disconnect’ or privilege consumption over 

production.  John Storey (1996) notes that “Cultural studies would also insist that 

making popular culture...can be empowering...and resistant to dominant 

understandings of the world” (Storey 5).  Whilst dominant ideologies are reproduced 

and perpetuated in the generically-controlled discursive modes of popular culture, 

mainstream culture is simultaneously a site of negotiation – even of resistance and 
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subversion.  Yet, while it might be expected, after five decades of feminist critique 

and intervention, that a gender-related resistance would be dominant within 

mainstream culture, analysis suggests the contrary.  Cultural studies itself does not 

always emphasise gender issues, preferring to consider that the divisions and 

inequalities it reveals stem from multiple aspects of culture (Wood 282): what Hall 

(1988) terms ‘articulations’ of variously-derived cultural influences.  Nevertheless, 

cultural studies remains significant to this thesis because it recognises popular 

culture’s effect on how society is formed and shaped (Storey 3), and because it 

revalidates the ‘private’ and consumerist activities of women.  Storey, for instance, 

cites the work of Herbert Marcuse, who believed that “the ideology of consumerism 

generates false needs and...these needs work as a form of social control” (Storey 114).  

Such views hold that the consumption of popular culture leads to false beliefs, which 

lead in turn to the social control of the mainstream.  It is from just such a perspective 

that the consumption of romance fiction has been, for the most part, scrutinised.  

Cultural studies, however, insists that mainstream culture is the best place to examine 

why people think, feel, and behave the way they do.  Everyday texts contain just as 

important a set of comments on society as more serious forms of art – perhaps more 

so, given their broader, and maybe less critical, reception: 

 [T]he best kind of cultural studies...has no desire at all to substitute movies for 
 Milton.  Quite the contrary, it will study both.  But it does insist, first, that we 
 should take all aspects of our contemporary culture very seriously. (Milner 25) 
 
Milner (1996) also notes, however, that ‘literature’ tends to be read by the affluent, 

whereas ‘fiction’ is read by the masses.  Milner is highlighting ongoing social 

divisions between ‘high’ and ‘low’ culture, suggesting once again that popular culture 

is inclined to be manipulative.  Certainly, many cultural studies projects have revealed 

in detail how far this is so.  David Buckingham (1993) points out that “the media play 

a significant role in young people's relationships with their families and their peers, 

and in the processes by which their identities come to be formed” (Buckingham 5).  

The media provide a resource “which young people use in making sense of their 

experiences, in relating to others and in organising their daily lives” (Buckingham 

13).  Sociologist of media, John Thompson (1994), has noted that 

 What we now describe as mass communication is a range of phenomena and 
 processes that emerged historically through the development of institutions 
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 seeking to exploit new opportunities for the fixation and reproduction of 
 symbolic forms. (Thompson 25)   
 
Mainstream culture has evolved under modernity as a space within which to 

reproduce images that reinforce the social status quo and cultural studies accepts the 

ongoing ideological and social-reproductive role of its object of study.  While popular 

culture can also be a site where the status quo is challenged, and alternative ideologies 

explored, it is more typical of its operations that dominant ideologies are perpetuated.  

Most aspects of any culture tend to sustain and support its central tenets.  Of particular 

interest to this thesis is the representation of the love story, and how its consistent 

representation might contribute to processes of ongoing social reproduction. 

 What cultural studies has achieved is the incorporation of the politically-

engaged, ideological work undertaken in earlier Marxian studies – including those of 

many second-wave feminists – with a less denunciatory, more ‘inclusive’ approach to 

recognition of the social value afforded to, and contributed by, the ‘creative’ aspects 

of consumption of cultural artefacts and activities within everyday life.  Thus the 

empiricism of the movement, its drive to observe and analyse ‘culture in use’, as 

much as to stand above or outside it, critiquing its products and processes, and also its 

ready assimilation of poststructuralist thought, positioned to admit constant 

transformative and inclusionist modes.  To this extent, the test for a culture studies 

perspective relates to its position on what Marxists had termed ‘false consciousness’: 

the view that popular consumerist activities, ‘produced’ within an industrial socio-

economic order for the satisfaction of ‘the masses’, were aesthetically inferior, 

inherently unsatisfactory, and designed only to deflect attention from ongoing 

inequities in the distribution of wealth and power.  Theodor Adorno (1967) was 

particularly disparaging of the effects he saw popular culture as having on its 

audiences.  He saw mainstream culture as breeding conformity and restricting 

creativity because of what he viewed as a limited range of variation, and so of an 

inherent repetitiveness.  Most importantly to him, popular culture maintained and 

supported those already in power: “The concoctions of the culture industry are neither 

guides for a blissful life, nor a new art of moral responsibility, but rather exhortations 

to toe the line, behind which stand the most powerful interests” (Adorno 47).  

Conformity is made to look attractive, even though very few benefit.  The perspective 
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appears to achieve a fit with feminist positions on the central discourse of romance, 

and for that reason, needs examination. 

 Looking specifically at romance fiction, Roger Bromley (1997) takes up 

Adorno’s perspective, claiming that the “harmonising” effect of popular romance lulls 

readers into ready acceptance of the dominant ideologies of capitalism and 

consumerism (Bromley 125).  In this formulation, romance is about property and 

exchange.  Heroines become ‘pure’ vessels for the secure transmission of wealth and 

status, as Engels had so compellingly hypothesised.  According to Bromley, “The 

only model of relationship represented in mass formulaic fiction is that of 

‘ownership’” (Bromley 126).  To take up, even within the modified framing of a 

cultural studies analytic, an examination of romance as a means of social reproduction 

of gendered inequality within this male-female relations, risks returning the romance 

genre to the disavowals and marginalisation afforded it within Frankfurt School 

evaluations.  Romance then becomes an alluring mask, concealing the cynical focus 

working to preserve – and extend – power and privilege.  As a discourse, it is what 

Bourdieu (Language and Symbolic Power, 1978) would term ‘euphemised’: cast in 

forms able to attract and persuade those who would otherwise be repelled, even 

appalled, by its values and goals.  How then is the mask sustained – and why have 

feminist studies, dedicated for five decades to re-analysis of gendered social relations, 

and intensely aware of the problematic popularity of the romance genre among 

women, been unable to moderate its power?  

 Some have held that feminism cannot exist within mainstream culture: that it 

is a project of resistance, perennially open to attack within an otherwise directed 

‘mass culture’.  Susan Faludi has said that representations of feminism within popular 

culture are clearly anti-feminist (cited in Hollows & Moseley 7), where the emphasis 

is typically on ‘traditional’ family values – itself a term evolved within US neo-

conservative and fundamentalist Christian groups to contest reform of gendered 

relations.  Baumgardner and Richards (2000), influential commentators on ‘post 

feminism’, agree, pointing out that mainstream media are constantly announcing that 

feminism is dead (Baumgardner and Richards 90).  Loudermilk, too, argues that the 

media “have defined feminism in a monolithic way”, presenting feminists as white, 

middle-class, angry women (Loudermilk 12) of no relevance to the ‘masses’ of 

women.  Others, especially those like Angela McRobbie (1994; 2009), working 
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within the UK Cultural Studies movement, insist that popular culture is a site where 

women can reinvent themselves – a site of struggle and negotiation, not necessarily of 

conformity (cited in Hollows & Moseley 9).  Joke Hermes (2006) points out that in a 

social and cultural context in which individualism and self-expression are paramount, 

women are called upon to invest ‘their own’ meanings in whatever popular culture 

they consume (Hermes “‘Ally McBeal’” 90).  Even Hermes admits, however, that old 

cultural formats still prevail.  There is still “a lot of old rot” on television that 

“apparently continues to offer a great many viewers much pleasure” (Hermes “‘Ally 

McBeal’” 93).  In her work on American bestsellers, Kim Loudermilk states that  

the cultural work popular novels do upholds the status quo, for while 
individual women may use such fiction for personal empowerment, the 
cultural effect of bestselling novels is ultimately conservative. (Loudermilk 
13) 

 
Even those reading against the grain feel the impact of the formations they resist – 

and the guilty pleasures of immersion in the familiar and deeply referenced formulae 

of the old formats.  Varied representations of alternatives are quite simply lacking 

within popular culture.  While alternatives do exist, they continue to be represented as 

problematic, so that in terms of feasible and practical solutions for an ideal life, only a 

limited set of perspectives is being offered to the public.  Meanwhile, what people 

‘do’ with those perspectives cannot accurately or definitively be measured. 

 Charlotte Brunsdon (2006), among the first to identify the need in cultural 

studies for consideration of gender and a feminist approach, has commented that for 

many young twenty-first century women it has become important to distance 

themselves from the popularly mediated idea of the angry, ‘anti-feminine’, second-

wave feminist.  Brunsdon sees young women wanting to be able to cook and take 

pleasure in domestic life without being labelled conventional or ‘repressed’.  In her 

analysis, within popular culture what feminism represents is at odds with what 

‘normal’ women want – and with how everyday lives continue to be led.   

 Consumer-culture researcher Celia Lury (1995) points out that the culture of 

everyday life, prime focus for Cultural Studies research, is not gender neutral – 

despite much Cultural Studies theory presuming it is.  She shows that this 

presumption “obscures the ways in which culture itself is constituted in relation to 

gender and other social and political categories” (Lury 33).  It is the representational 

construction of woman, through which women’s experience is both formulated and 



 58 

expressed, that leads to a gendered identity.  The ideas about ‘woman’ that women 

experience in society are cultured constructions, as are the representations of women 

in popular culture – in fact, they are the same cultural constructions, for without such 

framing devices (discourse) ‘woman’ would have no being.  From a feminist 

perspective, then, to come to an understanding of women’s lives, it is necessary to 

examine both the cultural and the social domains (Lury 43).  Cultural artefacts remain 

important, even if they should not be looked at in isolation.  Life does not happen in a 

vacuum.  And, as Lynne Pearce (1995) suggests, “However complex the categories 

‘male’ and ‘female’ have become, texts do gender their readers, either explicitly or 

implicitly” (Pearce “Finding a Place” 90).   

Aligned with Gee’s six categories of the cultural ‘work’ promoted by and 

undertaken within a specific discourse, romantic love can be seen to construct, stage 

by stage, a fully ‘converged’ set of acculturating modes.  In the first instance, it offers 

not only a coherent stage upon which to attain significance, but one held as socially 

central to not only full human existence, but to the human condition.  It comes 

complete with a code of conduct: a platform upon which to construct and pursue 

social activities.  It is relational, setting out to regulate ideal social, and emotional, 

interactions between males and females.  It dictates all of the terms of connection, 

both between characters, and the codes of significance they are to espouse, not only 

breaking and reforming older codes of social connection – such as those between a 

woman and her family, or a man and his professional colleagues – but those of 

‘meaningful’ social values.  Entire hierarchies of commitment and sources of status or 

self-worth are overturned in the ‘higher’ pursuit of the central relationships of ‘love’.  

Yet, as argued earlier, interaction with a text is a reciprocal relationship: the text 

repositions the reader just as the reader repositions the text.  While it may be 

impossible to gauge exactly what a reader interprets from a text, it is certainly 

possible to point out that there is a common and recurrent love story discourse, 

naturalised and normalised within the genre of romance, which constrains and 

‘positions’ any and all of its readers, working to achieve certain preferred 

interpretations. 

 How then are we to account for the continued existence and impact of a 

limited and limiting discourse of romance within a social and cultural context in 

which pluralism and individualised negotiation are predominant?  Marian Meyers 
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(1999) discusses how the varied images of women now available in media texts are 

not necessarily helpful, and can indeed even cause confusion.  Such images are often 

contradictory and diverse (Meyers 12-13).  Mostly, she claims, popular culture 

encourages its consumers to buy into the dominant ideology where everything seems 

natural and legitimate (Meyers 7), even though it continues to serve social privilege 

and the economic and political status quo: 

Culture is inherently political, for it is the process by which meanings of self, 
of social identity and social relations, are created within the context of a 
particular system of hierarchical social formations.  (Meyers 7) 
 

Strong women may be present within popular culture – and even within the economic 

and political hierarchy – but only at a price.  Dominant images of conservative 

traditionalism prevail, shaping women’s identities, even, perhaps especially, among 

those who ‘succeed’. 

 In her essay “Messages to Women on Love and Marriage From Women’s 

Magazines”, Susan Alexander (1999) states that popular culture has a direct effect on 

women’s socialisation, and, particularly on women’s relationships with men: “Media 

messages about love and marriage may say more about how women and men are 

socialized into their accepted roles than can be discovered by simply examining role 

relationships and related values” (Alexander 25).   Her study into two prominent 

women’s magazines showed that women were still being encouraged to be 

subservient within relationships, and advised, for instance, to not let their careers 

interfere with their relationships.  These magazines preach a conservative perspective, 

despite that perspective being the social reality for a privileged few (Alexander 35).  It 

can be argued that not all women are taking the advice proffered in the magazines.  

However, the messages about which roles and behaviours are right, normal, and 

legitimate for women are clear cut, and repeated in many other places within popular 

culture. 

 So, does this mean that for the vast majority of women, feminism has failed?  

Carolyn Byerly (1999) prefers to argue that women and feminism have achieved a lot 

within popular culture.  Women’s issues have been highlighted as never before – an 

impressive outcome, since men continue to control the media (Byerly 383).  There 

are, however, many changes still to be made.  Katherine Fishburn noted in 1982 that 

feminists have expended a great deal of effort in trying to claim popular culture and 
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use it for social revolution, seeing popular culture as a terrain where ideas stick 

(Fishburn 24).  Popular culture, though, as commentators of every theoretical school 

have pointed out, serves a dominant ideology, which remains to date conservative and 

patriarchal.  Is it then possible to overturn or successfully contest these socially-

determined and determining cultural constraints? 

 John Hartley (2006) has argued that it is not wise for any critic to, for any 

reason, impose a reading or a message on ‘the people’ (Hartley 95).  It is more 

important, he maintains, and, potentially more successful, for people to be aware of 

the multiple meanings available within texts, once a variety of cultural perspectives 

has been validated.  Hartley points out that there can be no ‘real’ interpretation, since 

the real is dependent on the person ‘doing’ the interpreting (Hartley 79).  Reading, in 

particular, is not a natural skill: it is learned within the context of a person’s social 

environment and part of their cultural formation.  This thesis is, thus, concerned with 

the interaction between the social environment, the perceived reader, and the 

discourses evident within a text.  When certain ideas align in all three areas, those 

ideas seem more ‘real’ than other interpretations, which may be possible, but are less 

likely to be produced.  While, as Joke Hermes argues (2006), textual analysis cannot 

predict reader response, so may not be adequate to a full cultural studies project, 

textual analysis shows recurrent patterns of representation.  Here the argument is that 

the presence of such repetition over past decades and into the 21st century is 

significant and needs to be examined.  At one level, the issue is significant because of 

the degree of social change which has occurred in the five decades of feminist 

intervention. 

  Interestingly, despite the growing evidence of dissatisfaction with marriage, 

couples are still getting married.  In Australia, “About 43 per cent of all marriages are 

likely to end in divorce” (Research FaCS Sheet, 2002 2).  In Brisbane, in the 1998-

1999 period, 7097 couples applied for divorce (Family Court of Australia) – yet a 

2001 survey by Relationships Australia discovered that ‘having a good family/ 

partner relationship’ was still the most important factor in people’s evaluation of their 

happiness (Relationships Australia 2).  Gail Reekie (1998) has observed that “Many 

conservative social critics link the rise in what they call the 'illegitimacy rate' to a 

decline in moral values” (Reekie 2), with changes in the social role of women held 

responsible.  Family, women, and social values are held to be inherently linked within 
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conservative social and political ideologies.  Reekie specifically mentions John 

Howard's government (1996-2007), which adopted US neo-conservative ‘family 

values’ and deliberately set out to cater to a supposed mainstream Australia (Reekie 

3).  The Rudd government has to date continued the theme, fearing voter backlash 

from any programme of social change which might impact on ‘the family’.  

Illegitimacy, no longer a legal concept in Australia (‘illegitimate’, as a legal term, 

ceased to exist in Australia in 1976 with the introduction of the Children (Equality of 

Status) Act), is considered within neo-conservatism a social problem, specifically 

addressed to women's sexual expressiveness, which is represented not as immorality, 

but as a form of ‘selfishness’ (Reekie 165).  Women who are not part of, or seeking to 

become part of, a heterosexual monogamous relationship are represented as not ‘fit’ 

to reproduce (Reekie 63), with policies and advisory reports emphasising traditional 

two-parent families, with those parents married.  Alternatives are represented as 

leading to social chaos.  A single, uniform structure is held to be essential for social 

stability – and social stability, rather than dynamic transformation, is the ideal.  

Marriage and the relations it promotes are a political issue (McManus 1), the nuclear 

family unit easiest for a government to control and a well-established structure with 

powerful cultural models – including romance – to promote its advantages.     

Fostering romance is thus a means of securing social control (Taylor 128).  

The romance myth in popular culture makes the nuclear family important and 

appealing, and it makes the relations behind it desirable.  Ultimately, readers of 

romance feel validated and satisfied in the act of consuming romance texts not 

because the nuclear family is emphasised in politics and religion, but because these 

texts create a positive image of the form of family life on which everyday reality 

remains founded.  This heightened and idealised championing of the family, 

positioned within the texts as a centralising focus on women’s emotional expressivity 

and sexual power, means that ‘women’ as a group, the context of feminist causes, are 

being separated from ‘women as wives and mothers’.  Women’s rights are set up to 

compete with family rights (Coltrane 394): made to appear anti-family, and, therefore, 

anti-society (Reekie 162).  Women’s rights are no longer the issue (Ferree & Merrill 

cited in Coltrane 412) with feminism blamed for society’s ‘decline’ (Reekie 165).  

Anyone who publicly attacks the family is seen as bad (Zack 44).  Feminist critique of 

the nuclear family is considered anti-society, instead of pro-equality.  Yet, the 
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prevailing attitude in mainstream culture considers that women’s equality has been 

achieved.  In such an environment, study of the ‘outmoded’ formats of cultural 

artefacts such as romance novels becomes an important reminder that inequitable 

social roles and relational structures remain not only in place, but endlessly proffered 

as ideals, and just as enthusiastically consumed.  Popular fiction offers an insight into 

what women writing about women are continuing to produce as a representation of 

real life.  As Imelda Whelehan comments,  

contemporary women’s novels about women’s lives are ‘about’ feminism in 
that if they offer any commentary on today’s women’s lives it is inevitably 
ripe for feminist interpretation and investigation. (Whelehan “Sex and the 
Single Girl” 38)   
 

If feminism is no longer foregrounded within popular public discussion and has little 

influence in mainstream culture, feminist projects of inquiry become more important 

than ever.  The more feminism is marginalised, the more misogyny will become 

socially re-ingrained (Martin 378).     

 

Part Two: Romance as Genre Fiction and the Feminist Focus on Literature and 
  Genre Fiction 
 

Genre fiction has been considered as both a tool of dominant ideologies, and 

as a medium especially open to resistant or negotiative readings.  Such contrary 

readings suggest a continued critical discomfort with the concept of a popular, yet still 

ill-understood medium: texts consumed by mass audiences, yet produced largely 

outside the regulatory apparatus of critical review.  It is notable, for instance, that 

those genres which have moved toward literary acceptance – such as crime fiction – 

have arrived at much the same forms of evaluative processing as serious fiction: 

inclusion in literary festivals and review pages; author’s book-signing tours; dust-

jacket reviews; as well as being considered in recent decades at least to be serious 

mainstream literature, and in the case of some authors to have achieved ‘classic’ 

status.  While romance has its own specialist conventions and book fairs, its authors, 

even today, tend to remain anonymous or pseudonymous – or even as in the case of 

the best-selling ‘Virginia Andrews TM’, to be a contracted committee of collaborating 

writers, some of them male.  Just as the readers of romance tend to shun public 

revelation of their literary consumption, so too, it seems, do the authors.  It is in part 

this lack of respectability – or, at least, of respect – which produces in feminist 
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scholars, many of them self-avowedly complicit in romance reading, the tendency to 

seek to recuperate the genre: to explain its allure as an act of covert self-

empowerment, commensurate with feminist ideals.  What is less evident, however, is 

exactly why romance, and indeed all popular literary forms, are considered 

‘formulaic’, and so inferior, when prose fiction itself has evolved any number of 

features, through which the various examples of the art are endlessly reproduced and 

subsequently judged.  

Cawelti’s examination of formula fiction, now a classic text in itself (1976), 

discusses the significance of genre fiction within society.  Formulae are cultural 

products; they give insight into dominant social and cultural practices.  In turn, they 

influence their ongoing culture “because they become conventional ways of 

representing and relating certain images, symbols, themes, and myths” (Cawelti 

Adventure, Mystery, and Romance 20).  Formulae change, however, as culture and 

society themselves change, and in an open or contested social order, they may reflect 

minority as well as dominant tastes and predispositions.  Study of genre fiction has 

thus been considered especially useful for feminism, since popular formulae can 

vector alternative ideas into the mainstream.  Anne Cranny-Francis’s research has 

examined how formula fiction can be used to feminist ends (1990).  She has focused 

on the ways certain formulae gender readers (1992), and investigated the possibility 

of a feminist romance (1994).  Formula fiction can be and has been used by female 

writers to subvert what have been considered male genres, overturning the structural 

codes of the narrative form, or using those codes differently to make statements about 

women’s position within society.  Science fiction and fantasy, for instance, are “used 

extensively to envisage societies and subjects...not defined sexually by patriarchy – 

and, in the process, [are] used to deconstruct the practice of patriarchy in 

contemporary society” (Cranny-Francis Engendered Fictions 118).  Crime fiction is 

another ‘male’ genre that has been powerfully appropriated by female writers.  The 

crime formula allows female characters to be stronger and more active than in most 

stories about women.  Significantly, the female crime fighter is most often a normal 

woman who is revealed as more than capable of solving her own problems: “Heroism 

for the woman mystery detective is not in the extraordinary.  It is lived in the 

ordinary” (Dilley xii).  Genre fiction across the board allows some authors to “use 

mass-produced texts to make potentially radical statements about themselves and their 
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society” (Dilley xvii).  Why then has romance remained so relatively unrevised?  Why 

has this one genre, arguably that closest to the life-concerns of women, and still so 

demonstrably popular with a mass female readership, been the last to undergo 

sustained and successful reform? 

To examine this issue, it is necessary to re-examine in some detail the critical 

trajectory developed within five decades of sustained feminist re-theorisation of 

women’s place within modern society – especially in relation to its intense focus on 

representation, and, as Marxists hypothesise, social reproduction, which ensues from 

the cultural processing work of literary production and consumption.  How women 

‘saw themselves’, as they wrote of and read of their lives in the pages of realise prose 

fiction, has always been held to influence how those lives were lived and understood.  

The degree to which feminists have held, however, that such a processing is 

problematic has been a central preoccupation of feminism itself, calling even the 

supposedly ‘minor’ genres of work, such as romance, into contestation.  Accordingly, 

in this chapter, the focus turns to an examination of feminist evaluations of both 

literature itself, and the romance form, to trace the various positions taken up in 

relation to the genre.  What has been the impact of feminist theory and analysis upon 

the production and consumption of romance?  In overall review, has it supported, or 

denounced this most popular of genres amongst women readers – and how have its 

programmes of social reform impacted upon the content or structure of the genre? 

 Popular fiction has not traditionally been the domain of literary studies, but, as 

stated earlier, more a site for the popular text analysis of cultural studies.  This highly 

politicised, class and race-based re-examination of mass culture under late modernity 

deflected research away from the close textual work of earlier Humanities paradigms, 

in favour of socially-engaged inquiry into the politics of cultural consumption and 

production.  Taking up the Frankfurt School isolation of the concept of a set of 

‘cultural industries’, working in an Althusserian sense on the ways that ‘symbolic 

culture’ worked to support and sustain a socially inequitable ‘material’ order, 

feminists undertook entirely new forms of work, based on the observational and 

survey work of twentieth-century social sciences. 

 This deflection away from the textual analysis of English departments may 

have broadened the research focus – admitting, for instance, at least some of the 

popular genres previously considered contemptible.  At the same time, it produced 
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two ongoing problems for the study of romance.  It positioned it too low in the literary 

hierarchy to receive serious textual analysis in an era of shrinking research resources, 

and it supported instead those methodological apparatuses which focused on the 

production/ consumption axes of cultural studies, whenever approaching study of ‘the 

popular’.  Surprisingly, in the case of the romance genre, enduringly popular among 

women, this problem has in some ways been exacerbated by the tendency for feminist 

scholars to select romance as an object of study.  While romance literature has been 

anything but suppressed by the feminist scholars entering the academy from the 1970s 

onward, who have produced, as this review of the literature has already indicated, 

studies oriented to a wide range of issues and perspectives, their enterprise has to 

some degree preserved romance studies as a genre sequestered from all others, and 

considered beyond all other forms of literary production – except perhaps 

pornography – as socially problematic.  While comics, for instance, once the focus of 

intense ‘moral panic’ study, have in latter years achieved the status of ‘graphic 

novels’, feminist studies of romance have failed to resuscitate for this ‘female genre’ 

any widely-endorsed sense of social or cultural worth. 

It has not been for lack of effort.  Kim Loudermilk (2004), for instance, has 

observed that “Many scholars claim that second-wave feminism has been a literary 

movement from the outset” (Loudermilk 17), strongly preoccupied with the ‘re-

writing’ of scholarship from a feminist position.  Maya Linden (2005) has gone so far 

as to suggest that feminism itself has become too successful, and is exerting a 

negative effect on how women’s texts are being evaluated, demanding of them a 

potential to impact upon programmes of social transformation, which they may not, 

structurally or strategically, be able to bear: 

As feminism itself has become an increasingly dominant cultural discourse, 
informing not only academia but also mainstream media and popular culture, 
women’s texts are often condemned to a narrow interpretation according to 
their positive or negative address of the feminist cause. (Linden 130) 
 

Just as women’s reading had been so closely monitored in the past, for fear “of the 

impact novels might have on their female readers: on their chastity, their docility, 

their submission to (often patriarchal) authority” (Rooney 5), Linden argues that it is 

not useful to the feminist cause to constantly criticise women’s reading and writing.  

Sustained critique, especially when it replicates in its impact the dismissive genre 

categorisation of earlier, more moralistic perspectives, produces only the sorts of guilt 
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and embarrassment recorded by so many reception-theory studies shown above.  It 

does not, because ultimately it cannot, achieve any enduring degree of revisionist 

transformation in the status of the genre.  This is not to suggest, however, that there 

should not be ongoing study, and even critique, of romance literature.  This thesis 

argues that it will remain necessary to maintain discussion about women’s fiction, and 

how it reflects and impacts on women’s place in society.  If some women writers, and 

indeed some literary genres widely consumed by women readers, are perpetuating 

ideas that others believe reinforce women’s subordinate position within society, then 

there should indeed be room provided for criticism and debate.  If a text supports 

social inequalities, consciously or unconsciously, then this should be pointed out.  At 

least in part, women’s socialisation, experiences, and beliefs depend upon the work of 

symbolic culture undertaken in the production and consumption of literary texts.   

 What may require adaptation, however, within this ongoing critical enterprise, 

is redirection from the intensive, or too exclusive, a focus from feminist scholars, on a 

specialist romance genre.  Such studies, it will be argued here, produce too tight a 

focus upon a ‘genre’ which is in fact more widely disseminated across literature than 

is evident within specialist studies, and more widely consumed and influential socially 

and culturally than its near-exclusive focus within feminist analysis suggests.  Both 

the romance trope within prose narrative and the popular consumption of narratives 

focused on gender relations are widespread and endlessly repeated and reviewed, 

aspects of modern social practice.  They are, it will be argued, part of a mainstream, 

rather than women’s only, order of discourse, still directed to the regulation and 

reflexive adaptation of social relations and identities, within the complex and distinct 

‘technologies of self’ and social ordering at play across late modernity.  To this end, 

the focus on romance in this study itself remains feminist: socially critical ordered 

around a politics of gender, seeking both enduring and transformative examples of 

both historical and contemporary cultural formation/s.  What it does not seek to do, 

however, either by intention or through inadvertent sequestration of its object of study 

from mainstream social practice, is to return romance literature to the generic 

‘badlands’ it has so long occupied.  In taking up – and hopefully extending – so many 

of the insights and explanations for the enduring popularity of romance which 

feminist scholars have produced, it seeks instead to position romance anew, as co-

extensive with all other forms of literary endeavour, sharing many, if not most, of 
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their techniques and concerns.  To ‘return’ romance, then, to a more mainstream 

position, is to move beyond an exclusively feminist appraisal of the social impact of 

romance, to include broader perspectives in the analysis.  It is important to consider in 

some detail why feminist research into romance literature has reached such an 

impasse, and what this may tell us of how best to move forward. 

Feminist literary criticism “properly begins in the aftermath of ‘second-wave’ 

feminism”, a “culmination of centuries of women’s writing, of women writing about 

women writing, and of women – and men – writing about women’s minds, bodies, art 

and ideas” (Plain & Sellers “Introduction” 2).  As with most things, the present is 

dependent on the past.  Early feminist critiques dissected the ‘maleness’ of the mid-

century ‘literary canon’, with pioneers, such as Kate Millet, criticised for not 

mentioning female writers enough and taking an overly paternal position.  But while 

early studies centred on critiquing how men represented women in fiction, more 

important was the task of examining how women represented themselves. 

 Toril Moi's (1985) ideas on the politics of fiction moved back from the task of 

analysing ‘sexist’ texts to consideration of how text impacted upon the society within 

which it arose: 

 If aesthetics raises the question of whether (and how) the text works 
 effectively with an audience, it obviously is bound up with the political: 
 without an aesthetic effect there will be no political effect either. (Moi 85)     
 
All text is political, whether readers recognise this or not.  Whilst feminist research 

had successfully outlined the gendered restrictiveness of patriarchal society, what Moi 

called for was a range of positive, transformative gender images:  

 [T]he demand for realism clashes with another demand: that for the 
 representation of female role-models in literature.  The feminist reader of this 
 period not only wants to see her own experiences mirrored in fiction, but 
 strives to identify with strong, impressive female characters. (Moi 47)   
 
Moi’s call was immediately echoed by others.  Mary Eagleton (2007) explains how in 

the 1980s the “consciousness-raising” novel made feminism popular, citing best-

selling feminist authors such as Fay Weldon, Marilyn French, and Erica Jong 

(Eagleton 115).  Eagleton outlines how female-affirming and socially critical novels 

“trace the raising of the heroine’s consciousness and often have the effect of doing the 

same for their female reader” (Eagleton 115) – although, like second-wave feminist 

theorists and critics themselves, she is less clear as to precisely how this occurs.  
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Many women of the era have, however, recorded a direct impact from such novels on 

their own lives.   Kim Loudermilk, for instance, reveals that it was a women’s fiction 

class at university that helped her decide to make women’s writing and feminist 

theory the focus of her academic career (Loudermilk 18).  Whilst contemporary 

popular fiction is no longer considered ‘consciousness-raising’, Nickianne Moody 

(2006) comments that “The recognition of popular culture as indicative of, and 

contributory to, cultural change deepens the understanding of literary and social 

contexts” (Moody 189) – albeit once again without explaining precisely how.   

    

Part Three: Feminist Perspectives 

 
So, it then becomes important to study the current morals, values, attitudes, 

and beliefs being communicated to women through typical mainstream fiction written 

by women.  Finding out how women portray women is essential to understanding how 

and why certain social and cultural attitudes and actions are perpetuated.   As Imelda 

Whelehan has said (2000), “Feminists have a responsibility to make it clear how 

patriarchy works and what sexism (and racism and homophobia) does to women and 

men, so that people can decide for themselves” (Whelehan Overloaded 177).  Finding 

out about mainstream attitudes towards feminism and feminist social objectives is 

important to determining both contemporary feminist goals, and the most effective 

means for their proposition.  Currently, part of the reason for the comparative lack of 

interest in feminism within mainstream culture is held to be that it is perceived as old-

fashioned and no longer necessary.  Gill Plain and Susan Sellers (2007) have asked, 

“Why is it...that the term feminist continues to provoke such ambivalent responses?” 

(Plain & Sellers “Introduction” 1).  This study sets out to ask whether part of the 

answer to this may prove to lie in the seemingly inevitable deployment of the 

discourse of romance, even inside works produced by otherwise feminist women 

writers of mainstream texts.   

Among the second-wave feminists of the 1970s ‘activist’ intervention, only 

radical feminist writers such as Shulamith Firestone and Joanna Russ considered the 

issues of romantic love and the love story, seeing them as central and powerful agents 

of a universal and all-consuming patriarchal oppression.  Firestone’s The Dialectic of 

Sex: The Case for Feminist Revolution (1970) may seem an outdated text, but many 
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of its claims are still applicable.  Firestone asserts, for instance, that women rather 

than changing the world as they take up such ‘public sphere’ activities as full-time 

work or political office are just being repositioned within patriarchal society (18-19).  

Firestone’s argument that the heterosexual monogamous relationship is at the centre 

of women's subordination, that men are socialised to use women (127), and that there 

is an unequal power context within any heterosexual relationship (132) remains 

relevant to this thesis, since each of these is central to the love story.  Romantic love, 

for Firestone, is corrupted love (146).  It creates ‘mindless’ women pre-disposed to 

accepting the normalisation of patriarchal society (227).  Germaine Greer (1970), too, 

saw romantic love as preserving women’s belief in their own subordination to a more 

significant other (Greer 158).  So threatening was this articulation of the necessity for 

resistance to the maintenance of patriarchal order, that the angry, ‘man-hating dyke’ 

became the popular media image of what a feminist was (Loudermilk 9; Baumgardner 

& Richards 93), projected even onto relatively benign liberal-reformist programmes.  

The question of the stance taken to the matter of romantic love and relations with men 

became one of the major divisions in feminist theory, as women fought to reconcile 

their politics with the ongoing demands of their domestic lives and responsibilities. 

 Later revisionist feminism, adjusting not only to the many advances achieved 

towards social equity, but also to new and unexpected generational pressures, have 

attempted to revisit, and even revive, these issues.  Joanna Russ, for example, in What 

are we Fighting For? (1998), echoes Firestone’s belief in “ravingly radical” feminism 

(Russ 68).  While her typically provocative solution to romantic love, that we “all 

become crazy, man-hating separatists” (68), would be neither practical nor popular, 

like Firestone, Russ points out that the heterosexual monogamous relationship 

remains at the centre of patriarchal society.  The manless woman is still a threat to 

patriarchy (135), and heterosexuality is itself an institution (137).   

 In her 2005 book The Death of Feminism: What’s Next in the Struggle for 

Women’s Freedom?, Phyllis Chesler, whose Women and Madness (1972) was itself a 

classic of 1970s activist feminism, also echoes earlier radical arguments, criticising 

contemporary feminist theorists and scholars for their seeming lack of interest in the 

‘real’ world.  She is “disheartened by what has happened to feminism” (2), calling 

feminists too politically correct, too readily accommodating to multiculturalism, and 

too accepting of difference.  While Chesler argues that popular culture projects are a 
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waste of a researcher’s time, her overall message remains relevant to this study: 

feminism has not done its job while women in the world are still suffering.  Chesler 

talks about the immediacy of life and death situations, while this thesis palpably does 

not – yet her point that a seemingly mandatory acceptance of the provisions of 

cultural difference and other people’s social practices ignores the fact that some 

cultures are quite clearly misogynist remains significant.  There are indeed aspects of 

culture – Western cultures included – that maintain women’s subordination.  While 

these may not attain the impact or urgency of the issues Chesler addresses, they 

contribute to the social formations which continue to buttress the patriarchal order – 

which produces those issues of urgency, providing it with the flexibility and 

adaptability it has demonstrated since the rise of second-wave activist feminist 

critique.  Among them, this study suggests, is the work undertaken within romance on 

monogamous heterosexual relations as social and cultural ‘core’.   

The acceptance and acknowledgement of difference has been a significant 

point for feminism: recognising that there is no single correct way to view the world 

has been a useful way of denying patriarchal power.  Despite this key revelation from 

later, poststructuralist feminism/s, however, to recognise pluralism is not to abandon 

an ethical or politically committed stance.  A unified message, accommodating of 

diversity, is what remains important.  As Chris Weedon (1999) says, “it is possible to 

define what is universally good and true” (Weedon 109), without offending anyone or 

missing anyone out.  Feminism – or feminisms – retain a common goal in gender 

equality.  This thesis aims to illustrate the gender inequality present in the long-lived 

but still influential discourse of the love story – and suggests that its very longevity 

indicates that it is a fundamental, rather than trivial or peripheral, cultural force. 

If nothing else, all of this debate within both second-wave and ‘post’ or 

revisionist feminism/s suggests that addressing a politics of gender relations has been 

no simple matter.  Denise Thompson (2001) observes that feminism itself can 

sometimes appear ridiculous, because seemingly contradictory: 

There is little common agreement about what feminism means, even to the 
point where positions in stark contradiction to each other are equally argued in 
the name of ‘feminism’, with little hope of resolution as things stand at the 
moment.  (Thompson 5) 
 

Is there, however, any hope for a consensual programme from a movement which 

originated in a politics of resistance?  Moi certainly suggests that feminists have to be 
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seen to have common political ground, else there can be no solid and distinctive 

feminist criticism (Moi 74).  Thompson argues that poststructuralist feminist 

reference to ‘feminisms’ “is an evasion of the real and important contradictions 

between competing assertions made in the name of feminism” (Thompson 17).  She 

believes that all such conflicts need to be addressed and resolved.  A common goal 

does not, however, have to mean a universal truth.  In Radical Feminism Today 

(2001), she outlines a definition of feminism, “which makes sense of the feminist 

project” (17).  While she acknowledges that all definitions should always be open to 

challenge and discussion, and can and will be modified, her definition of feminism 

centres precisely on the central topic of this thesis: the patriarchal structure of the 

heterosexual relationship: 

Feminism is a thoroughgoing critique of male domination wherever it is found 
and however it is manifested.  It is a working towards ending male impositions 
of whatever form, and the creating of a community of women relating to 
women and creating our own human status unencumbered by meanings and 
values which include women in the human race on men’s terms or not at all.  
(21) 
 

Thompson defines the feminist cause in terms of working through women’s 

relationship to men, especially as represented within the heterosexual relationship, 

declaring that “what women want is a human status where rights, benefits and 

dignities are gained at no one’s expense” (8).  Thompson claims outright that since all 

social inequalities can be traced back to male dominated structures, there is no need to 

separate feminism into feminisms.  These seeming variations are merely different 

approaches to the feminist cause.   

Thompson does, however, recognise that problems within theorisation will 

occur.  ‘Woman’ as a category is neither stable nor all-inclusive.  Women are not, 

always and everywhere, the same.  At the same time, while all women’s experiences 

are important, they are not, on their own, sufficient for the feminist project.  The 

distinction and categorisation work of theorising must be done, and re-done, 

legitimising experiences and making sense of them – as long as a common goal is 

kept in mind.   

It is this focus on a common purpose which most appears to bedevil 

contemporary feminism.  Locating core arguments within current feminist discussion 

is a complex task with multiple voices and multiple positions competing for attention.  
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Ariel Levy (2006) has argued that feminism has become too individual, no longer 

about women standing together (cited in France 16).  Camille Nurka's discussion in 

“Postfeminist Autopsies” (2002) makes a similar point.  There is no distinguishable 

'centre' to today’s feminism, with definitions both variable and personal.  Nurka 

criticises the way post feminism, which sees the work of second-wave feminists as 

outdated, ‘uncool’, and out of touch with twenty-first century issues and conditions, 

places older and younger feminists at odds with each other.  Taking up the discourses 

of the day, with their focus on identity and representation, she states her case in terms 

of intergenerational conflict over sexualised female expressivity: “The postfeminist 

body is posited primarily as a sexy body, in opposition to the dowdy, menopausal 

body of the mother” (Nurka 187).  Issues of expression, as played out in women’s 

sexual relation to men have it seems become part of feminism itself: it has refocused 

its programme on a modern politics of identity, in which negotiation of a sexually 

expressive and successful relational self appears as the core of what it means to be a 

woman.  Older feminists, with their insistence on critique of any form of 

identification with patriarchy, are presented as getting in the way of what younger 

(sexier) feminists want to do or be.  Such sentiments are expressed especially strongly 

by Jessica Valenti (2007) in Full Frontal Feminism.  Out with the old and in with the 

new, Valenti believes that older feminists are too cliquey and too power hungry: 

reluctant to let the younger generations take part in any of the decision making 

(Valenti 166).   

While sex has always been a part of feminism, sexual expressivity, especially 

as it relates to physical appearance, is particularly part of the new breed of feminist – 

a problem for second-wave feminism, which had viewed the drive to produce sexual 

allure as a central part of patriarchal socialisation.  Periel Aschenbrand, author of The 

Only Bush I Trust Is My Own (2006), sees sexual attractiveness as part of feminism's 

message (France 16), and does not believe she is ‘objectifying’ herself.  Aschenbrand 

poses naked for the cover of her own book, and owns a company selling t-shirts with 

sexualised political slogans (see http://www.bodyasbillboard.com/).  She sees herself 

as producing a feminism relevant to younger women, proving that not all feminists are 

ugly, frigid or matronly – still popular definitions of feminists in the media circles 

which form the contemporary social imaginary.  Since many of this generation argue 

that women do not take up feminism because it is perceived to be in direct conflict 

http://www.bodyasbillboard.com/�


 73 

with ‘what women want’ and who they are, feminism is easily represented as having 

no significance in women's lives if it is anti-men, anti-fashion, anti-make-up, or anti-

designer-shoes.  Mostly, feminism gets a bad rap, as Moody-Adams (1997) points out, 

because it is indeed positioned as anti-woman: “Feminism's unsympathetic critics 

have exploited the insecurities of many women to persuade them that to embrace the 

label 'feminism' – and actively to celebrate any of its central ideals – is to reject their 

'essential' womanhood” (Moody-Adams 77).  Today’s young women, confronting far 

broader social exposure as they enter an increasingly competitive public sphere of 

work, do not want to be part of a movement that makes them seem weird, 

unattractive, or unlovable.   

How far then can this be seen as a worsening of the feminist project: a 

reworking to accommodate the conditions of a later stage of patriarchy, as opposed to 

the manipulative appropriation of a powerful late-twentieth-century social force by 

those very powers it had opposed?  Certainly, work such as that of Periel 

Aschenbrand, immersed as it is in a commercial operation, for all its apparent attack 

on right-wing American politics seems to be endorsing as much as opposing 

patriarchal positioning.  In a ploy, which Barthes (1972) described as a form of 

semiotic ‘inoculation’, it has become typical of political power to defend itself against 

criticism through appropriating the means of its opponents’ attack: deploying its 

discursive repertoire, as a means of representing its programme as already safely 

achieved – indeed very much the core of a ‘new’ and more modern social order.  The 

commercialisation of feminism, achieved to a significant degree through its 

publishing successes with women readers, leaves little space for the critical and 

reflective ‘consciousness’ work that a fully existential renewal and self-direction of 

self requires.  Instead, today’s ‘feminist/s’ are ‘steered’, in Rose’s terms, towards an 

intensity of self-expressivity held to be the means of optimising satisfaction of their 

own desire – yet curiously, no more satisfying than that of previous generations, 

feminist or no.  As feminism itself becomes ‘part of the purchase’, a set of attitudes 

and behaviours used to define and characterise the woman most desirable within 

patriarchy, space from which to achieve critique becomes harder to find.  Thus 

perhaps the abrasiveness, inter-generational conflict, and general confusion of the 

field by the early twenty-first century, as ‘feminism normalised’, requires more and 

more idiosyncratic expression to achieve impact. 
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Australian media analyst, Catharine Lumby (1997), on the other hand, 

considers that the media, main agents of the commodification of feminism, have in 

fact had a positive impact (Lumby 74).  The media, Lumby believes, are improving 

the lives of women, by presenting many different definitions of how today’s women 

might be.  Feminism itself, she suggests, should not be dictating what kinds of women 

appear in popular culture: “Rather than trying to regulate and control images of 

women in the name of some preordained norm, feminism ought to be encouraging a 

broad range of images of and for women, in the media and in everyday life” (Lumby 

25).  She sees the debates about what feminism is (or what feminisms are) as healthy: 

“Exposure has opened feminism to competing representations of what it means to be a 

feminist” (Lumby 93).  Yet while a valuable corrective, Lumby's positive 

interpretation of media exposure is incomplete.  It is not so much the presence of a 

range of images of women that is important, as how these images of women within 

mainstream culture are presented.  The presence of an image within popular culture 

can confirm, as well as contest, stereotypes and prejudices.  What matters is the 

quality of these images and representations, as much as their range. 

What Lumby’s intervention does indicate, however, is the need for constant 

reassertion of core feminist principles, evaluating and guiding the production and use 

of messages about women in the contemporary mediascape.  Lumby herself asserts 

that there needs to be more interaction and more common ground among feminists 

(Lumby 167).  Although she does not believe in going “back to some 'common' 

feminist language”; she believes it important “to find strategic ways of translating 

between the diverse institutions and disciplines which make up contemporary 

feminism” (Lumby 167), highlighting the similarities between feminists instead of 

their differences.  While Valenti champions the open expression of difference, saying 

that “This idea of common oppression among all women almost always negates the 

lived experiences of actual women – because we don’t experience sexism in the same 

way” (228), and insisting that ignoring the differences between women is hindering 

the women’s movement (228), Ellen Rooney (2006) believes that the many 

discussions and disagreements evident in contemporary feminism actually sustain it as 

a movement (Rooney 13).  She sees these arguments as a series of overlapping 

projects, where finding common ground from which to work is the one essential 

feature. 
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Where, then, is ‘the common ground’ within feminism, from which a study of 

romance literature and its impact upon contemporary women readers might be drawn?  

To ask this is to raise the issue of methodology, questioning not only the techniques 

available within the feminist project for a study of the formative powers of a popular 

fictional literary text, but the broader range of theorised analytical strategies used 

within cultural inquiry more generally, adaptable to a feminist study of this sort.  At 

core, this study stands with Thompson’s 2001 reassertion of the central goals of all 

feminist activity: “Feminism is a thorough critique of male domination, wherever it is 

found and however it is manifested” (21).  In this instance, the project hypothesises an 

ongoing form of male domination, effected through the endlessly adaptive yet always 

reinscribed subjugation of women to men’s sexual and maternal needs, as evidenced 

in the plots, characterisations, and social settings of romance fiction.  In a new and 

original departure from past studies of romance literature, it suggests that these 

messages are more broadly spread through the various genres of popular prose fiction 

than has been supposed.  Examining both a wider-than-usual range of general fiction, 

and the emergence of a supposedly innovative and more radical chick-lit, the project 

works to identify ideological work on behalf of patriarchal relations within modern 

and mainstream literary production. 

What remains most problematic within Thompson’s seemingly single and all-

embracing feminist principle, however, is the requirement that gender disadvantage be 

revealed and critiqued “however it is manifested”.  With no single programme of 

methodological technique ever settled for feminist research, and feminist textual study 

arranged across the many schools of late twentieth-century practice, locating an ideal 

methodological orientation or set of protocols is no easy task, especially given the 

goal, the range of text-types to be submitted to analysis, and the range of contesting 

methodologies within even feminist text analysis. 

 In order to contextualise the analysis of texts published after 2000, the next 

chapter presents an overview of Australian women’s fiction from 1854 to the end of 

the 1990s, demonstrating the persistence of the love story within today’s narratives 

about women by showing something of its origins.  The novels analysed provide an 

insight into how women’s relationship to romance has been considered over the 

decades. 
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Chapter Three: Past loves 
 

 

Part One: Australian Women’s Fiction: An Ongoing Tradition of Romance 
 
 This chapter presents an overview of and reflection on how the love story has 

been presented in Australian women's writing from 1854 to 1999, encompassing the 

colonial period, the emergent national identity in the era of Federation, and the move 

of Australian women from the domestic into the public sphere and participation in 

full-time paid employment.  The chapter shows nonetheless a marked consistency in 

the love story discourse, regardless of time or social context.  This overview reveals 

that each successive generation of Australian women has sustained the same ideas and 

preoccupations, even if the presentation of those ideas is different.  Whether or not 

romantic love is being critiqued or applauded, women’s writing has continued to 

focus primarily on relationships between men and women.  This chapter examines the 

way in which the love story is represented in the novels to see how the romance 

discourse has endured.   

A question this chapter raises, but cannot answer, is what the socio-cultural 

significance of this static love story discourse formation is, so powerfully at the core 

of Australian women’s writing – and so their reading.  How is the love story 

represented, and, if its representation is consistent, what does this mean? 

The chapter includes a mix of novels considered important to the tradition of 

Australian women’s literature.  The earlier nineteenth century novels, ‘popular’ at the 

time of their writing, do indeed prove to critique aspects of early Australian life, but 

do not challenge the idea that marriage is necessary for women.  Indeed, the love 

story was an important narrative means of representing marriage as some form of 

primal human relationship, rather than as a largely financial transaction supporting a 

social institution.  While the twentieth century novels continue to present the love 

story as something that greatly affects women’s lives, whether positively or 

negatively, even they fail to offer relationship models alternative to monogamous 

heterosexuality, despite being critical of it.  This chapter, like those that follow, 

examines many different novels, yet finds each presenting similar themes and 

perspectives – surprisingly so, given that these novels span over a century.  Certainly, 
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this chapter does not aim to provide any form of complete historical view of 

Australian women's fiction.  It is a random sampling, produced precisely to examine 

how powerfully the relational impulse might prove to be in the plotting of these 

narratives.  What it reveals is that the same themes have been repeated through the 

decades: the same discursive constructions employed to suggest that the major – often 

the sole – focus of Australian women is the achievement of a ‘successful’ conjugal 

relationship.  This chapter illustrates that women and their struggles with ideals of 

romantic love have been presented in much the same ways in fiction over the decades, 

suggesting that literary presentations of love and marriage remain focused on a 

particular ideology. 

 This is not to say that Australian colonial women’s fiction has ignored issues 

which can be considered feminist, such as women’s vulnerability within the family 

and society, or women’s subordinate position within marriage.  Some colonial novels, 

such as Elizabeth Murray’s Kirkham’s Find (1897) or Catherine Martin’s An 

Australian Girl (1890), took up a radical stance in relation to their comments about 

women's position (some more radical than many present day novels).  Australia was a 

developing country: one widely acknowledged to celebrate a muscular masculinity, 

with a deep suspicion of femininity (see especially Russell Ward, 1958).  It was 

essential for women to find a place for themselves.  The hyper-masculine Australian 

bush myth simply did not consider women equal to men (Campbell 42).  Love, 

romance, and monogamy influenced colonial women’s fiction, not because of a 

classed and idealised life of leisure projected for refined and genteel ‘ladies’, 

occupying their time with romantic idylls, but  because, as Anne Summers has 

commented, women’s lives in Australia were closely tied to the practical maintenance 

of family life (Summers Damned Whores and God’s Police,  79).  Not surprisingly, 

Australian women’s literature did challenge the treatment of women and the 

conditions women in Australia had to endure.  Also unsurprising is that much of this 

work has been lost, or marginalised (Spender Writing a New World 52).  Challenging 

the masculinity of Australian identity was neither easily achieved nor favourably 

received during colonial times, with the physical labour of male settlers a valuable 

asset in establishing a viable economy of production.  The role of colonial women 

was to support, rather than to challenge, this social order.  This thesis asks, however, 

why ideas of the patriarchal family have subsequently continued to be recurring 
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themes, as that social order moved forward into a more modern, stable, and 

diversified economic formation (see especially McInherny, 159).       

 Also of interest is the degree of social critique encountered within all of these 

novels: in many ways a perverse presence within formulae of narrative action 

otherwise focused around romance.  Material that completely undermined masculine 

Australian society, or suggested alternatives to women’s sexual monogamy, simply 

would not have been published during colonial times (Levy 224), but, nevertheless, 

there were determined attempts to contest patriarchal and misogynist meanings of 

‘feminine’.  A strong reliance on the myth of romance and ‘the necessity’ of love 

worked to emphasise a role for women as men’s companions, not just as their 

housekeepers and child-bearers.  Indeed, at least in colonial times, popular fiction 

glorified motherhood – one reason why it emphasised women’s ‘duty’ to make 

marriage a success (Calder 59).  As` a result, however, in these novels “Ugly, 

mannish or assertive women are ridiculed as being unfeminine, as are bitchy women 

who don't know how to treat their men, and flirts or sexually permissive women who 

flaunt their desire” (Gilbert & Taylor 103).  Overtly intelligent, independent women 

were also not presented in a favourable light.  ‘Thinking’ women did not make ‘the 

best’ wives.  Such ideas are still echoed in the contemporary popular fiction analysed 

later in this thesis.   

The forms and definitions of femininity and its social codings may have 

changed from decade to decade, but, within this fiction, Australian women’s position 

on marriage appears firmly entrenched in notions of romantic love, whether its pursuit 

is plotted positively or negatively.  In the novels, women overall are presented as 

defined against a male perspective, and assessed in relation to how pleasing they are 

to men. Women continue to negotiate their identities against the male gaze (Levy 226-

227).  ‘True love’ – and so a successful relationship – is the only thoroughly 

validating social destiny on offer to women.  Nor does this change across time.  In 

terms of Gee’s discourse categories, within which a given discursive formation might 

be examined, a complete – if limited and limiting – ontological/ epistemological 

system is represented within these narratives.  The women characters are shown 

within activities directing them – or not – towards this one, central, social connection. 

Their relational obsessions colour all other preoccupations; their politics is utterly 

personalised, and the only legitimate form of power they exercise is sexual/ 
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emotional/ familial.  Thus the need to analyse across each of the novels introduced 

into this study the actions of the plot – for it is in plot that the characters reveal their 

orientation towards certain preferred social relations, as opposed to a wider range of 

possible social roles, or a more autonomous or independently selected social destiny.  

While contemporary Australian women’s fiction, like the fiction discussed in this 

chapter, applauds women's ability to be both mother and career woman, it still stresses 

that love, a husband, and children, the relational elements of social existence, are the 

most important parts of a woman’s life.       

 

Part Two: Women, Love, and Marriage: The Discursive Core to Australian  
  Women’s Fiction 

 
In the novels examined in this chapter, female characters’ actions are shown to 

be motivated primarily by love – or otherwise result from their failing to find it.  An 

equal and rewarding relationship, or avoiding an oppressive and destructive 

relationship, appear as the main motivators for every aspect of the novels’ action.  

Women, love, and marriage are constantly and consistently linked.  Here the love 

story as a discourse, it will be argued, has three main formative elements.   

Firstly, within the love story, despite seeming peripheral to the emotional 

focus, men maintain control, since marriage (or at least the ‘true love’ which is held to 

lead to it) is always presented as woman's ultimate goal – but not man's.  His encoding 

as the ideal husband is in fact dependent not on the sort of ‘instinctual’ emotional 

responsiveness ‘felt’ by the woman, but on his capacity to have ‘proven himself’ in 

the public sphere.  He is provider, moral touchstone, and social leader.  All of these, 

however, have difficulty in finding purchase within the emotional expressivity of 

romance discourse – part of the problematic nature of the genre, and always the chief 

source of the narrative tension.  The novelist working through a romantic plot must 

contrive ways to demonstrate that her hero is worthy of her heroine’s love, esteem and 

ultimately, life commitment: actions which remain soundly in the hyper-masculine 

sphere of the male, and are thus far more physical than psychological or emotional.  

Quite how this is to be achieved creates within this distinctively Australian mode of 

romance a set of narrative challenges, which, it will be shown, alter the balance of the 

romantic discourse,  demanding concomitant and complementary changes to the 

character and conduct of the ideal heroine.  
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At the same time, it is important to identify the degree to which romantic love 

itself remains positioned as entirely necessary to the narrative functioning of these 

novels.  It is the key focus of these novels, whose plot, characterisation and themes all 

work to identify the ideal life partnership of the hero and heroine.  No other pairing 

mechanism, even when successful, will do.  Because of this, the sexually 

monogamous relationship is held to be universally and near-exclusively desirable 

(whether heterosexual or homosexual): the implication of both its degree of emotional 

focus and the elevated status of this one relation being that any departure from it is a 

decline from grace.  With every aspect of the novels working towards this one, central 

revelation, even – or perhaps especially – when social contra-indications are present, 

the discourse of romance is intensified, alongside the many modifying influences of 

the social order. 

Ultimately, whether romantic love is pursued by characters or not, love, along 

with its inevitable trajectory towards life partnership, is presented as the one central 

activity in an authentic life.  Nothing compensates its absence, and disappointment in 

love is a form of tragedy.  Given these conditions, it is up to the novelist to produce a 

creative, and yet still inherently romantic, new narrative.  Five generations of 

Australian women writers have proven themselves up to the task.  

 

Part Three: The Ideal Colonial Helpmate: Nineteenth Century Australian  
  Romantic Heroines 
 
 Catherine Helen Spence’s Clara Morison (1854), written by a notable South 

Australian feminist and social reformer, follows the tradition of nineteenth century 

‘conduct novels’.  Women’s role in reproducing a moral society was thought crucial 

in colonial times, and the idea often reproduced in fiction (Whitlock 93).  Novels had 

been used as educational aids for young girls from the time of Samuel Richardson’s 

Pamela; through the characters’ struggles, girls learnt self-sacrifice and dependence 

(Rowbotham 17, 21, & 53), expressed through the chastity and humility which were 

thought to guarantee virginity and servitude to the future husband.  Clara Morison 

explores Clara’s struggle when sent away from home to a distant colony, illustrating 

the trials so many young female emigrants endured, but at the same time, offering 

both the social mobility and self-directedness which can reveal ‘true worth’, and 
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admitting into the romance formula something of the self-assertiveness noted by 

social commentators from the earliest days of the colonial Australian experience.    

At one level, this novel can be seen to depart from the romantic ideal, 

criticising, for instance, those young women who choose a marriage partner on the 

grounds of social status, and advocating instead a – limited – degree of independence 

for women.  From the perspective of the ideal romance, however, this also accentuates 

the heroine’s desirability, rendering her both more interesting as a character, and 

likely to take on more challenging social interactions, while producing a heightened 

intensity in her relationship with the always-patriarchal hero, who must now confront 

and ‘tame’ a more-than-usually assertive young woman (see especially Katherine 

Rogers, The Troublesome Helpmate, 1968).  Clara Morison’s action occurs during the 

difficult colonial days of the Victorian gold rushes: an era which depleted the South 

Australian colony’s population and resources, and saw many households, and even 

businesses, headed by women, while men were away prospecting.  Nor is it only the 

gender relations which are troubled by these experiences.  Class, too, is rapidly 

subverted, as the middle class households young Clara encounters lose their domestic 

servants to sudden prosperity, with Clara herself forced the other way, taking up a 

servant’s role in the absence of any market demand for her more middle-class 

‘accomplishments’.  At one level, this narrative is inherently colonial, consistently 

emphasising the need for middle-class women to learn practical skills and to 

undertake everyday household tasks, as well as retaining their refined and ‘feminine’ 

talents.  At core, however, the novel remains a love story, focusing on women’s 

loyalty and integrity within relationships – as well as their religious faith, always a 

guarantee of moral probity.  It is Clara’s ‘goodness’, in the end, which is rewarded – 

with marriage to an exceptional man.  In contrast, 'unscrupulous' men and women 

suffer the consequences of improper behaviour. 

 Clara Morison is forced to migrate to Australia because her uncle makes it 

clear that he cannot support both her and her sister, after their parents’ death.  He is 

coolly judged to have “wished to be spared the mortification of seeing so near a 

relative reduced to be a nursery governess in his neighbourhood” (3-4), and, further, 

to have taken little real care in arranging matters for his niece after her arrival in 

Australia – since the friend to whom he recommends her refuses to have her in the 

household, having been recently widowed.  Such is the morality of the day that 
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‘respectability’, it seems, is better insured by turning a young woman into the street, 

than by ‘risking’ gossip.  Clara, without any accomplishments of use to a colonial 

society, is simply presumed able to attract a suitable husband.  Quite early on in the 

novel, however, it becomes clear that without the highly practical domestic skills 

necessary in a new colony, Clara will not find a reasonable position in a respectable 

middle-class home, and so is unlikely to even meet the right sorts of suitor.  

 Finding it impossible to gain a situation as a governess, and not willing to 

marry for the sake of marrying (as other young emigrant women are shown to do), 

Clara decides that to survive, she will have to become a domestic servant.  Although 

she knows little of household work, having been brought up as a decorative delight 

for her father (2), Clara is a pragmatic Scot: always willing to learn.  She sees that this 

way she “will keep out of debt and out of danger: and there is no necessity for being 

married” (67).  Here the blunt pragmatism shines through: Catherine Helen Spence’s 

prose is straight-forward, decisive, and seemingly irrefutable.  This is prose which 

brooks no argument: stripped of the lush emotionalism often considered endemic to 

romance, and focused instead on common-sense and practicality.  It is this which 

carries the reader along with the heroine’s perspectives, adapting with her to 

experiences and conditions which are producing a whole new set of social values 

around the concept, ‘good woman’.  Slowly Clara comes to see that her exile from 

home has been the making of her.  For all the loss of comfort and certainty she 

endures, signalled not only in her lapse from genteel status, but in the successive 

episodes of moral danger she encounters as an unprotected young woman, she gains 

the advantage of seeing her way to a ‘true’ and more honest life.  Even when it 

appears that this will be a life offering less than she had been brought up to hope for, 

she sees that she can at least be independent, and retain a moral reputation.  The 

otherwise conventionally romantic plot thus enables Catherine Helen Spence to 

introduce some degree of feminist commentary, yet without breaching any of the 

requisite romantic conventions.  Indeed, at this level at least, this is traditional fairy-

story: the orphaned and exiled Princess reduced to a pauper, and having to negotiate 

her own way in a harsh and unfamiliar world.  It is the realism of that world which 

most powerfully carries Catherine Helen Spence’s social message: that in the 

Australian colonies, who you are is what you do.  The self-made man, the new heroic 

type, wants something more than the passively virtuous heroine of traditional 
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romance: not someone he must rescue and endlessly protect, but someone able to 

understand and support him in his work.  At this level, Clara’s ‘lapse’ from gentility 

to domestic service becomes not a liability but a boon.  While clearly shown as below 

her ‘real’ social status, servants’ work is presented positively, its skills and industry 

acknowledged, and the views of some middle-class ‘Missuses’ contested.  Smith 

(2001) comments that the novel is a site where female domestic labour is redefined 

(Smith 41), and where servants’ work can be appreciated, a project clearly set within 

Clara Morison.  Clara learns, for instance, that instead of involving some form of 

essential womanly ‘instinct’, domestic tasks “required thought and management” 

(69).  She is clumsy and incompetent at first, but values everything she learns, as she 

explains in a letter to her sister: 

But, Susan, I am seeing life, and learning lessons which I hope I shall never 
forget; it is not merely the things I am learning to do, useful as they 
undoubtedly are, but the new thoughts and feelings which my present 
employments awaken, which will benefit me much.  (72) 
 

Clara is learning to be practical, letting go of her class-conscious and Old World 

upbringing, and instead developing attitudes essential to the survival of the colony – 

and so to the worth of a future Australian wife.  As in the more contemporary 

Australian novels analysed here, practical skills, independence and the kind of 

humility which enables young women to take on whatever confronts them are seen to 

be important qualities in female characters.  Are they, however, to be seen as social 

virtues in their own right?  

 In Clara Morison, at least, limits are clearly placed around just how much 

independence and social self-directedness a young woman should be allowed to 

experience.  While a limited amount of education for instance is presented as a 

necessary part of an Australian woman’s repertoire, it is also apparent that women 

should not ever be seen as too clever.  Educated and articulate women do not make 

good wives.  Clara is intelligent, but not ambitiously so.  While the practical skills she 

acquires are deemed essential, she is herself shown to be pleased to hear that her other 

talents have been described as mediocre (33), since she worries that Reginald, her 

love interest, might think of her as a blue-stocking (33).  At the same time her 

employer, Mrs Bantam, does not want Clara to spend time studying (75), for that 

would be above her station.  In contrast, colonial middle-class Margaret Elliot studies 

as much as she likes – but, significantly, people find her cold and hard (215).  When 
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Clara, who greatly admires Margaret, states that she wishes to be like her, Margaret 

argues: telling her, 

‘Your vocation is marriage,’ said Margaret.  ‘You are formed to make some 
good man very happy, and I hope ere long to see you do it.  All your little 
talents are pleasure-giving; you have feeling, and taste, and tact, and I can 
fancy your husband finding new charms in you every day’.  (214) 
 

Colonial women must be intelligent – Clara has learned that running a household 

requires it – but women who are too intelligent lack both an interest in the ‘delicacy’ 

required of the feminine woman, and skill in the practical issues of everyday domestic 

life.  Margaret herself is never represented as unfeminine, but it is made clear that she 

would rather set up a school for girls than get married (380).  Women’s ‘true’ place in 

society and the qualities needed in those women who will ‘make good wives’ are 

clearly being held up to the reader.   

 This is not, however, an easy formula to sustain, at the level of lived reality.  If 

strong-minded women err on one side of the equation, immoral, weak, and ignorant 

women are also criticised.  Clara’s cabin-companion on the ship to Australia, 

Elizabeth Waterstone, is portrayed as flirtatious and fickle, and Clara is horrified at 

Miss Waterstone’s behaviour, wishing that she had been “sent out alone, [rather] than 

with a companion who compromised her so fatally, yet so good-humouredly” (14).  It 

soon becomes evident that Miss Waterstone is only after a husband – any man with an 

income – so she can be financially secure.  She is not alone in this ambition, with a 

range of women shown to be intent upon the same quest.  Reginald’s fiancé, Julia, is 

ultimately revealed as unworthy of the hero, when she is shown to be seeking only a 

comfortable ‘establishment’.  She quickly loses interest once she realises that 

Reginald’s income cannot produce the life and status she demands.  Other examples 

of this form of calculated husband-hunting receive near-satirical treatment as the 

novel progresses.  Miss Withering, for instance, is labelled cold, logical, and 

unfeeling, and will marry only for status and connections: “‘I have quite made up my 

mind to remain single unless I could marry a gentleman worth at least eighteen 

hundred a year – and even then I think I should be thrown away upon such specimens 

as I have yet seen’” (133).  Women interested in marrying only for fortune are 

negative exemplars, destined to lead unhappy lives within a formula where romantic 

love, focused through the meeting of a superior couple on equal terms, remains the 

ultimate goal.  
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 Failure to reach this elevated form of ideal relationship is explicitly shown to 

produce prolonged misery.  Women who do not choose a husband wisely, end badly.  

Miss Ker is shown as having been ‘ruined’ by the poor choice of a husband, wracked 

body and soul by the consequences: “Adversity had changed [her] from a lively, 

good-humoured girl, into a miserable and selfish woman” (216).  Once again, 

however, the opposite is also true.  Miss Withering, altogether too calculating in her 

choice of husband (Mr Macnab), is shown to become a dominating and unpleasant 

wife:  

Mr. Macnab really stood in awe of his wife; for having battled an entire week 
to persuade her to serve in the shop, and having not only failed signally, but 
also been compelled to give her a handsome dress as a peace-offering, he felt 
it was best to let her have her own way.  (285) 
 

Similarly, Mrs Denfield is portrayed as a dragon in the home.  She is severe in the 

management of her household, yet does not discipline her children, failing entirely to 

detect the need for management and thoughtful planning within the home, which in 

this novel at least marks the new-won independence and resourcefulness of the 

colonial wife and mother.  She also does not like her authority questioned, as the 

scene where Clara is employed illustrates: “Mrs. Denfield was displeased at her 

husband for admiring the new governess, and at his taking it for granted that she was 

engaged without its being announced from head-quarters” (56).  Strength, 

independence, and intelligence in women are acceptable only if they are accompanied 

by good nature, and by sense.  Women, Clara Morison implies, should be good-

humoured and caring, as well as intelligent, practical, and loyal. 

 But in this novel, loyalty to a spouse is not necessarily a marker of good sense.  

If the careful establishment of relationships is the central goal of the woman within 

the discourse of romance, this too must be viewed as a rational, and practical, matter. 

Mrs Beaufort’s blind love of her husband is presented as excessive: foolish, self-

indulgent, and ultimately dangerous.  Clara becomes a companion for the ill Mrs 

Beaufort, a kind and gentle woman who idolises and worships her husband, saying to 

Clara, “‘There is a pleasure in giving up one’s own will to a husband’” (337).  Self-

sacrifice may still be considered an admirable female quality in the prospective wife 

and mother, but Mrs Beaufort is too devoted to her husband to see that he is a 

womaniser.  Without her steadying moral influence in the household, Beaufort and his 

friends flirt with Clara, and have no qualms boasting to Reginald about their 
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behaviour (351).  After Mrs Beaufort’s death, Beaufort is confident Clara will submit 

to him - simply because he is wealthy (366).  Overly feminine, Mrs Beaufort has 

failed to restrain and morally ‘purify’ her husband’s masculine excesses – thus 

leaving even the strong-minded Clara in moral peril.  It is, as Anne Summers so 

compellingly argued, very much the woman’s role in colonial society to mollify and 

patrol the sexual and sensual expressivities of the male.  

At the same time, and typically for Catherine Helen Spence’s vision, where a 

very careful path is steered within the romance formula, masculinity must not become 

too softened or emotionally expressive.  Reginald’s faithfulness to Julia is presented, 

for instance, as a form of blind love: an unreasoned passion, with insufficient practical 

calculation.  Rather than act when he discovers Julia’s disloyalty, Reginald feels he 

must honour his promise to her, even at the expense of his own happiness.  Nor is he 

alone in allowing himself to be bound to romantic ideals which contradict the colonial 

virtues of practicality and good-sense.  Mr Haussen’s German fiancée travels to 

Australia looking for him, only to find that he has married a much younger woman.  

She has patiently awaited his return, secure in her love for him – until she is too old to 

find another husband.  Devotion is necessary, but Clara Morison implies that 

common sense should prevail.  If the suitor is untrustworthy, breaking the relationship 

is recommended – romance re-aligned to the new Australian pragmatism. 

It is typical of Catherine Helen Spence’s work that this new romance formula 

is tested within the central relationship of the novel.  Clara, like all good romance 

heroines, is immediately attracted to Reginald – but since he is already engaged to be 

married, she feels duty-bound to forget him, turning to God for the strength to endure 

an unrequited love.  Clara’s patience and her faith are, as they must be, rewarded in 

the end, when Julia finally abandons Reginald – and he realises that he loves Clara.  

Clara, having proven her true worth as a distinctively colonial heroine, becomes not 

the conventionally idealised heroine of romance, but the “companion, the friend, the 

counsellor of her husband” (407).  While still Reginald’s “little wife” (404), Clara has 

regained the social status so nearly lost in her translation to the colony: battled her 

way to recognition of her worth, finding along the way a new set of social values, 

around which to build a successful life.  What does her journey mean, for the early 

Australian perspective on romance?  In terms of Gee’s categorisation of the way a 

discourse re-assembles its components, what is the ultimate significance of this story, 
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and how might the many modifications it produces to the conventions of the love 

story impact upon colonial views on how a young woman’s life is to be lived? 

 Clara Morison is a love story that instructs its readers on those values and 

behaviours likely to be rewarded with a happy, secure, and worthwhile marital 

relationship, under the social and economic circumstances of colonial life.  That these 

are not entirely the conditions pertaining at ‘home’, in the European context, is made 

clear throughout the novel, in the action, but also in the character interactions, 

dialogue, diaries and letters, and authorial commentary, each contributing to the 

overall view that in the Australian setting everyday life is decidedly changed – and 

both hero and heroine at least, as the key positive exemplars, had better change with 

it.  Catherine Helen Spence promotes women’s independence, yet without damaging, 

or overtly criticising, Victorian views of the traditional (patriarchal) respectability and 

morality of women.  Spence shows, for example, that women’s education is 

important, but practical skills are essential.  Women of excess, whether too intelligent, 

too abrasive, or too blindly loyal, do not make the best wives – and this is explicitly 

shown to include even those who aspire too strongly to attaining the ‘perfect match’, 

who idealise their men, and overplay the powers of emotional attachment alone.  

Colonial women need to be helpmates to their husbands – and with determination and 

independence endorsed as the primary virtues of the new colonial male, it is made 

clear that women’s practical skills and abilities should complement those of their 

husband.  Can romance, however, endure so much pragmatism?  As the Australian 

romance narrative develops, that question is placed more and more creatively in 

contention.  To test the pressures operating upon the romance plot, it is useful at this 

point to turn to a rather more conservative work, more centrally formulated within the 

parameters of the romantic ideal. 

 

Part Four: Romance Resurgent: Why the Heroine Always Marries 

 
Elizabeth Murray’s Ella Norman or A Woman’s Perils (1864) is also a love 

story and a conduct novel.  It has, however, a far more conservative plot, with most of 

the main characters ending up happily married.  While this novel protests against the 

prosecution of a marriage without love, or forcing girls to marry simply for money, 

and highlights the vulnerability of women when their husbands die or abandon them, 
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it still places marriage at the centre of not only the novel’s plot, but every woman’s 

life.  To this end, moral ‘purity’ is represented as essential, and, unlike Clara 

Morison, a clear difference between social classes is upheld, endorsing middle-class 

values as key demonstrators of both moral and cultural superiority – and so a 

justification of an elevated social status.  Ella Norman presents a weaker, more 

dependent, and ultimately more conventional colonial Australian woman: to this 

degree signalling how far Clara Morison was, for all its ultimate embrace of a 

romance structure, a radical work.  

 Within this altogether more conservative romantic narrative, it comes then as 

some surprise to note that marriage is not presented as always or inherently stable and 

secure.  Ella and her mother are left in poverty when Mr Norman dies in debt.  Their 

insecurity is highlighted by the pathetic figure of the widowed Mrs Norman, a pet of 

her husband and “the cherished ornament of his home, whom he was to shield from 

every duty, every thought, which could exercise her power, or develop her 

understanding” (46-47), and who had become, therefore, completely incapable of 

taking care of herself.  Despite her own experiences, however, for Ella’s mother the 

conventional patriarchal marriage is still the only ‘proper’ course for young women – 

a message which prevails throughout the novel, in spite of the many and varied 

negative exemplars portrayed.  If Mrs Norman, is uselessly ornamental, Mrs Touchet 

is nothing but a domestic functionary: 

simply a machine to do the female branch of her husband’s trade.  To order his 
dinners and his luncheons when she had a cook, and to cook them herself 
when she had no one capable of doing it. (30) 
 

As in Clara Morison, the characters encountered throughout the novel’s action 

represent a careful balancing of negative and positive marital relations: Mrs Touchet 

too much under her husband’s thumb (31), and Ella’s friend, Mrs Townshend, told by 

her husband to become more assertive and enterprising: “‘This sort of thing must not 

be repeated!  Now remember!  I expect to hear you have acted like a woman of spirit, 

for once in your life’” (23).  It is made perfectly clear within the first couple of 

chapters what happens to women without spirit – yet lest this appear as an 

endorsement of the sort of colonial initiative and self-reliance introduced as a central 

moral quality in Clara Morison, it is important to note how far Ella Norman builds 

the concept of ‘respectability’ and social worth around a woman’s reputation for 
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chastity, rather than around any capacity to contribute meaningfully to colonial labour 

and community. 

 In outline, Ella’s life perils seem to very much parallel those undergone by 

Clara.  Desperately in need of a job to support both her widowed mother and herself, 

Ella rejects a position offered within a household likely to be coloured by scandal – 

for there are no other women in the house where a position is available (8).  In this 

novel, however, it is sexual expressivity – even the potential for it – which is 

explicitly highlighted as something inherently both lower-class, and somehow 

‘colonial’.  “Those people” who are abandoning Old World moralities and conduct 

are labelled within the novel’s dialogue as “coarse” and “free” (15) – an interesting 

use of the term – and Ella is shown as altogether too refined to associate with them.   

While, like Clara, Ella thus demonstrates her capacity for moral self-

awareness, working even against her own interests to sustain her respectability, she is 

provided with far fewer opportunities to discover and assert her own real worth, and a 

far greater number of negative exemplars, as she encounters women who have failed 

to maintain their all-important reputation.  In this novel, women who fall from their 

original position in life may repent, but they may not return to their original social 

status.  In the bush for instance – the prime location in the colonial romance for the 

portrayal of the worst lapses from old world social mores – Ella discovers an old 

school friend, Mary, “ruined” by drink (64), and lured into a life of prostitution  (140; 

144).  When Mary’s former lover, Francis Pierrepont, finally encounters her once 

again, he immediately recognises, as a good Victorian romantic hero must, that she is 

now too contaminated by her past to re-establish a relationship between them.  Love – 

itself characterised as a form of passionate excess – cannot survive Mary's moral 

disaster:  

That night closed over this chapter of his history, and the secret of his wild 
romantic love, so long cherished, so miserably terminated, was sealed and 
closed for ever.  He was not the first who had pursued an object for years, and 
wasted upon it all the energies of his life, and who, when that fair and coveted 
object was gained, found it crumbling to dust and ashes in his grasp. (285) 
 

Francis cannot forgive her.  Mary – for all her attempt to hide her previous life by 

renaming herself as ‘Bella’ – endorses his judgement, refusing to associate with any 

former friends, feeling herself unworthy of their company (302).  While they work to 

make her feel “that there was still a place in the world for her to fill” (302), that place 
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is not with them.  In the colonial romance – altogether differently from the social 

history of the day – a moral lapse signals a parallel social decline.  While there were 

countless instances of ‘fallen’ colonial woman, from convict maids onwards, attaining 

not only respectability but wealth and social status, working in a shop to earn an 

honest living (396) is shown here as Bella’s only path to redemption.  In part, her fall 

from grace exemplifies the virtues of romance.  Weak and unfaithful to her love, Bella 

will pay for her mistake for the rest of her life.  Ella, in contrast, never deviates from 

her attraction to the central love-interest, Maberley, turning down other proposals, 

even when they promise the social and economic security she and her mother need.  

 To this extent, Ella Norman constructs something of a counter-discourse to 

Catherine Helen Spence’s advocacy of a new, specifically colonial set of virtues 

marking out the Australian romantic heroine.  Rather than endorsing self-reliance and 

working to re-assess the worth of more traditionally ‘feminine’ qualities and conduct, 

Ella Norman opposes central myths of colonial self-re-invention – especially for 

young women.  The novel, for instance, suggests that those middle-class philanthropic 

housewives in England encouraging young girls to seek wealthy husbands in the 

colonies are placing them in moral danger (302).  This novel positions disastrous 

colonial failures alongside the occasional distinctive success – and these are explicitly 

drawn from within the range of the romance formula of a female morality drawn 

exclusively upon chastity.  The temptations of the colonial society are, it seems, too 

much for the young female to resist.  Mary would not have turned into Bella, had she 

not been encouraged to emigrate.  The trials of colonial experience are a dangerous 

and coarsening socio-moral influence upon weak young women: testing them in ways 

which only the superior worth of the ‘true love’ heroine of romance can resist.  Here, 

adaptation to colonial circumstances, represented by rather different forms of 

physicality, expressed through sexual permissiveness, is seen as both moral contagion 

and social corrosion.  Only dedication to virtue and fidelity can prevail against it – as 

Ella does.  Despite the many instabilities of the marriages presented at the beginning 

of the novel, ‘true’ romantic love is thus still conventionally shown as everlasting: a 

promise that should never be broken.  Ella, separated from Maberley for several years, 

holds to the belief that they will meet again – and her loyalty is rewarded.  Her friend 

Constance, too, turns down all her suitors, as she awaits her ‘true love’.  Such love, it 

seems, happens only once.  Turning to someone else is the ultimate betrayal – of self, 
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as well as of suitor.  Monogamous love is upheld, and female sacrifice is rewarded by 

marriage.  Is then the romance formula, here so powerfully reasserted, with all of its 

tropes restored, able to sustain any degree of temptation, duration, or even outright 

social assault on its tenets?  Do works like Ella Norman mark simply a return to the 

classic outlines of romantic fiction, simply testing their heroines in the forges of 

love’s/life’s adversity, to demonstrate their mettle – or is there, as suggested in the 

analysis of Clara Morison, something more underway?  Following generations of 

writers were to treat the colonial romance in a range of new and distinctive ways.  

 

Part Five: What Phoebe Finds: The Rise of an Independent Heroine 

 
Mary Gaunt’s Kirkham’s Find (1897) is a much stronger source of advocacy 

for female independence than either Clara Morison or Ella Norman.  While, 

ultimately, the novel remains a love story, endorsing both marriage and monogamy, 

the title, Kirkham’s Find, refers to two rather different quests – differently focused 

perhaps, and yet in the end directed towards very much the same ends.  The first 

‘find’ is Ned Kirkham’s search for gold, while the second is his romantic success with 

the initially unromantic Phoebe Marsden.   

 Phoebe has become resigned to the belief that she will remain unmarried.  

Very much the ‘new woman’ of the 1890s, she concentrates on creating for herself a 

purpose in life, and finding some form of financial security.  The novel not only 

includes detailed descriptions of Phoebe Marsden’s various economic ventures, it 

strongly asserts the need for women to be financially independent.  Once again, 

however, the romance formula operates to cut away at this ‘unnatural’ independence. 

Even Phoebe is shown to feel unfulfilled – until she finds a husband.  Even for her, 

marriage is the greatest achievement.  Kirkham’s Find may show women’s 

employment and financial independence as compatible with femininity, in itself a 

radical departure from feminine domesticity (Jones, D 180), but it also shows that 

independence without true love builds a life that remains incomplete. 

 Phoebe, reconciled to the idea of herself as an old maid, still finds it upsetting 

to be considered physically unattractive by members of her own family (6), and is 

bitter about not having had a lover (25).  Her family constantly remind her that she 

cannot be called beautiful, and is, therefore, in most people’s eyes, unlikely ever to 
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find a husband.  No matter a woman’s accomplishments and success, youth and 

beauty are essential in a wife.  The descriptions given of Phoebe within the novel are 

always viewed from her siblings’ perspective:  

Phoebe Marsden was taller than her sister, and, so said the little world of 
brothers and sisters, not nearly so pretty, in fact not pretty at all.  She was 
older too, more than two years older, almost twenty-four, and the eldest of the 
family. (3 emphasis added) 
 

As the italicised sections above indicate, the voice of those family members is shown 

as inherently competitive: quick to indicate that a mere two years renders someone 

‘older’ in some way significantly erosive of her physical attractions – while comments 

added to simple assertions, ‘in fact not pretty at all,’ read very much as the sort of 

half-whispered but always meant to be overheard rush-to-judgement which only close 

relatives can produce.  At twenty-four, Phoebe is considered on the shelf: old, 

withered, and “inclined to think the world had no use for her” (4).  In contrast, 

younger sister Nancy is considered pretty, and so is altogether sure of herself.  She 

does not need to be practical, or even to demonstrate any degree of domestic 

accomplishment or activity, preferring to laze around instead of offering Phoebe help 

in the household.  While both girls suffer from their father’s powerful mix of 

misogyny and neglect – as Nancy states, “‘He makes me feel as if I hadn’t a right to 

exist at all’” (4) – Nancy always believes that she will escape his tyranny, once she 

finds the inevitable husband.  Phoebe, though, will be demeaned for life – unless she 

can find a way to support herself, in a socially limited pool of opportunities. 

 This is a family with highly conventional views on the possible life trajectories 

and relative social worth of sons as opposed to daughters.  Phoebe’s brother, Stanley, 

is failing miserably at law school.  The parents willingly fund Stanley’s education, but 

refuse even to buy new clothes and shoes for their daughters. Sons are investments.  

Daughters are liabilities.  Phoebe knows she would make much better use of an 

education than feckless brother Stanley, but, as in Clara Morison, it is pointed out that 

“‘No fellow likes a learned wife’” (10).  Women attract husbands, and are thereafter 

their full financial responsibility.  Phoebe, however, has neither the option of marriage 

nor the opportunity for the education which would make her self-sufficient.     

 Phoebe’s position within this seeming social impasse creates difficulties 

within the conventions of romance discourse, where all heroines are either beautiful 

from the outset, or else emerge as somehow transcendently attractive, in order to 
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effect resolution of the plot.  Here, Phoebe’s resistance to the conventions of a destiny 

founded on physical beauty alone makes her appear jealous of Nancy’s good looks, or 

at least envious of the levels of free will and social confidence women enjoy if they 

are good-looking.  Phoebe notes with some bitterness, for instance, that their 

neighbours, Ned Kirkham and Allan Morrison, are both interested in Nancy, purely 

because of her looks.  She sees with some pain for instance that Allan talks to her only 

because it is clear that Nancy – an altogether less accomplished conversationalist – is 

interested in Ned.  When Allan does start to take a friendly interest in Phoebe, this 

makes Phoebe even more miserable.  Intelligent women may be worthwhile talking 

to, filling an idle hour or social event, but they are not to be seen as potential lovers.  

Phoebe is the ‘old’ and ‘ugly’ one, and her singularly unloving father is happy to pass 

her off to anyone – including old, but wealthy, Mr Davidson.  Phoebe’s mother makes 

the situation clear: “‘[F]or an unmarried woman twenty-five is old, and her life is 

practically over, she can’t pick and choose after five-and-twenty, and you’ll be that 

very soon’” (94).  Good-looking Nancy meanwhile may choose whoever she desires, 

Ned or Allan, regardless of anyone else’s preferences or sensitivities.

 Increasingly determined to escape poverty, Phoebe starts her own business, 

bee-keeping and selling honey.  In this way, she does indeed achieve her goal, living 

alone and being self-sufficient, her father unable any longer to accuse her of being a 

burden.  Significantly, however, in terms even of the colonial romance, Phoebe is not 

involved in typically female employment, governessing or housekeeping.  The novel 

intimately describes the steps Phoebe takes with her bee-keeping, acting almost as a 

source of occupational instruction for women who might want to become financially 

independent in similar ways (Jones 177).  There is a detailed account of the 

equipment her enterprise requires, how much it costs, and how she obtains it.  Her 

failures and disappointments are faithfully itemised.  There is a notable amount of 

physical labour to perform, and while rough-and-ready to some degree, she performs 

it all well enough: “The hives were only gin cases ranged along the orchard fence on a 

roughly made stand and shaded by a still rougher shingle roof, a specimen of 

Phoebe’s skill in carpentering” (90).  Phoebe, like Clara before her, is shown as 

physically and mentally capable of learning whatever she needs for her business and 

her life goals.  Significantly, she is shown to become more motivated once she 

realises her life has purpose, seeing herself as a better and more worthwhile person 
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(124).  Altogether in alignment with mainstream colonial virtues, earning a living 

gives Phoebe self worth and self-assurance – the very features unable to develop in 

her former home environment.  Phoebe becomes confident in herself and her own 

abilities, and comfortable with her identity: “her little scheme seemed on the way to 

success, and she was happier, she thought, than she had ever been in her life before” 

(90).  She becomes a person in her own right; no longer defined as just a daughter, or 

disregarded spinster.  Setbacks arise, but Phoebe is able to persist, resolved never to 

return to her family, or social and financial dependency: “It was a hard life for a 

young woman, a very hard life indeed, and probably the only thing that kept Phoebe 

to it that long winter was the feeling that she could not go back and own herself a 

failure” (251).  All the hard work, loneliness, and obstacles, however, are worth it. 

She finally feels fortunate to be herself – a self with a future not built around the 

desires of others:  

It was a long while to wait, but success would come; of that she was certain 
 now, and that was so great a step gained it coloured all the world rose-colour 
 for Phoebe, and wonderful were the castles she built in the air for the next 
 three months. (257)   

 
This is, though, still a romance narrative, and its overall structure may be modified, 

but never abandoned.  Social and financial rewards are all very well – but the romance 

heroine is written to a very strict formula.  Accordingly, in addition to becoming 

happier with each success, Phoebe is shown to get better looking.  Although she 

works hard, what she is doing she enjoys, and so she begins to express in physical 

ways the pleasure she feels in her work and in her independence.  Hard work, from 

this perspective, is not to be seen as unfeminine – and in an ironic yet ultimately 

triumphant turn of the romance plot, all of her seeming resistance becomes central to 

finally attracting the ideal husband. 

 In contrast to Phoebe’s determination and diligence, younger sister Nancy is 

presented as lazy, untrustworthy, and fickle.  She refuses to marry Ned once she 

realises he is poor.  Obsessed by the trivial values of hyper-femininity, her primary 

objective is to be taken care of completely – which she understands as a form of  

escape from her father’s financial stringencies, signalled by the possibility that she 

will never again have to wear worn shoes.  Nancy aspires to be a decorative wife at 

leisure, not even concerned about marrying for love, since she is primarily concerned 

only with her own comfort:  
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Then as to Mr Sampson, she fully intended to marry him; he was well-to-do, 
he could give her almost everything she wanted, and it had always seemed to 
her that money had been, up to the present, the great want of her life.  (151)  
  

Nancy accepts Joe Sampson – but in doing so, she has breached the rules of romance 

in ways far more potently destructive than any Phoebe has perpetrated.  Despite 

having nice clothes and a lovely home, she finds that she is not happy.  At first she 

seeks sympathy for her disappointment, still largely insensitive to her own abuse of 

others: “To have to give up a young, good-looking man for a plain, middle-aged-one, 

at least twenty years older than herself, it was hard, and Phoebe might have been 

gentle with her, and petted her” (151).  Nancy finds an unexpected fate.  She does not 

enjoy marriage, she does not like her husband, and she is constantly bored and 

irritated.  Phoebe, however, sees things differently.  Her sister, ungrateful and spoilt, 

has married a good and intelligent man, and an empathetic confidant.  It is – in line 

with the modified colonial romance formula evolving in this very Australian strand of 

romance based fiction – up to Nancy herself to build a satisfying and constructive life 

with these resources.  

Such is the power of the central romantic ideal, however, that despite her own 

new-found self satisfaction, Nancy’s marriage highlights Phoebe’s loneliness.  Phoebe 

despairs at being alone, still seeing marriage as woman’s ‘natural’ role in life: 

A woman ought to marry and have children – yes, that was what she was 
created for, that is her use in life, and Phoebe felt sad, sometimes as she sat 
over her lonely fire, that such happiness could never come to her. (252) 
 

With ‘happiness’ so insolubly welded to marriage, no degree of negative exemplar 

can, it seems, eradicate its attractions.  Although Phoebe is self-sufficient, and has 

achieved through her own exertions the radical goal of earning her own living, she is 

not content.  Even Phoebe considers that she is leaving her womanhood unfulfilled by 

not marrying and having children.  Unable to resolve her bitterness over Nancy’s 

capacity to so effortlessly gain both a husband and children, without ever appreciating 

either how advantaged she was, or what life has offered her, Phoebe herself views 

marriage as “the one crowning happiness of a woman’s life” (293), with the loneliness 

and social isolation of a woman who stands outside the patriarchal domestic structures 

of even colonial society, best solved through marriage. While her own assertive 

independence and commitment have won her a degree of self confidence, these it 
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seems can modify, but not replace, the core social relation of marriage.  That and only 

that can offer both love and companionship, and guarantee full social satisfaction.   

With the discourse of romance now so strongly re-emerging in her otherwise 

resistant psycho-social understanding, Phoebe’s story now has to alter its trajectory 

once again.  To accommodate these persistent demands, and orient her story back 

towards romance ideals, she finally begins to attract admirers.  With the new mix of 

physical work and self confidence, her physical attractiveness increases – and her 

intelligence and wit, now even more clearly defined by her role as a successful 

primary producer and businesswoman, continue to be appreciated.  Women’s 

independence is presented here as a positive attribute: one that attracts colonial men, 

rather than repelling them.  Ned Kirkham, in particular, begins to feel a great deal of 

affection for Phoebe, respecting her intelligence and self-sufficiency:  

Kirkham was lost in admiration for this happy looking, independent young 
woman who received him into her kitchen as it if [sic] had been a palace, and 
yet contrived to make that same little kitchen so cosy and comfortable.  (285) 
 

Initially disappointed to learn that Phoebe is happy with her independence, thinking 

she is not interested in marriage, Ned eventually realises that his own attraction is 

reciprocated, and the couple get engaged.  In the final scene of the novel, Allan 

Morrison, too, decides Phoebe would make a good wife, and is acutely disappointed 

when he reads in Ned’s letter of the engagement.  Phoebe has finally managed to 

interest both of Nancy’s former suitors. 

 Kirkham’s Find illustrates the complex impasse reached within the romance 

formula inside an altered Australian social context, by the turn into the twentieth 

century.  While it is now able to strongly advocate women’s independence and self-

sufficiency, and even represent viable models for its achievement, ultimately it returns 

to the view that the love story encapsulates women’s prime objective in life, and that 

marriage is central to an authentic, and satisfying, womanhood – although that now 

means a marriage of equal and loving partners.  Nancy’s decision to give up Ned 

because she does not want to be poor is not pragmatic but self-centred and 

manipulative.  Phoebe’s quiet resolve to accept spinsterhood and not marry for money 

or an establishment is instead rewarded with a husband who adores her, and who is 

willing to be equal partners in both the relationship and the business which will 

ensure their prosperity and social status.  For all the colonialist zeal in representing 
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the honest toil, enterprise, and self-reliance necessary to succeed in this new society, 

despite their active delineation of the potential for even young single woman to 

transform their lives, rolling up their sleeves and quite literally building themselves a 

new future, these novels revert to the classic structural principles of the love story. 

Both in plotline and in the discursive minutiae of both dialogue between characters 

and authorial summary, a marital destiny, founded upon a ‘true’ love, is held up as 

women’s authentic life-goal.  The love story is essential to a woman’s development as 

a human being.  What remains to be seen, given the increasing power – and efficacy – 

of the sub-plots and sidetrack narratives of the heroine’s self-sufficiency, is whether 

the turn to modernity and increasingly normalised workforce participation in 

twentieth-century Australia will prove able to re-structure romance to any further 

degree.  

 
Part Six: More Options, More Dilemmas: Romance in the Twentieth Century 

  
In the first instance, twentieth century Australian novels focused on women’s 

lives are discursively more overtly critical of marriage. Once again, however, the love 

story remains the narrative focus.  In each novel discussed in the following section of 

analysis, the love story is central both to the characters and to the novel itself.   

Ada Cambridge’s Sisters (1904) explores the lives of the four Pennycuick 

sisters, describing a series of unfortunate relationships with men, as if Cambridge 

were mocking all aspects of the love story and marriage. This is not, however, in any 

degree an anti-romance.  Each sister, for all her disillusionment, and the novel itself, 

for all its detailed – and occasionally daring – exposure of how far marriages can fall 

from bliss, views a happy marriage as the grail to which her life quest is dedicated.   

The position taken up in relation to the ideal relationship is, from the outset, the 

modified, colonial-romantic model developed in earlier texts.  In Sisters, as in 

Kirkham’s Find, it is clear that women should be equal companions within marriage – 

unlike Mrs Pennycuick, who had been “such a good and faithful (and uninteresting) 

wife” (32).  This is an interesting interpolation.  Inserted as an attributed comment, it 

suggests not so much an authorial judgment, as an oft-heard and so ‘universally 

acknowledged’, in Jane Austen’s famous formulation, truth about the woman. Further, 

because both ‘good and faithful’ and ‘uninteresting’, the comment implies a cause-
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and effect logic.  She is uninteresting simply because she is good and faithful. 

Constancy and virtue, it seems, are these days now worthy enough – but ultimately 

dull: all of this from a vicar’s wife.  The Australian colonial romantic heroine must 

indeed have now changed – and the facility with which Ada Cambridge slips in such 

tiny ‘asides’, eroding convention without ever quite committing either her own 

authorial presence or the judgments of her characters to their audacity, alerts us to the 

need for a very careful reading of this text.  

Even at the level of character-relationships, Sisters sets up a consistently 

critical model.  Life-long commitment, equality and mutual respect, as well as love, 

may be constantly under discussion as the most important aspects of marriage, but by 

the end of this novel no part of marriage has been presented as enduringly or 

universally positive.  For women, the marriage relationship is shown as never in fact 

equal, with marriage a perpetual struggle at any number of levels.  None of the sisters’ 

experiences are presented as ideal or as desirable. Their marriages all reflect, one way 

or another, and even when successful, women’s inequality within marriage.   

Out of the four Pennycuick sisters, Deborah considers her own love affair to 

be the most romantic, and, therefore – at least in terms of the romance ideal – the 

most valid.  An attractive young woman, Deb has endless suitors and thrives on their 

attention, but what she considers most important is marrying for love.  Deborah 

overcomes various tragic losses, including poverty, turns down several men, 

thoroughly enjoys being single, but finally agrees to marriage – partly because she is 

lonely, but mostly because she believes she has found her soul-mate.  By marrying 

Claud, however, Deb, too, is submitting to an unequal relationship.  Ironically, she 

states that  

‘Of all the four of us’…‘I am the only one who has been fortunate in love.  I 
found my mate in the beginning, before there was time to make mistakes – the 
right man, whom I could love in the right way – and we have been kept for 
each other through all these years, although for a long time we did not know 
it… It is the only love-story in the family…which has had a happy ending.’ 
(228-229) 
 

Here, Ada Cambridge has cleverly manipulated the romance discourse, putting into 

Deb’s words both the idealism of the romance formula, and an open admission of the 

rarity of its successful prosecution.  Even within her own loved and loving family, 

romantic and marital failure – and indeed abuse – has been rife.  Little surprise then 
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that Ada Cambridge carefully asserts Deborah’s ongoing endorsement of the romance 

ideal, through overt intertextual allusion to its status as exactly that: as ‘love-story’ 

with very few examples of the proverbial ‘happy ending’.      

 At least one of the negative exemplar story-lines in the novel follows the lead 

of earlier, nineteenth century traditions, with Mary, the oldest sister, considered by the 

family unlikely to find a suitor.  She is said to be “heavy and bricky, with prominent 

cheek-bones, and a forehead four inches high” (68).  Sympathetic and loving, ‘poor’ 

Mary adores children, and is ‘safe’ to talk to because she is such an unlikely husband-

hunter (41).  Wanting to be ‘normal’ like her sisters, Mary fabricates a love affair, but 

ends up humiliated.  The local vicar rescues her when she attempts suicide, and 

marries her to protect her reputation.  Marriage makes Mary “meekly obedient to her 

husband,” condemned by her own gratitude to be “a prisoner for life, bound hand and 

foot, more pitiable than she would have been as a dead body fished out of the dam” 

(93).  Her husband, meanwhile, motivated by something other than either affection or 

Christian charity, is interested only in the Pennycuick name and fortune, and is 

furious when Mr Pennycuick dies leaving large debts and only a meagre income.  It is 

only when her husband dies that Mary, curiously happy and very relieved, confesses 

to Deb her abhorrence of her husband’s sexual demands: “‘I’m clean now – I never 

thought to be again – to know anything so exquisitely sweet, either in earth or heaven 

– I’m clean, body and soul, day and night, inside and outside, at last’” (227).  For 

Mary, married life was worse than death, and she warns Deb that marriage is for 

fools.  Ada Cambridge meanwhile has offered – albeit in a carefully worded yet still 

forceful comment – what must be one of the earliest renditions of rape in marriage 

offered inside a novel structured as a romance.  

 Rose is described as the happiest sister, although her sisters would not, at least 

at the outset, agree.  The Pennycuick girls are forced to live in reduced circumstances 

after their father dies, but attempt to maintain their social position and a genteel if 

difficult respectability.  When Rose confesses to her sisters that she thinks their 

neighbour Peter is a “dear fellow” (117), her sisters try to keep her from him (124) – 

all because as a tradesman in business he is their social inferior.  The attempt is 

doomed.  Rose and Peter attend the same Christmas function, and announce that they 

are engaged.  Deb’s sense of social order is offended and she refuses to consent to the 

marriage (132), but Rose and Peter marry in secret and live happily together.  They 
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have several children (eleven at the novel’s close), and live prosperously in a large, 

comfortable house.  The novel’s positioning of this clearly successful relationship and 

marriage is complex, and multi-layered.  Although the childless Deb is explicitly 

shown as jealous, “She watched Rose billowing down into her nursing-chair, and 

pretended to herself that she was not envious” (179), Deb views Rose and her 

somewhat overblown domesticity as “humdrum” (176).  Peter and Rose’s marriage is 

portrayed as loving, but socially awkward, lacking the glamour requisite in ‘true’ 

romance.  Rose is fat from continuous child-bearing.  Her personal happiness and 

contentment, and Peter’s obvious social worth, are not, it seems, models for 

perfection. 

 Frances, the youngest sister, is self-centred and foolish.  There is no longer 

enough money for her to ‘come out’ or attend social functions (142), so she, like so 

many romance anti-heroines before her, decides to marry an elderly but wealthy man, 

to save herself from the drudgery of housework (143).  Without any hesitation or 

guilt, Frances seduces the landlord: “All the armoury of the born beauty was hers, and 

she knew as well how to use each weapon effectively as a blind kitten knows how to 

suck milk” (142).  This instinctual drive is not, however, to be endured within the 

formula of romance.  Once the novelty of having a young bride wears off for 

Frances’s husband, she takes to amusing herself with other men.  When finally she 

has an affair with Guthrie – the man Mary had so disastrously loved – Frances’s name 

becomes “shady” to “those ‘in the know’” (194), and then disaster repeats itself.  

Guthrie refuses to marry her after her husband dies, judging their relationship as 

superficial and showing her “with such barbarous and uncompromising candour the 

essential difference between a mistress and a wife” (194).  Once again resolving only 

the social side of her dilemmas, she marries an Italian count and so endorses her 

“shady” reputation.   

 Together the four Pennycuick sisters play a contrasting set of canasta hands 

when it comes to the game of love, marriage, and family.  Ada Cambridge sets up 

four classic romance suits, founded on women’s traditional destiny, and playing out 

each card in turn: attraction, fortune, social status, and happiness.  Deborah, who 

draws high romance,  plays the long game – and as all romance heroines do, 

ultimately wins the full suit – but at a cost.  Mary draws the worst cards, crossed too 

early by Guthrie as the joker, marrying without love, without money, and her husband 
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unworthy of his calling, and achieving a sort of happiness only once – in the 

widowhood usually portrayed as social decline.  Frances, who plays a very hard-

headed and calculating hand, loses at every turn – even re-encountering Mary’s 

original nemesis in the guise of the equally calculating Guthrie.  And while Mary 

takes a few surprising tricks, achieving domestic happiness to almost excessive levels, 

this is an overtly unromantic destiny, and not at all the formula for romance.  For all 

the clever structuring of this set of possibilities, the love story remains central to the 

novel.  The radicalism of its achievement lies in the way in which each contrasting 

trajectory of a life and love colours the next, so that, ultimately, for all Deborah’s 

satisfaction in her own selection, none is entirely satisfactory.  The elements required 

for the perfect romance combination are here scattered across the deck – and no-one is 

able to accumulate the complete winning hand.  Marriage itself is not ideal – at least 

as outlined within the romance discourse through which the novel’s relational impulse 

works.  By the end of the novel, each sister believes that she is happy, but the 

narrative in each case has questioned the validity of their thinking.  The possibility of 

women finding a truly positive relationship has been atomised: every marriage 

contains misfortune, and none of the choices offered the young-woman guarantees 

unalloyed bliss. 

 How then, in the face of such a disavowal, can romance endure?  As the 

twentieth century progresses, Australian woman writers working with the genre were 

to revisit the problem again and again.  

 

Part Seven: The Rise of the Family Saga: Twentieth Century Women Writers 
  Review the Changing Face of Family Relations 
 
 In 1929, M. Barnard Eldershaw (a collaborative writing partnership between 

Marjorie Barnard and Flora Eldershaw) produced A House is Built, a novel as 

unflattering towards marriage as Ada Cambridge’s offering, yet, again, one 

constructed around love and marriage.  Working in what the publishing industry 

would now promote as ‘an historical family saga’, the novel covers two generations of 

the Hyde family, describing women’s experiences of relationships and family during 

mid-nineteenth century Australia.  Fanny, the elder of James Hyde’s two daughters, 

becomes regarded by the family as a cold and distant spinster, humiliated after a 

largely imagined episode of romance.  Younger sister, Maud, has a happy and 
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successful marriage.  For the majority of women in the novel, though, marriage brings 

only disappointment, and sometimes bitterness and even madness.  In A House is 

Built, romantic love is presented as damaging, disillusioning, and largely artificial. 

While the love story discourse is vital to the novel, and, ultimately, this analysis 

suggests, revalidates what it appears to critique, its negativity develops a critique only 

hinted at in earlier Australian women’s novels.   

 Once again, a significant contrast is drawn between Fanny and Maud, in 

relation to the ‘character qualities’ held to be driving their relative approaches to love 

and marriage.  Fanny is practical and sensible, and Maud is flighty and flirty.  Fanny 

will not admit to herself that she enjoys walking past the single-men’s barracks with 

Maud, convincing herself that she is there only to chaperone her younger sister.  

Maud, meanwhile, is forever falling in love and launching little flirtations.  Both girls 

read romance novels, but perversely it is only Fanny who takes them to heart.  She 

believes that love is not fleeting, like Maud’s flirtations, but something to be 

treasured.  Beyond definition, it is envisaged as magnificent and sacred and 

mysterious – just as the romance novels say.  It is Fanny who creates – in her own 

mind – an affair with Captain Hildebrand: one entirely based on her understanding of 

the love story.  Whilst Maud recognises that Captain Hildebrand is more exciting as 

an unseen hero (16 – 17), Fanny believes that marriage to him is inevitable, because 

they have kissed (71), and because he invites her to his ship at night (78).  Once she 

realises, from his horrified reaction, that she has in fact imagined the whole affair, she 

is, in the now classic tragic-love formation, entirely humiliated.  Hildebrand’s careless 

and casual attitude towards her produces anger, bitterness, and embarrassment: each 

signalling the depth and intensity of emotional response necessary to romance, but 

inverting the idealised and transcendent feelings of love in the romance novels she 

reads.  Fanny consequently refuses to fall in love again, remaking herself as cold-

hearted and aloof.  Here her excess remains, of course, well inside the remit of 

romance: as much a creation of saturational emotionalism as her original imagined 

affair.  The narrative makes this explicit, and it is equally clear that it is cultural 

influence, and not some inherent character flaw or ‘womanly instinct,’ which has 

produced the problem: “If she had not been so restricted, if her really considerable 

powers of mind and character had been given scope, Fanny would not have fallen a 

victim to the first colourful stranger she met” (49).  To this extent it is, the authors 
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suggest, romance itself which is misdirecting Fanny’s life.  Each step she takes 

replicates romantic excess, and is designed to intensify and dramatise the expression 

of her emotional state.  Rather than interpret the incident with Hildebrand as a 

learning experience, Fanny decides to shut herself away, this time romanticising her 

‘downfall’ as romantic heroine: “She could never love anyone again, not as she had 

loved Hildebrand, because she could never trust again” (108 – 109).  Fanny believes 

so completely in the experiences of love presented to her in romance novels that she 

cannot see her experience in any other way:  

Sometimes she drove her nails into her palms in bitterness and fury at the 
memory of her humiliation, but hardest to bear were the times when she felt 
neither bitterness nor anger nor fear, but only the heart-breaking consciousness 
that she had lost faith and love. (108)   
 

Love as represented in romance fiction is dominating her entire world view. 

Worse is to follow.  If Maud’s cheerful personality and easy ability to charm 

men is difficult for Fanny, her sister’s secret marriage to Humphrey Gillam is a 

further humiliation.  Theirs is a love story that in her eyes at least, truly mimics those 

in the romantic novels.  Here, then, we have yet another interesting inversion of the 

romance formula.  Although Maud is the younger sister, and described as flirtatious, 

and so conventionally the character most likely to marry selfishly and disastrously, 

here she is shown to be altogether more conscious of what real relationships entail.  

Maud is entirely practical about her brief courtship with Humphrey.  The contrast 

between Fanny’s idealised and lushly evoked image of Hildebrand, and Maud’s 

starkly dismissive pronouncement that “one kiss does not make a marriage” (73), is 

revealing.  Maud’s lack of belief in the fictional love story allows her to not fall for 

the first person who comes along.  Maud has seven children, but never loses her youth 

or vitality, and sustains a loving relationship with Humphrey.  In contrast, Fanny sees 

that “for her the years had been like a dead and leafless branch” (228) – one that 

comes to life only briefly, when she works in her father’s store.   

Subsidiary plotlines are also used to counter-balance the contrasts between the 

experiences and reactions of Fanny and her sister Maud.  Adela, Fanny and Maud’s 

sister-in-law, finds that her own expectations of romantic love within marriage have 

been inflated.  Her relationship with William has been marked by a distant politeness, 

which a five year separation – William in Australia, Adela still in England – has 

allowed to be interpreted as more heartfelt than it really has been.  Throughout their 
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subsequent marriage, William maintains a perception of Adela as a sweet young girl 

who needs to be protected from life (123).  Adela’s expectations of reciprocal passion 

are shattered when she finds that their reunion “kept up the best traditions of the 

British Empire” (134), and Adela discovers that romantic love is merely a young 

girl’s imaginary projection (147).  Her marriage to William lacks warmth and 

intimacy – Fanny characterises it as “rather like falling in love with a marble 

mantelpiece” (61).  After her first year of marriage, Adela summarises the experience 

as “a time of half-incredulous disappointment” (146).  William, on the other hand, is 

altogether pleased with the marriage: “It was as it should be.  He had tamed 

matrimony, as the English were to tame Australia” (153).  For both Fanny and Adela, 

love and marriage are explicitly shown here as unduly coloured by the discourse of 

romance novels.  How then is marriage to be regarded, from the perspective of the 

modern, 1920s young Australian woman?  

If romantic excess is disparaged, so too is spinsterhood, once again portrayed 

as tragic, vulnerable, and inherently open to social isolation and ridicule.  For 

Euphemia Giles, a pathetic, unmarried figure at 30, any hope of marriage is shown as 

disappearing quickly, and so she makes desperate attempts to flirt with any man she 

can.  Her eventual marriage to Benjamin Shirley, a Hyde family employee, 

conveniently gives the Hydes more control over the Giles’s mill, and so is very much 

viewed as a commercial transaction.  The Hydes benefit financially, and Euphemia is 

saved from social humiliation.  Everyone wins.  However, when Euphemia dies, 

deeply depressed, there are suggestions that her death may have been suicide rather 

than accidental.  Adela’s cousin, Esther, also exposed to the “rain of spinsterhood” 

(164), is subjected to the conventional fate of the socially embarrassing in English 

novels: sent to Australia as a last resort, in the hope that she might somehow fend for 

herself and find some socially useful role.  As a spinster, she is a liability to the 

family, but she finally finds a match with a weak man “who was kind, who did not 

expect too much, before whom she need not simulate youth, [and] who did not 

frighten her deep-seated virginity” (173 – 174).  As with Ada Cambridge’s ‘asides’, 

this summary says much of how complex social attitudes towards women and 

marriage had become.  While youth and energy remain desirable – qualities Esther 

cannot command – ‘virginity’, and the chastity which has preserved it so long, 

appears as a direct liability.  Nor does the plotting of the novel’s sub-narratives offer 
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much compensation for those outside the romantic ideal.  Both Esther and Euphemia 

escape spinsterhood and so are supposedly happy – yet Euphemia’s marriage drives 

her to suicide, and Esther’s is surrounded by the gloom of compromise. 

Throughout the novel, subsidiary characters are used to represent the married 

state and traditions of domesticity as old-fashioned goals for women.  The novel’s 

older female characters – older Victorian ladies – continue to assume that any woman 

who does not marry will be unhappy.  Mrs Gillam comments of her own spinster 

daughter, “‘Dear Adelaide doesn’t look as happy as she thinks she is’” (236).  They 

are shown to be extremely shocked by any suggestion that today’s women might not 

all marry and have children.  When modern young Sophia comments that anyone can 

have six children, but the more intelligent women do not (235), the ideals of the older 

generation begin to appear outdated.  To impose this limited set of social options onto 

the younger women is shown as restrictive, and, in the case of Euphemia at least, 

altogether destructive.  What is lacking, however, is any full-blown vision of viable 

alternatives.  If love and marriage are no longer a woman’s sole destiny, where are 

there models for satisfying and socially recognised relationships and roles?  How far 

is romance, still the core of this novel’s action, now to be considered unworkable – or 

perhaps, only a path to be trodden by a superior few?    

 In A House is Built, the love story is undermined through the representation of 

the female characters’ experiences within their various relationships.  Romantic love 

is shown as both destructive to many, and irrelevant to the reality of most if not all 

marriages.  The majority of the female characters find within it only disappointment – 

yet still appear to believe it better than the humiliation of spinsterhood.  The only 

happy and successful marriage in the novel is that between Maud and Humphrey: a 

relationship which complies directly with the romance myth.  At the same time, 

however, it is clearly implied that Maud, portrayed as sensible, realistic, and practical 

– all the virtues of the Australian colonial heroine – could not be considered as 

blinded by the love story discourse.  Able to experience a relationship rather than 

merely imagine one, she, along with others in this novel, reassesses its dimensions 

and challenges along altogether more realistic and sober lines, so that ultimately the 

high-romantic ideal is modified and diluted.  While the relationship itself – and the 

partners’ identification of its potential for delivering happiness – remains at the core 

of these novels, its virtue is no longer unalloyed. 
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 All of this is thrown into interesting relief by recognition that this is, for the 

first time in this analysis, an historical novel: one dealing not with contemporary 

issues alone, but revisiting older social and cultural perspectives, and thus able to 

show generational and even era change.  Further, while using the Australian context 

as a plot device to signal the potential for self-renewal and social transformation – a 

feature characteristic of many British texts of Empire – the novel preserves many of 

the more traditional perspectives on marriage, romance, and a woman’s lot, even if 

only to contest them.  To this extent, it introduces a tendency within Australian 

women’s fiction not for historical romance per se, a subgenre usually evoking the 

exoticism of a somewhat restricted range of highly-coloured historical periods, but for 

a revisionist perspective on specifically Australian demands within the institution of 

marriage.  It is a development which calls for further analysis, offering as it does a 

way of ‘surfacing’ within Australian women’s writing the many issues and 

experiences ‘unwritable’ within the restrictions of their day.  Later examples of this 

format proved able to produce far more critical exposés of the ongoing relational 

problems for Australian women.   

  

Part Eight: Shattering the Romance Idyll: Second-wave Feminist Writers Move 
  Romance into Sexual Fantasy 
 

South Australian novelist and artist Barbara Hanrahan specialised in this form 

of family-saga historical revisionism, producing a series of novels retelling the 

experiences of past eras, many of them drawn from a mix of family history, 

newspaper and magazine archives, and oral community memory – including sources 

based in gossip and scandal.  In The Peach Groves (1979), set 1884-1885, romantic 

love and desire are presented as corrupting forces, hidden under a disguise of 

respectability.  Blanche and her two daughters travel to New Zealand to visit 

Blanche’s brother, Harry, but the trip brings about a series of events which reveal the 

characters’ complex sexual secrets.  The journey to New Zealand forces change and 

growth for Blanche in particular, who has to confront the reality of her own fraudulent 

life.  The return to Australia is welcomed because these secrets can once more be 

covered up. 

 Although her life is leisured and entirely comfortable, Blanche is completely 

dissatisfied with marriage.  She is bored and frustrated, her life filled only with 



 108 

meaningless repetition.  Originally Betsy Jones from London, Blanche has changed 

her name once in Australia, in order to find herself a wealthy man to marry (4).  

Success and identity transformation have, however, come only at a price. She does not 

find her husband attractive; she does not like the superficiality of Adelaide society, 

and she does not much care for her younger daughter, Ida, because the girl is chubby 

and unladylike – qualities which threaten to surface ‘Blanche’s’ own origins (4).  

Older daughter, Maud, beautiful and sweetly innocent (5), is a much better expression 

of Blanche’s self-image and aspirations.  Early in the novel, however, it is revealed 

that Blanche and her brother have engaged in an incestuous relationship (13), and that 

Blanche has persistently taken lovers to relieve the boredom of domesticity.  Far from 

being the ideal wife and mother, Blanche represents the type of deviant femininity 

conventionally afforded a tragic fate within the formulae of romance narrative.  How 

far then is this to be seen as a reality concealed beneath an explicitly Australian – or 

perhaps South Australian – institution of marriage?  Does the colonial Australian 

myth of self-transformation conceal as much as it reveals of a woman, allowing 

duplicity and false-dealing to achieve respectability, as much as fortitude and 

initiative?  The test that Barbara Hanrahan offers is one of distantiation: moving her 

characters to an even more exotic and ‘open’ locale, where identities can once more 

be reforged – and so perhaps reveal something of their truth.    

 When Blanche, Maud, and Ida get to New Zealand, their holiday fails to match 

Blanche’s expectations.  At a masquerade ball at The Peach Groves (the property of 

their hosts, the Maufes), metaphorical masks do indeed come off, with both true 

identities and illicit sexual behaviour revealed.  Harry becomes strangely distant, 

making it clear to Blanche that their sexual relationship will not continue (19).  Ida 

meanwhile discovers that Harry is having a sexual relationship with Tempe, his sister-

in-law (59).  Blanche next catches Mr Maufe staring at twelve-year-old Maud while 

she’s asleep (109), and later Ida catches (and attacks) Mr Maufe when he starts to 

fondle Maud (146).  Maud, though, becoming more aware of her body, desires a 

sexual awakening, and so encourages Mr Maufe.  As the sexual expressivity 

intensifies, Tempe catches Harry and Blanche having sex, and forces Maud and Ida to 

watch (165).  Tempe’s jealousy suggests a further punishment for Blanche’s 

behaviour, and she offers a naked Maud to a camel boy from the circus, Eddie, while 

Ida watches from the bushes (195).  Using all the physiological ingenuity and 
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variability of classic pornography, Barbara Hanrahan tears apart the conventions of 

romantic love, creating a passion so dark that it shades and mutes the conventions of 

romance discourse, exposing romance itself as nothing but fantasy, a weakened and 

etiolated representation of sexual expressivity, entirely transfigured by the downright 

scariness of the real.  Barbara Hanrahan, whose graphic art from this period shows a 

tendency always to work into the multidimensionality of psychological experience 

(see especially Alison Carroll 1986), explodes at a number of different levels the 

traditional unitary ‘truth claims’ of the discourse of romance.  In the first instance, her 

work is multi-sourced, juxtaposing historical fact, news articles, travelogues, with 

altogether more slippery materials drawn from memoires, family anecdotes, and old 

gossip – all of these directly alongside the fantastic, alternately dreamlike and 

nightmarish events of her fictional narratives.  The seeming simplicity and directness 

of her prose style, descriptive, yet never fantastical or straining for heightened effect, 

lays down a bedrock of seeming fact, event upon event, compelling and coolly real, 

for all the shock and surprise of what she relates.  Finally, it is her capacity to slide 

from perspective to perspective, showing us ‘truth’ as seen first from this, and then 

from that, point of view, which builds not one but a composite vision of what is real 

and what is fantasy – or might be, or might have been.  Added to her interest in the 

unreliable or overly imaginative narrative vision of the child, the psychologically 

disturbed or sometimes clairvoyant, this technique produces within the novel an 

entirely new form of the sort of sexual expressivity which second-wave feminists such 

as Beatrice Faust (1981) or Barbara Creed (1993) had been claiming for the discourse 

of romance.  

 Overt female sexuality, even within the field of imaginative literature, had  

been considered a threat to the Australian way of life since its convict origins (see 

both Anne Summers, 1975, and Lyndall Ryan, 1981).  The Peach Groves, along with 

Barbara Hanrahan’s other works, inverts these suppressions, ripping open the 

Victorian and Edwardian corseted ‘ladies’ of Australia’s ‘respectable’, self-made 

social order, and revealing what is at once corrupt, and compelling; glamorous, 

enticing – and abusive, sometimes to the level of criminal.  Here, as in conventional 

romance, love and sexuality are at the centre of every conflict.  It seems as if only 

those relationships typically defined as deviant, unnatural, or illicit can truly express 

the strength of the sexual passion.  Blanche and her brother find a great deal of 
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satisfaction in their sexual encounters, as do Tempe and Harry, and Tempe and Eddie.  

Mr Maufe’s obsession with Maud – one which only one generation later might have 

found a far less sympathetic readership – is positioned as something less than 

immoral, because Maud herself is shown to desire a sexual experience, and carefully 

ensures that she is alone with him.  In contrast, the legitimate relationships in the 

novel are presented as inadequate, unsatisfying, and colourless.  Blanche has no 

interest in having sex with her husband; Cissie and Harry have had a sexless 

relationship for a very long time; Mr and Mrs Maufe are estranged. The stability of 

the married state is completely undermined by the passion and the pleasure of these 

illicit relationships, to a degree that destabilises even their seeming reality, the reader 

beginning to share in the response of the various voyeuristic witnesses to it all – 

voluntary and involuntary – which is to ask, is this in fact, actually occurring?  Is what 

we are shown here the true experience of the characters, or the fantastical and 

overheated images conjured in the minds of one, or all, of them?  Certainly, it is made 

clear in this narrative that it is only the endless cultural production and social 

circulation of false identities, disguised and neutralised selves, that allow 'normal' life 

to continue.  For Blanche, her very name suggesting a whitened sepulchre, someone 

in need of some form of purification, going back to Australia becomes something of a 

relief.  It means a return to the safety of her invented and ‘respectable’ life, even 

though she has to give up both the sexual relationship with her brother, and the 

dangerous allure of ‘Tempe’ as her dark and stormy alter ego.  The trip to New 

Zealand, having forced her to confront a frightening new reality and the chaos of 

passion it has released, must be once more traded for the ordered sublimations of 

middle-class Adelaide society.  If her return to Australia means the boredom of 

suburban domesticity, it also means peace.  Blanche continues to uphold the status 

quo, presenting to the public an image of the ideal wife.  Never fully satisfied with the 

falsity of this life in Adelaide, she now hides a new awareness: recognition that some 

secrets, most notably those of women’s sexual desires, need to remain hidden. 

 

Part Nine: The Intractable Problem of the Marital Relationship: Family  
  Relations in an Era of Sexual Expressivity  
 

Is this then an outcome dictated only by the historical setting of the novel?  Is 

Barbara Hanrahan’s fondness for reworking former eras producing this ultimate return 
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to social and cultural conventions, and especially its ongoing suppression of a female 

sexual identity?  One way to examine this issue is to move not to a later text, but to 

one which shares the second-wave and ‘liberatory’ feminist emphasis of Hanrahan’s 

writing – but which, by setting its representations within a more contemporary 

decade, can admit the possibilities for a more open and permissive sexual and 

relational experimentation.  Extra-marital encounters and women’s sexual exploration 

are also the focus of Helen Garner’s The Children’s Bach (1984).  Even here, 

however, there are only tentative approaches to portraying women as sexual 

adventurers, with the usual monogamous relationships ‘chosen’ to resolve the plot – 

largely because the social recognition and stability they offer remains preferable to the 

sorts of casual sexual encounter licensed by the ‘sexual liberation’ of the 60s and 70s 

– a model drawn less from any programme of feminist reform, than from the 

predatory behaviours of the contemporary single male.  As in Barbara Hanrahan’s 

work, the surreal, dream-like quality of this novel suggests that its characters – 

especially the women – cannot exert any real control over their lives.  Clower has 

commented that this form of surreal fantasy and its accompanying fragmentation of 

the narrative liberates the characters (Clower 65) but, ultimately, does not satisfy them 

(Clower 70).  Athena’s return to her husband – like Blanche’s return to Adelaide – is 

an indication of the ongoing impossibility of locating any viable alternative.  Here, 

romantic love may no longer be held up as ideal, but Athena’s very conventional 

marriage to Dexter remains the most positively presented relationship in The 

Children’s Bach.  While her marriage may not be satisfying or fulfilling, Athena 

returns to its security, rather than confronting life alone. 

 Once more it is the fragmentation of the relationship narrative which disrupts 

the romantic discourse within this novel.  The experiences of Vicki, Poppy, Athena, 

and Elizabeth are intertwined, but emerge as an exploded and chaotic multi-narrative, 

rather than as a clear-cut linear projection towards resolution.  Dexter and Philip 

meanwhile are incidental characters compared to the women, suggesting at least some 

shift in the social and cultural centrality of the male.  The Children’s Bach separates 

and contrasts these women and their lives, making them rivals – a common theme in 

the love story discourse – but also colleagues, subject to the same experiences and 

desires.  As in the previous novels discussed, and those more contemporary, twenty-

first century novels analysed later in this thesis, the strongest female character, 
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Elizabeth, is presented as highly flawed, demanding, and unforgiving.  Significantly, 

she is not interested in marriage.  Athena, however, is too weak to resist social 

convention, and is presented as both narrow-minded and naive.  Vicki is a confused 

teenager, struggling to adapt to city life and to connect to her much older sister, 

switching constantly between Athena’s domestic world and Elizabeth’s modern 

lifestyle.  Poppy, Philip’s daughter, is affected by her father’s promiscuity, and, 

although intelligent, is presented as vulnerable to the machinations of predatory men.  

While the plot remains strictly chronological in its emergence, the sub-plots endlessly 

blend and merge, producing a sense of constant disorientation, and so highlighting the 

uncertainty and confusion of romantic relationships, even in this era of seeming self-

actualisation.   

Elizabeth is overtly a feminist, portrayed from within negative and reactive 

media stereotypes as a hard, coarse woman, mostly concerned for herself: a portrayal 

whose persistence can be measured by the degree to which it is echoed in much of the 

later fiction analysed in this thesis.  Despite her feminism, however, Elizabeth is 

positioned as competing with the other women characters for male attention.  Her 

glamour (13) and toughness (10) are contrasted with Dexter’s wife, Athena, a 

suburban housewife and mother.  Elizabeth is shown as relieved (10) when her first 

impression of Athena is as a frump.  Highlighting this ‘inherent’ competitiveness for 

men’s admiration (first Dexter, and later Philip), Elizabeth is shown to become 

slightly alarmed when she is “suddenly not so sure” of Athena’s lack of style (10).  

Her own fashionably minimalist warehouse apartment blitzes the Fox’s messy 

suburban home – at least in a first analysis.  The conflict between the two women is 

emphasised however when Vicki decides to leave Elizabeth’s apartment in favour of 

Dexter and Athena’s home.  As Kelly points out, Elizabeth is the only character to 

verbalise a challenge to the patriarchal family (Kelly 63), yet Vicki, heir to 

feminism’s broadening of female life choices, thinks Elizabeth an insensitive and 

inappropriate woman.  From the outset, this novel presents family as the favoured 

option, even if it is a little dull.  Domesticity, it suggests, may not be ideal, but it 

provides stability and security, and perhaps, as Grandy suggests, the sort of certainty 

and order most desired within everyday life (Grandy 80).   

 Domesticity, and what it stands for, is what attracts Vicki to Athena.  Vicki is 

in awe of Athena’s ‘mother and housewife status’, largely because of its outward aura 
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of calm: “Athena’s life was mysterious to Vicki.  She seemed contained, without 

needs, never restless” (26).  This is a huge contrast to the impatient and severe 

Elizabeth.  Vicki “was in love with the house, with the family, with the whole 

establishment of it” (28).  The influence of this traditional family environment is 

highlighted by a conversation between Athena and her friend, which Vicki overhears: 

‘Anyway,’ said the friend, ‘she rang up and told me he’d gone off with some 
child, a girl of eighteen.  So I said to her, “Get some interesting knitting.  
Something with a complicated pattern.  And stay home and just sit it out”.  
And that’s what she did.’ (26) 
 

Women, Vicki is learning, are passive, not proactive – and yet it is this motherly 

stereotype which attracts Vicki.  So, is Helen Garner recommending a return to pre-

feminist conditions – or perhaps suggesting a generational backlash, produced by too 

rapid an inversion of feminine to feminist behaviours and values?   

Part of the answer to this lies in the novel’s portrayal of its male characters. 

Like Athena, Dexter is characterised as both traditional and conservative, continually 

shocked at what he describes as ‘modern behaviour’.  He does not understand 

Elizabeth’s relationship with Philip, asking her whether Philip “betrays” her (28) – a 

question that Elizabeth treats with derision.  Athena, as Dexter’s wife, is necessary to 

his sense of family, and he is an absolute mess when Athena goes to Sydney with 

Philip.  When Dexter sleeps with Vicki, he feels immense guilt, seeing himself as now 

being “as bad as the rest after all” (91) – but he is even more appalled when Vicki 

laughs it all off.  He is bewildered and disconcerted by the situation: “This was 

modern life, then, this seamless logic, this common sense, this silent tit-for-tat.  This 

was what people did.  He did not like it.  He hated it” (93).  Although Dexter’s fear 

and bewilderment may represent the final crumbling of the traditional male world, the 

intensity of its expression means that overall, the novel is invested with a strongly 

negative rendering of all of the extra-marital encounters and casual sexual 

relationships described in its action – and so, in exploring Dexter’s deep sense of 

social disorientation, it checks any opening towards sexual exploration and 

experimentation for its female characters.  Dexter’s confusion appears altogether 

more authentic than the surreal mix-and-match of partners and self-gratification the 

female characters demonstrate.  Add to that Vicki’s fascination with the Fox 

household’s saturating domesticity, and it seems that the lack of a stable, heterosexual 

relationship as the bedrock of ongoing social order is unworkable.  
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In contrast to Dexter, Philip, a rock musician, is shown as having no problems 

with any degree of casual sex.  He 

fell into beds in houses where a boiling saucepan might as easily contain a 
syringe as an egg; he excited pointless passions in girls who knew no better 
than to sprawl for hours among empty pizza boxes at the studio and wait for 
somebody to notice them. (24)   
 

In the course of the novel, Philip sleeps with Elizabeth, Vicki, and Athena, in turn.  

Certainly it is made clear that Philip merely uses these women, that they are there for 

his amusement and his pleasure – but his promiscuity is not an issue until he thinks of 

his own daughter and how vulnerable she is to much the same treatment: “‘And men 

fuck girls without loving them.  Girls cry in the lavatories.  Work, Poppy.  Use your 

brains’” (18).  Women in Philip’s world do not enjoy the same sexual freedom as 

men.  If Poppy is not careful, she will be used by men just like him. 

 In this novel, however, such is the release of social inhibitions in late twentieth 

century society, that the contrasting social ‘solutions’ found within earlier Australian 

novels can be made to break out of their seeming stability, with characters changing 

perspectives  to experiment with alternatives.  After Athena meets Philip, she begins 

to think of the possibility of becoming involved with men other than Dexter. 

Exploring her own sexual desires begins to appeal.  While she continues to love 

Dexter, and finds him beautiful (52), she acknowledges that she is also attracted to 

Philip (35) – and typically, he reciprocates: “Athena could not help staring at Philip.  

Whenever she took her eyes away she felt him looking at her.  It seems they took it in 

turns” (36).  What Athena begins to discover is that the seeming certainties on which 

she has built the domestic security which has so attracted Vicki, may in fact amount to 

little more than hard-sustained self-delusions.  Unsure of how to deal with her 

attraction to Philip while still loving Dexter, she begins to reassess her own 

complicity in the suppression of her desires: “Every man she met was inferior to 

Dexter, but only, perhaps, because she had chosen that this should be the case” (41).  

When Athena confesses to Elizabeth that Philip has been round to see her and that she 

likes him, it is ‘liberated’, ‘modern’ Elizabeth who responds defensively, if 

realistically, demeaning Philip and undermining his interest in Athena: “‘He’s always 

looking for new blood.  Something new.  A little thrill for that amusement park he 

calls his mind’” (57).  Her strategy backfires – for it is exactly the uncommitted thrill 

that Athena seeks: the break from domestic stability and predictability.  Leaving 
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Dexter and the boys, she takes the trip to Sydney, and explores her attraction to Philip.  

Her excursion is, again predictably, perceived by Dexter as an abandonment of family 

duties – yet for Athena too it proves problematic.  Her sexual adventure proves 

somewhat less than satisfying.  The dark exoticism of Barbara Harahan’s highly 

sexualised narrative is here absent – and indeed, Athena herself is barely mentioned in 

descriptions of the couple’s sexual activity: 

His expressions changed, and changed.  He laughed, he swore, he became 
distracted, he closed his eyes: tears fell from his eyes, he wiped them away 
impatiently.  He seized her attention with his eyes, sucked her into his eyes.  
But late in the morning he drew himself together, neatly took his cock out of 
her, and got off the bed. 
 ‘Now I have to make some phone calls,’ he said.  (66) 
 

This is in no way the discursive rendering of a woman’s sexual fulfilment: indeed, as 

Kate Millett (1970) commented long ago, it is typical of the realist mode of twentieth 

century sexual description, that the perspective is exclusively the male’s.  Philip 

appears the only one participating in the action.  A great deal of emphasis is placed on 

Philip’s continued sexual encounters, entirely undermining Athena’s attempt to assert 

and satisfy her own needs.  Rather than this tryst proving a positive and freeing step 

for her, it reduces her to being just one more conquest: an added notch on Philip’s 

very long belt.  Athena remains oddly distanced from the sexual experience she has 

sought.  She follows Philip around, and she watches other girls flirt with him.  She 

finally dismisses him and his entire world view as nothing more than “bullshit” (70), 

and returns to her family.  What she goes back to, though, is a filthy house – and it is 

up to her to restore it to its usual order.  Despite her new-found predilection for sexual 

adventure, ultimately everyday life and relations, monotonous and narrow in their 

scope, constitute the ‘stuff’ that make a life.  

 Whilst The Children’s Bach does present non-conventional relationships, it 

ends by reinforcing traditional family models.  Athena settles for – and with – Dexter, 

her two children, and family life: it is as always, love and marriage which are shown 

to be central.  While Dexter is portrayed as more than a little comical, this one 

enduring relationship between Dexter and Athena is presented as the most solid, and 

certainly the most admirable and constructive, in the novel.  Elizabeth may be forceful 

and adventurous, but her relationship with Philip is exposed as being without 

substance.  Vicki’s sexual experiences are shown to be fleeting and inconsequential: 
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neither Philip nor Dexter build any sort of relationship with her, despite this being the 

sole reason Vicki sleeps with them.  In the final analysis, and somewhat surprisingly 

in a feminist-era novel, it is Dexter’s very pronounced social and moral disapproval of 

modern sexual conduct that prevails in this novel.  Each female character, in her way, 

may accept, understand, or even long for and experiment with sexual freedom, but 

none of their consequent relationships is presented as happy or fulfilling.  None is in 

full control of either her life or the sexual relations she experiences, with marriage and 

a very conventional domesticity still presenting the best of a rather poor set of 

options.  Romance, it seems, does not equate with sexual self-expression – and the 

love equals marriage formula of romance literature appears harder than ever to 

dislodge.  

 

Part Ten: Kate Re-makes History: Australian Romance and Marriage in  
  Bicentennial Review 

 
Kate Grenville’s Joan Makes History (1988), written as a fictional review of 

the social ‘progress’ of Australian women in the bicentenary of European settlement,  

highlights the inadequacies of male-female relationships in every generation, but once 

again, continues to advocate marriage and motherhood as the central focus and 

achievement of an Australian woman’s life.  The novel protests the male monopoly of 

history, providing an alternative and female account of different Australian historical 

events – but in every instance it is women’s place in history as wives and mothers that 

is finally endorsed.  In the narrative, there is a woman called ‘Joan’ present at every 

moment of history, with all the various Joans representing the continuity of women’s 

contribution to the evolution of Australian society – there will always be a Joan 

present in history.  Between each narrative from a past Joan, a Joan-of-the- present 

tells of the ongoing struggle for a woman to make history.  Nothing it seems has 

changed: women’s contribution to history is still being silenced.  However, modern 

Joan’s desire to make history in a man’s way – that is, to be noticed – ultimately leads 

her to recognise that women have in fact been making history for thousands of years.  

It is not their inactivity or lack of enterprise that has obliterated their record, but its 

restriction to the private sphere of home and family.  Having initially set out like a 

proud second-wave feminist to avoid marriage and motherhood, in favour of a self-

directed and public sphere quest for significant achievements, in the end, she is 
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satisfied to be a wife, mother, and grandmother – heir to all the other Joans of her 

history.  There is, however, a certain air of dissatisfaction in such an ending, given the 

degree of anger, frustration and even despair engendered in so many precursor Joans 

by their experience of men and marriage.  While a positive acknowledgement of 

women’s contribution to history through marriage and motherhood is overdue, and 

this novel works powerfully to recognise and reclaim that heritage, beyond the 

moment, after the national retrospectivity of 1988, it risks a far less radical 

reinforcement of the romance formula, facing ‘Joan’s future’ with some very familiar 

dilemmas.  In the final analysis, is it the love story that is Australian women’s 

history? 

 The stories contrived here for each successive Joan clearly reveal how 

important motherhood has been to Australian history.  Moore notes that maternity was 

central to Australian historical identity (Moore 95), the new colonies and then the 

even newer nation feeling that it needed to be populated with ‘decent’ citizens 

(Whitlock 96) – an undertaking considered impossible without the moral uplift and 

domestic harmony produced by competent, maternal, and ‘civilising’ – by which was 

meant white women.  While feminist theory has remained divided over the cultural 

centrality of motherhood within women’s lives, there is a specialist literature which 

has set out to reclaim motherhood as a creative part of women’s experience.  Goulston 

describes motherhood in Joan Makes History as worthy of the elevated role it is 

brought to play, since without women there would be no life (Goulston 21).  Moore 

suggests that motherhood is fundamental to the female condition, bridging different 

women’s experiences (Moore 95).  Joan Makes History highlights the significance of 

maternity to history.  Is it, however, an inevitable and universally desirable role for all 

women?     

 Right from the beginning of Joan Makes History, it is the Joans’ relationships 

with men that drive the narratives.  Each story centres on male-female relationships – 

and on the struggle for control within the relationship.  Each of the Joans, in her way, 

is determined to be more than just another unimportant and irrelevant female.  This is, 

in every instance, a complex struggle, with fidelity, equality, and true love – the now-

familiar demands of a distinctively Australian romantic heroine – presented as the 

principal demands in an ideal conjugal relationship.  Again, following the fragmented 

or multi-narrative model of the twentieth-century Australian romance, each of the 



 118 

various Joans presents a different set of possible orientations to this central dilemma. 

Joan as Captain Cook’s wife has a happy marriage, part of a couple who would 

“rather sink together than swim alone” (18).  She has, however, had an affair, and for 

all the intensity of their love and satisfaction in each other’s company – when 

available – still fears losing her husband: 

It was easier to resist the botanist because on another occasion I had failed to 
resist a man of the same lying and wheedling nature.  I had betrayed the 
Captain once, and been forgiven, and I had seen with fear how close I had 
been to losing him.  (21) 
 

In stark contrast to the devoted captain’s wife Joan the convict is characterised as 

“snivelling, lecherous, a despiser of men and a woman with a skilled shrill way with a 

useful lie” (35).  She craves sex during the long journey to Australia, indulging it 

when and where – and however – she can.  Immediately, casual sex becomes linked to 

debauchery and illegal behaviours: a low-class act of connivance, without social 

worth.   

At every turn, it is marriage where love and legitimate sexual activity happen, 

even when it is made clear that forced marriage or improperly negotiated matches do 

not bring the promised happiness.  As a washer woman in 1851, Joan witnesses the 

fate of a young woman who becomes pregnant outside wedlock.  She sees the fear in 

the young bride’s face as she approaches her husband to be: “I was the only one to see 

her falter, stumble, be free for a moment of her father’s grip on her arm: saw her look 

up and out of the door with a wild look under her veil” (106).  The same is true for 

Aboriginal Joan in 1795; something tells her of “a larger destiny than Warra, digging 

sticks and children” (54).  What is lacking is a sense of the path forward:  “Warra 

would always be too strong” for her (58).  Reciprocity and equality remain 

unattainable, within the male/ female ‘partnerships’ of Australia past. 

Are matters any better for Joan of the present?  Her narrative highlights 

ongoing inequality within marriage, as she comments on the stupidity of young 

women whose sole desire is to marry a wealthy man: “But what a secondhand dream 

theirs was!  It was to marry a prospect, to be the colourless wife of an ambition, to 

wash the socks and underpants of a destiny” (48).  Joan wants to be part of the action 

herself: “I knew I wished not to marry history, but to make it” (49).  She is her own 

best prospect for success (64), and needs no man to take care of her.  How then is she 

to relate to a man?  When she manages, despite her father’s vigilance, to lose her 



 119 

virginity to Duncan, the reality of the act falls curiously short of the meaning she feels 

that she is called to place upon it: 

I have done it.  I have become a woman.  I am known of man.  It was 
comforting to tell myself what I had done in such rotund and respectable 
phrases, for I was feeling weightless, shadowy, marginal.  (72) 
 

Here is a Joan uncomfortably aware that the discourses framing heterosexual relations 

and rendering them so culturally central as to appear both natural and essential to a 

valid social existence, do not seem to balance the sense of self-definitional power 

which is lost within them.  Joan herself believes that she has planned and controlled 

this one validating moment with Duncan – yet in achieving it, sees both his 

irrelevance to this re-processing of her identity, and the emptiness of any conferring 

of real worth.  Worse, Joan’s plans for progression towards some social significance 

are disrupted by an unexpected pregnancy – and by her father’s insistence that she 

now marry Duncan.  Joan’s assertions, in line with those of all her predecessors, no 

longer carry any weight: “I have a destiny ahead of me, I said in a matter-of-fact way 

to discourage a further demonstration of laughing.  I am to be a woman of destiny” 

(93).  Her will and her life’s plans utterly undermined; trapped and frustrated by the 

“tiny thief within” her body, this Joan sees how all the promises of love and romance 

will hold her back.  Duncan is a hindrance; he is getting in the way of her desire to 

make history.  

 Joan of 1855, the wife of an important man, also knows she was born for more 

than the social superficiality of her life of leisure.  Even the clothes she wears 

imprison her: “Oh, the loathsome feel of silk, slimy and clinging, shiny and choking, 

and the pinch of the rotten shoes on my feet!” (145).  She is jealous of women with 

the courage to challenge convention.  A woman of less elevated status exults as she 

stands in a hail storm, while Joan’s coterie exclaim in collective mortification.  Joan is 

tempted to join in this one small rebellion – but lacks even the strength to break free 

of these confines of etiquette (152).  No matter the form that women’s desire or 

pleasure might take, somewhere a barrier will be erected against it.  

 It is in finally stepping beyond these barriers that Joan of the present is to 

realise the power to act: leaving Duncan.  She sees that this has changed him forever: 

“Duncan was no longer a peaceful man.  I had fractured his peace for ever, and I sat 

shivering with awe at my power” (163).  Unable to accommodate such a sense of 
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agency within the scope of a woman’s existence, Joan poses as a man, dressing in 

trousers and calling herself ‘Jack’.  Immediately, she finds both confidence and 

freedom (193).  As Jack, Joan is no longer restricted, either by the limiting 

requirements of marriage or the cultural prohibitions against full physical use of her 

body. Now she is able to make history it seems with consummate ease, all “by doing 

nothing more thrilling than simply existing” (193).  While women must work and 

sacrifice to be significant, men, simply because they are men, are instantly important.  

Can Joan, however, sustain this new-found autonomy?  Can a woman, socially 

oriented towards connectedness and intimacy, resist for long the call to the needs of 

others?  This Joan begins to feel less of a person without the company of her husband.  

A partnership with her husband – however inadequate – attracts more powerfully than 

the quest towards ‘self-creative-self’ revealed in her transformation into Joan/ Jack.    

Is it then impossible for a woman to stand successfully outside the roles 

offered across 200 years of modern Australian history?  Joan of 1878, who has also 

left her husband, makes one form of history anew, working in the brand new field of 

photography.  Here she not only learns an interesting trade, but comes into contact 

with iconic Australian events and identities including the Ned Kelly gang.  In this new 

and glamorous milieu she earns far more money than those forced to traditionally 

female roles – such as sewing.  She finds ample satisfaction in her job – even when 

pestered by her employer to pose for lewd pictures – and is happily independent; yet 

even this Joan writes to her estranged husband, telling him where she is and 

suggesting he come to see her (211).  This Joan has contributed to history, but still 

seeks a legitimate relationship.  Joan of the present also longs for love:   

To be loved, I was beginning to see, was a kind of history too: and to be alone, 
secretive, a presser of my palm against glass panes, looking out at life, was 
history of a kind I did not much want to make.  (195)   
 

The love story remains for ‘EveryJoan’ the more important history – even if, for Joan-

of-the-present, Duncan’s agreement to reunite is clouded by the insecurity of her fear 

that he will leave her, just as she left him (219).  She finds a certain happiness in 

being a wife and mother, satisfaction in what she had spent so much time and energy 

trying to avoid: 

I, cool Joan, woman of destiny, was reduced like all the women I had laughed 
at to a bulging mother-to-be in washed-out cotton flowers, filled with 
sentimental tears and squeezing tight the hot hand of her husband.  (226) 
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This Joan too has “taken to smiling a great deal” (225).  “Reduced” to a wife and 

mother, she is represented as having not abandoned her quest to make history, but 

having translated between genres as it were; adapted her desires to the conventions of 

‘happily ever after’.  

 This curious discursive device of the constant and recurrent Joan helps elevate 

the ordinary to cultural prominence.  It is, to that extent, part of the cultural studies 

moment, a narrative building from the events and experiences of everyday life.  The 

reversion to domesticity, the focus on the private/ intimate relation, and the tendency 

towards a reworking of the generational family saga, all work to support the view that 

history is a complex structure.  This is by no means a simple feminist revisionist 

project, restoring the ‘silenced voice’ of women.  History here, as successive Joans 

discover, is not made by men alone – but nor can it be the product of even the most 

venturesome and autonomous of ‘new’ women.  Here the Australian colonial view 

has prevailed, emerging fully-formed as an anchoring ethos: equality and partnerships 

are the only means of making a good and lasting sort of history.  If domination within 

a conjugal relationship is destructive to women, wanting to dominate can be equally 

unproductive.  What Joan learns is that she cannot make history at the expense of 

others.  This novel, like so many other relational narratives, returns Australian women 

to a recognition of their biologically-founded social function within patriarchy: 

motherhood and marriage.  As a summary of Australian Joans’ progress towards their 

third century, it appears an acutely accurate depiction of life’s realities.  As a feminist-

inspired modelling of the contemporary situation in the approach to the millennium, it 

offers little.  If the romance-inspired fiction of the future is to offer women – 

especially young women, seeking to construct their own worthwhile lives within the 

history of their day – are to move forward, is it romantic narrative to which they 

should turn?  Texts from the last decade of the twentieth century: those emerging 

under conditions argued by some to be ‘post-feminist’, suggest a strongly defined 

retention of the romance mode, moving on into the twenty-first century. 

 

Part Eleven: Love Beyond Marriage:  Living Unhappily Ever After  
 

Marion Halligan’s Spidercup (1990), while exploring extra marital relations, 

ultimately returns the main protagonist, Elinor, to her husband.  The novel begins as 
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an example of ‘resentment literature’ (as defined in the Introduction), focusing on 

Elinor’s anger and sense of betrayal at her husband’s infidelity.  Ivan’s affair is both 

particularly clichéd and professionally unethical (Rahbek 370):  he is sleeping with 

Samantha, Elinor’s friend and his PhD student.  Elinor’s response, an enraged desire 

to punish Samantha for taking Ivan away from her, validates the concept of 

possession within relationships.  While the novel follows Elinor’s recuperation and 

self-development, ending with the realisation that she does not need Ivan, Elinor’s 

driving motivation for leaving Ivan is her conviction that she has been betrayed, and 

that her marriage has been destroyed – by Samantha.  When she seeks a form of 

revenge in a liaison with Christophe, any form of openness within marriage, and the 

absence of jealousy, are portrayed as foreign concepts – in this case, typically French.  

This is outside Elinor’s range of experience, irrelevant even to her eventual decision 

to return to Ivan. 

This broadening of the romance motif to accommodate marital infidelity 

makes of Spidercup a story of enlightenment for Elinor.  Rahbek sees it as a “spiritual 

journey from wife to self…from self-deception to self-awareness” (Rahbek 371).  To 

this extent it produces a degree of existential self-validation: an autonomy which 

builds at least in part a choice into the commitment to the social institution of 

marriage.  Yet, although Elinor develops as an individual, and learns to cope as a 

single woman, at the end of the novel it is clear that she still perceives herself as wife 

and as mother first.   

Initially, Elinor contemplates herself only in relation to her husband: “A wife 

is called into being only by a husband; therefore does she cease to exist when he stops 

observing her, stops regarding her?” (3).  By the end of Spidercup, Elinor is more sure 

of her own identity, but the life-choice she gives herself still revolves around Ivan; it 

is the choice to go back to him, or not.  While she realises that “She can have it, if she 

wants it.  Maybe she does, maybe she doesn’t” (152), that choice has not moved 

beyond Ivan.  Elinor’s ‘escape’ to France from Australia offers the chance to reassert 

herself, to act in her own right, rather than as wife and mother, but she does not 

project herself beyond those roles.  

Elinor’s problem stems from an inability to be proactive.  Once Ivan has 

‘fallen in love’ with someone else, Elinor feels like unwanted baggage, about to be 

discarded.  Her position as Ivan’s wife has over-determined her being, to the extent 



 123 

that all other interests, including her work, have become secondary and 

inconsequential.  The revelation of Ivan’s affair leaves her suicidal (64).  Having 

believed, in the best romance tradition, that her marriage was indestructible, she sees 

herself as confronting total social shipwreck: “She could not bear to find herself in the 

role of rejected wife, the role she had known with comfortable certainty could never 

be hers, such was the quality of their relationship, the strength of their marriage” (10).  

Having dedicated 18 years to creating her identity as a wife, she is about to be forced 

to reinvent herself.  In an interesting inversion of the many name-changes used by 

women in these novels to re-launch their lives in a new social context, she 

metaphorically kills-off her married self, reverting to her maiden name to become a 

different person – someone not Ivan’s wife.  Rejected wife and abandoned woman are 

not the basis for a reinvented self (77).  Yet, Elinor now feels vulnerable as a single 

woman.  She fears that her social circle will decline, since she, like her married 

coterie, believes it easier to entertain couples than single women (43).  She is careful 

always to be entertaining when in the company of Marie-Claude and Christophe, 

because “she was a woman on her own now, and had to be amusing, couldn’t ever be 

a bore.  The affection of friends was all there was, and must not be tried too severely” 

(60-61).  Relationships are the norm for Elinor.  Being single is an inconvenience to 

others.  Ivan represents home, comfort, and family to her (135).  While staying in 

France, forgetting the past, and reinventing herself is the way forward, she cannot 

overcome the social solitude.  

As part of the healing after her marital breakdown, Elinor parallels her 

experience to that of a seventeenth century husband and wife, Gloriande and Louis.  

Gloriande, accused of adultery by her mother-in-law, is put to death by her husband.  

Elinor sees herself as both Gloriande, the innocent victim, but also the vengeful Louis 

– for if the marriage has been destroyed by Ivan, it is Elinor herself who has fled to 

France, a step that directly impacts upon Ivan.  “Betrayal.  Love.  Honour” (6) are the 

words that Elinor keeps repeating to herself, as she realises that “it hadn’t occurred to 

her not to trust people she liked” (16).  Marriages, she has learned, do not just fall 

apart.  They are deliberately destroyed by someone else (9) – and she “Hadn’t noticed 

Sam spinning sticky threads of sex to enmesh her husband.  Smiling Samantha, her 

long hair oozing in a web.  Ivan was a neat little packet all wrapped up in it” (16).  

Yet how problematic – and how much a part of the romance tradition it is – that the 
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blame rests solely on Samantha.  Always in competition for men, even women who 

like one another can fail to see culpability elsewhere.  For Elinor, the problem is 

simply Samantha.  If that problem were removed, then Elinor would be able to 

continue with her life and her invincible marriage.  Thus, it is Gloriande’s murder 

which seems to Elinor an appropriate fate for Samantha: “Not throats this time.  

Where’s your ankle Sam.  Hard to find…. Slice the flesh.  Now the wrists.  And there 

Sam lies bleeding to death in the forests of the mind” (33).   Elinor imagines a 

“magnificent act of vengeance” (39), justifiable, as in the case of Louis, because she 

is the wronged spouse. 

Elinor feels discarded and so undesirable again, but when she meets a wine 

merchant who invites her to his hotel room she finds herself reticent over sex with 

someone new (95).  The situation leaves her depressed and disappointed: locked out 

from the old, secure relationship, but equally unable to access anything new.  When 

Christophe initiates a sexual relationship with her, she is grateful for the affection.  In 

terms of the novel’s ethics, however, she has now perpetrated exactly the same 

betrayal as Samantha: she is sleeping with her friend’s husband.  While Christophe 

makes it clear that what they are doing has no impact on his marriage, that this sexual 

relationship is short-term, Elinor cannot accommodate his ethical schema.  At one 

level she has satisfaction: at another she does not.  Christophe “certainly knows how 

to make her body think it doesn’t give a damn what her mind feels” (115), and the sex 

becomes a form of therapy to her.  It is now that she discovers yet another twist to her 

tale of moral justification: that Gloriande was, in fact, guilty of adultery (116).  Elinor, 

in her own eyes at least now equally guilty of adultery, is surprised by the lack of 

hostility or jealousy from Marie-Claude, who knows of the sexual relationship 

between Elinor and Christophe.  The moral latitude and psycho-social flexibility of 

the French context are too much for Elinor’s absolutism: she longs for home and 

familiar things (139), seeing France as a means of hiding from life and reality.  

France, summer, and Christophe are provisional, mere therapy, after which life must 

be re-entered.  Ivan is the security and the reality:  “Ivan was home and comfort and 

family, Christophe is a bit of fun in the present” (135).  At the same time, this 

apparent certainty comes at a cost – for little will have changed, and the return offers 

no hope of redevelopment: “She feels hollow and sad when she thinks this.  A body 
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without a future” (135).  The for-ever-after of the love story may be the known and 

the familiar, but it is, after all, only a story.   

Deciding to return to Australia, Elinor asks for a full-time position, so that she 

has the means to support herself.  She then receives a letter from Ivan, who says that 

he wants her back – but the letter does not greatly affect her.  She now has the power 

to control the conditions of her own life, rather than depending entirely upon another: 

“she will choose the sense that will give her life its value, but not yet; she will go 

home to her job and her house and her children, and her husband, and she will 

choose” (153).  Elinor’s “spiritual journey” (Rahbek 371) of growth and self-

awareness ends with her able to see more clearly both what she wants and how she is 

going to achieve it.  Ivan is no longer essential to her life or her sense of self.  What 

she has lost is not a destiny, or even an identity, but a social institution: one certainly 

stolen from her by Samantha, and worthy of the rage she continues to feel, having 

been betrayed by them both.  The repetition of these words, her “blinding jealousy, 

her many mental revenges, bloody and terrible” (Rahbek 371), reinforces the sense of 

possession and ownership within Australian marriages.  Unable to single-handedly 

resolve the demands of living with such standards, Elinor knows now that if she does 

indeed return to Ivan and the married relationship, it will be as a forgiving wronged 

wife.  The breakdown must be acknowledged, for progress to be made.  What has 

been learned, however, is the intensity of the pressures created within this over-

projected life destiny: one social relation, represented as if the sole and highest 

solution for everyone.  If it is, as the stories say, worth everything, it is also, as Elinor 

has discovered, going to be fought over.  With the ‘ever after’ of the romance idyll 

now so firmly the focal core of women’s fiction, the passion, the manipulation, the 

emotional anguish, have shifted from courtship to marriage.  It is, to say the least, not 

a happy step forward.  

 

Conclusion 

  
Despite their focus on the achievement of a successful marital relationship – 

the central goal of the romance – all of these novels have highlighted how poorly 

most women fare within both marriage and the emotional relationships which lead to 

it.  While these novels are about love and marriage, the fable or controlling narrative 
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paradigm, around which the characters and events of plot are arrayed, produces 

something far removed from a social or psychological ideal for those travelling its 

paths.  To this extent it is clear that, in the Australian context at least, romance is more 

ordeal than ideal: those few – and mostly early – texts offering the perfect match to 

their heroines, also displaying the many who fall, in various ways, short of the mark, 

and are, to this extent, the norm.  

 Across the range of texts selected here, certain recurrent themes and plot 

devices suggest the emergence of a specifically Australian view of what an ideal, and 

a workable, marital relationship involves – and it is one altogether unromantic, from 

the perspective of the classic romance trope.  Equality and understanding within 

relationships are dominant themes, as Australian women struggle to gain identity 

within a largely misogynist – at the very least hyper-masculine – colonial culture, and 

battle with the practicalities and heightened domestic demands of the bush.  The 

monogamous relationship is in almost all cases endorsed as the sole reasonable social 

relation for women, with even those more radical or autonomous options portrayed as 

difficult, never fully socially valued, and ultimately not providing the satisfaction the 

women characters are shown to desire.  Even as the stricter social prohibitions on 

sexual expressivity decline into the twentieth century, women characters – at least 

those with whom readers are invited to identify – are shown as finding their various 

liaisons temporary, problematic, and unsatisfying.  The monogamous relationship is 

presented as the most sensible option for female characters.   

 Has there then been any progress at all, any shift in the way women’s destiny 

and socio-cultural role is portrayed?  How powerful – and enduring – is the discourse 

of romance?  Can it be shown to dominate the social imaginations, even of twenty-

first century Australian women?  For example, later in this discussion, the 

postfeminist ‘chick-lit’ which has emerged in the early twenty-first century will be 

examined, with precisely these questions in mind.  In the meantime, it is clear that 

women’s novels repeat the same ideas and ideals about romantic love and marriage, 

within very much the same love story mode.  Every action portrayed – from hard-won 

domestic skills of the early immigrant women to the experimentation with various 

forms of public-sphere employment and industry – fades when the possibility, or even 

the unfulfilled longing, for a ‘stable’ marital relationship is at hand.  No matter the 

degree of comfort, support, and even love offered by extended family, sisters, best 
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friends, or workmates, ‘home’ must contain husband and children – many of these 

novels surfacing in the most pragmatic of characters a view very close to 

essentialising marriage and motherhood as ‘women’s destiny’.  The conceptual work 

the focal characters do, work offered directly to the readers, as if a part of shared 

consciousness, consistently connects happiness, fulfilment, security, and social worth 

to the same institutions.  The significance of the Australian woman – her part in 

‘history’ – appears as if inevitably bound into the domestic sphere: a destination to 

which she travels via the familiar pathways of romantic love.  These heroines ‘know’ 

when destiny makes its call to them.  All the advice of friends and relatives is a by-

road: the attractions and approaches of lesser suitors, or potential partners offering 

only financial or cultural status, are as nought.  If a certain independence and strong-

willed fortitude emerges in these heroines, it merely renders them that much more 

suitable for the rigours of marriage, motherhood, and Australian life.  None of these 

novels produces a viable long-term alternative life or relationship, and those that 

emerge as either temporary arrangements or among minor characters, are not explored 

positively.  In sum, these novels do not exit the discourse of romance. 

 For romantic love and its ideologies to have sustained its presence at the core 

of Australian women’s writing across 150 years and more, it has had to destabilise the 

feminist project in ways which this thesis at least argues need scrutiny.  Dislodged by 

neither the decidedly unromantic conditions of colonial life, nor the more open sexual 

expressivity and the re-positioning of most women in the public realm of paid 

employment in the past 50 years, the tropes of romance as a means of organising 

women’s lives and identities need ever more urgent analysis.  To this end, the 

following chapter takes up the pursuit of these matters in an era of intense social 

disruption: that produced by the years of World War Two.  Here, if anywhere, 

conventional living arrangements and the socio-sexual relations of a ‘mobilised’ 

population might be expected to have undergone radical change.  Put simply, can 

romance endure the conditions of war?  Comparative analysis of a set of short stories 

drawn from The Australian Women’s Weekly, and of the work of some of the more 

celebrated Australian women novelists of the period, takes up this task.  
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Chapter Four: Love and Crisis: Australian Women's 
   Fiction in the 1940s  
 
 “Given that masculinist fantasies of nation continue to appear in all Australian 
 cultural forms, reproducing predominant national meanings, it remains a vital 
 part of the Australian  feminist project to analyse these contemporary 
 expressions of the place of Woman in national reproduction and how the 
 masculine fantasy of Woman sustains a particular form of nation.”  

(Foord 273) 
 

 

Part One: The Weekly Goes to War: The Battle for Australian Women’s Fiction  

 
 In 1939, The Australian Women’s Weekly went to war.  Every element of its 

textualisation of Australian women’s lives adapted itself to the new conditions: from 

makeshift recipes responding to food rationing, to makeover tips for ‘staying 

feminine’ while working at munitions production, to making do with last year’s or the 

year before’s fashions.  And the short-fiction love stories offered to The Weekly’s 

readers were no exception.  Always used for one specific socio-political purpose, 

creating a particular image of 'correct' femininity, they had little difficulty in meeting 

the demands of the day.   

 As Foord has observed, Australian literature has been an important carrier of 

national understandings and identities, and a site where women especially, whose 

private-sphere positioning has made them keen readers of prose fiction, negotiate the 

story-forms and identity-images that mark out an acceptable femininity.  The 1940s in 

Australia consciously set out to see to it that the literature of the time would present a 

united and strong image of Australia and Australian identity “as an expression of 

cultural values in a time of crisis” (Indyk 576).  With what would now be termed 

‘homeland security’ a central concern, woman-in-the-home became a crucial element 

of both the national economy, and the task of maintaining morale.  The more men 

were mobilised for military service and dispatched overseas, and women were 

licensed to leave the family home for paid employment or to join the new women’s 

services, the more the ideal of a feminised ‘home’ was deployed.  As Indyk notes, 

fiction's response to difficult times can be revealing: “The use made of Australian 

literature on the ABC during the war is a testament to...the social power of literature 
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in a time of crisis” (Indyk 586).  If so, it was a literature consciously marshalled to the 

needs of the nation.  Brian Penton, editor of the Sydney Morning Herald during the 

1940s, has commented that in wartime the ABC was little more than a direct 

government mouthpiece.  Every script was scrutinised and censored, so that nothing 

which might be considered morbid or disheartening – or in any way negative or 

critical – could be broadcast (cited in Pearce “Speaking Personally” 104).  Discourse 

analyst Fairclough (1992; 1995) shows how rents in the social fabric, such as those 

produced by war, show more clearly than in peacetime the fracture lines of central 

discursive constructs – and 1940s Australia is a case in point.  What Fairclough terms 

‘crises and cruces’ in key discourses of gendered identity and the pressure of marital 

relationships show clearly in the fiction of the day – and especially in the short fiction, 

produced within the contemporary moment, selected by magazine editors themselves 

under pressure from their management to sustain a positive national outlook, and 

delivered to readers hungrier than ever for reassurance that traditional cultural values 

and social behaviours and institutions would survive.  

 It has long been conventionally held that the one central trope used to 

formulate a distinctively Australian identity was the lionisation of the colonial 

bushman and his helpmeet wife – the original ‘battlers’ who had made Australia great.  

Here, the underlying myth under construction tied organic metaphors of an 

unforgiving but fruitful land: somewhere between Dorothea McKeller’s ‘sunburnt 

country’ and Banjo Paterson’s ‘vision splendid’ - to being a settler-Australian (Indyk 

577).   Within this myth of hard-won security, family roles were gendered as if 

themselves part of that same harsh natural order, and the woman's place was firmly in 

the home – albeit one tougher and more physically demanding than in earlier 

European versions of the same trope. Popular fiction, in particular, focused on this 

modified Australian form of the domestically-focused romantic love story, altogether 

more prosaic and pragmatic than in classic modes, and always focused on marriage, 

and motherhood.  

 This chapter examines three stories from The Australian Women's Weekly, 

1943 issues, examining how they represent the ideological positioning even of 

wartime women as perfect wives and mothers.  This is not to suggest an altogether 

uncontested field.  Three novels by women writers later regarded as major figures in 

the Australian tradition were either banned outright, or removed from circulation for 
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containing questionable content.  While the Weekly’s fiction, as Lyn Finch has noted 

(1993), was part of a deliberate campaign to return women to the post-war home by 

idealising the housewife, those contemporary novelists observing the social pressures 

of their day produced an altogether darker and crueller rendition of women’s 

experiences – both inside and outside the home.  Perhaps more striking still is the 

degree to which the wartime popular short-fiction formula appears to be sustained 

even into Australian Women's Weekly examples – the magazine still publishing fiction 

that endorses all the central elements of the love story.  Themes, plots, and 

characterisation in Australian Women's Weekly stories are as family-centred as they 

were 60 years ago.  These discourses still work to uphold an Australian unity through 

women’s commitment to the notion of falling in love, having children, and 

establishing a home directed to the needs of a single and unitary national culture and 

social order: everything outside this is feckless, dangerous, socially-isolating, and 

utterly undesirable.  So, even as more serious literature shows women working to find 

alternatives, seeking to contribute to an Australia which guarantees a range of roles 

for women on an equal footing with men, the repetition of the love story’s discourse 

within The Australian Women's Weekly, in particular, continues to emphasise the 

whole notion of ‘Australian woman’ as directed towards love, marriage, and 

motherhood.   

  

Part Two: Wartime and Women’s Work: Two Visions of a Social Ideal 

 
For the duration of the war, the fiction of the Australian Women’s Weekly 

highlighted women’s duty towards the nation in terms similar to those of the bush 

myth: women were to sacrifice their own desires and aspirations for the good of the 

nation (and its men – encapsulated as those who ‘served’).  Romantic love was 

proselytised more intensively than ever in The Women’s Weekly’s short stories to 

emphasise the ever-more-urgent importance of women’s position within the home, 

and women’s duty to the nation through motherhood (Sheridan, Baird, Barret, & Ryan 

71).  Serious literature, straining to emphasise women's broader potential as citizens, 

viewed the love story as an impediment: an article of existential bad-faith, and an 

obstacle in the way of any attempt at full self-realisation.  These more serious and 

socially-analytical texts, dismissed in this period as anti-romances or even outright 
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anti-social and un-Australian, were criticised as an “assault on the privileges and 

practices of Australian men” (Murrie 2).   

 Reading is an inherently social practice.  Readers work both with and against a 

text, creating from its still-provisional cues their own forms of reality, as Cherland 

argues (Cherland 9), in an ongoing negotiation between text and reader.  To produce 

this collaboration, however, texts must work with, rather than against, social norms 

and dominant ideologies: they must provide not only reasonable and feasible social 

referencing, but work within the conceptual paradigms of their day. They are, to this 

extent, working within orders of discourse: reproducing known semiotic codes, and 

reworking the tropes and modes and genres within which sense can be made, and 

shared.  Popular texts and genres, always the most widely distributed, have a unifying 

effect on readers and their beliefs and perceptions: more than just a trivial pastime, 

popular culture “create[s] and reinforce[s] a particular world view or ideology that 

shapes our perspectives and beliefs about the world” (Meyers 3).  Reading is one way 

people learn the attitudes and behaviours that are acceptable within their community – 

and which are not.  While it was generally understood that war involved exceptional 

circumstances, needing far more women than usual to leave home, travel, and work in 

paid employment, Australian public dialogue by and large continued to endorse the 

view that the most appropriate way for women to contribute to the war effort was by 

carrying on as normal, supporting the family, in the home.  For soldiers at the front, 

this was regarded as crucial: necessary to sustaining the entire social order, given the 

degree of disruption encountered in men’s experiences both of battle conditions, and 

the ‘temptations’ of foreign cultures encountered during R&R.  That women should 

support ‘their’ men was a constant theme in popular fiction of the 1940s – but so too 

was the idea that an Australian woman’s major ‘home front’ responsibility was to 

assert as never before the ideal of the ‘homely home’: the one secure point to which 

the soldier, and the nation, could appeal in its hour of darkness.   

 During World War II, the most mobile and fluid war conducted to date, and 

the first fought on a truly global scale, maintaining an ideal of woman-and-home may 

have been crucial, but it was also increasingly problematic. The home as idealized in 

both fiction and media texts was indeed in peril, with family dispersed, the at-home 

Mum or younger single daughters suddenly committed to other forms of both work 

and social engagement, and the men to whom they were held to be dedicated, 



 132 

increasingly absent.  Female sexuality, always the central destabilizing element in the 

woman-love-marriage-family equation, became associated with independence – and 

any form of female independence was perceived a threat to the patriarchal family 

ideal.  Women who worked when they ‘had no need to’ were considered bent on 

immorality.  Curbing women's sexuality became something viewed as vital to 

Australia’s well-being: the Queensland Government was proud to have built a female 

lock-down VD clinic in Brisbane (Saunders 101).  Men were treated at a day clinic, 

but women were kept under lock and key until they were cured (Saunders 83).  These 

“rigorous policing measures” aimed for the “humiliation and public punishment of 

women who transgressed conventional sexual mores” (Saunders 84).  Women’s 

sexual experiences outside of marriage were discursively arrayed as subversive 

activities – destructive to the war effort, to society at large, and to Australia as a 

nation, above all a betrayal of Australian men (Saunders 90).  Women as wives and 

mothers were symbolic of social stability; so much so that there was even a push to 

make these roles more acceptable to women.  The status quo ante bellum literally had 

to be reconstituted: “In late 1945, a strong drive was put in motion by the federal 

government to restore to women the persona of homemaker and mother” (Campbell 

107).  Women were characterised as either colonial Mrs Minivers, beautiful and 

inspirational souls awaiting the return of their strong soldier men (Lake & Damousi 

3), or Tokyo Rose social-saboteurs, evil seductresses who destroyed a soldier’s 

morale.  The fiction in The Australian Women's Weekly contained countless 

treatments of just such ideas, intensifying the ideals of romantic love (Finch 109).  

New feminine virtues were added to the formula: Australian female cheerfulness, all 

the heroines displaying the optimistic and light-hearted qualities held by Government 

propagandists to uphold social morale.  The ‘light’ fiction of the day typically focused 

on inspiring women's romantic expectations of a life of love, if not during, then after 

‘the duration’.  It was, as so many scholars of Australian Women's Weekly texts have 

indicated, entirely complicit in reproducing patriarchal ideals.  Linzi Murrie 

comments that while it is men who create the image of masculinity, women most 

often preserve it: “In patriarchal culture, it is men who confer masculinity on other 

men, while women merely confirm it” (Murrie “Changing Masculinities” para 9).  

The short fiction written by and for women during WWII reflected a conservative and 

traditional image for women, emphasising even in the midst of intense social 
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disruption that love led straight to marriage and motherhood.  The Weekly, as we will 

see, was not at all subtle in promoting the formula.   

 

Part Three: Three Romances from the Wartime Australian Women's Weekly 
 
 Women’s magazines within the field of cultural studies have conventionally 

been held to contribute in powerful ways to the creation of female identities, and are 

widely considered “agents of socialisation” (Ferguson 2).  Through magazines, 

women (especially as young girls and adolescents) learn appropriate behaviours, 

fashionable appearances, and which cultural attitudes are considered correct in 

society.  They learn, too, which actions will evoke disapproval.  While it remains 

unclear exactly how much influence women's magazines have, Media Studies in 

particular having evolved and abandoned various methodological models for proving 

direct effects, it is clear that the options magazine texts present to women sustain 

conservative mainstream ideologies – an unsurprising conclusion, given their 

commercial origins and the associated need to preserve, and if possible extend, a 

willing base of reader-consumers.  The three short stories analysed in this chapter are 

examples of the way in which The Australian Women’s Weekly helped construct a 

female identity that centred on women as competing to win and then to hold ‘their 

man’: as endlessly in need of his love and protection, and the myriad of social 

commodities and services and advice which would help secure both.  All elements of 

the magazine – features, advertising, editorials – were mirrored in the fiction.  This 

was a seamless order of discourse. 

 Alongside the Australian Government's various official and institutional 

attempts to control women’s sexuality and any breakout social aspirations, The 

Australian Women’s Weekly contributed by creating a chaste and patriotic female 

population, advocating more strongly than ever conservative images of femininity, 

where it was women's responsibility to produce and sustain a moral nation.  The 

Weekly’s editors made a concerted effort to maintain a tone of cheerfulness on the 

home front (O’Brien 87) – for making the best of a bad situation was what good 

Australian women were meant to do.  The Weekly’s pages focused on everyday hopes, 

dreams and ideals centred on home and family.  It was, as O’Brien comments, 

“unashamedly propagandist” in its position regarding women’s duty to the nation 

(O’Brien 79).  War had brought women opportunities beyond the home; tasks that a 
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wartime economy needed to be done – but questions about unfinished housework and 

lonely husbands continued to be asked: “The fear that women’s competence in the 

public world at work would prove to be a barrier to heterosexual relations was always 

present in the women’s world of the Weekly” (Sheridan, Baird, Barret, & Ryan 70).  

Heterosexual monogamous relationships, formed as a result of romantic love, were 

still the sole focus of women's destiny, and this ideal was emphasised within the 

Weekly's fiction.  Marilyn Lake points out that “Romantic love was not only the basis 

for marriage in the 1940s but for women it was also meant to supply the meaning of 

life” (Lake “Female Desires” 70).  Across all modes and genres of the Weekly’s 

articulation, the love story discourse prevailed.    

 Inside the Weekly bad news – wartime disaster and deprivation, or the 

problems of changing social behaviours – was either glossed over or described in 

terms of courage, endurance and heroism (O’Brien 79).  Short stories included in the 

Weekly always idealised the war, whether on foreign fields or the home front.  Within 

this fiction, love and romance continued to define femininity.  Sexual intercourse 

happened only within marriage, and only because you loved your husband: “Sex, 

romance and marriage were firmly connected, according to the Weekly during these 

years, as being central to femininity” (Sheridan et al. 30).  Although the Weekly 

allowed women to discuss social changes, the fiction it published promoted marriage 

and love as the only acceptable option for women, with romantic love the key to 

happiness (Sheridan et al. 30).  All problems were solved through romantic love, and 

by accommodating one’s needs to the more powerful demands of men (Sheridan et al. 

10).  A proper female identity as promoted by the Weekly involved eternal optimism 

and loyalty to the family-of-nation by means of dedication to the cause through 

husband and children: “Motherhood was central to the domestic ideal of femininity.  

Always, in the Weekly, there is the assumption that all readers were or would be 

mothers, sooner or later, and that motherhood is central to women’s lives and to their 

femininity” (Sheridan et al. 42).  A good Australian woman-at-war knew that her role 

as wife and mother was her way of doing her patriotic duty.  

 The formula proved immensely popular.  Wartime, with so many away from 

home and the usual daily round of work and social connection, produced a much-

increased circulation and consumption for texts such as the Weekly, its distribution 
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and readership, despite paper restrictions and transportation problems, achieving 

impressive levels.   

 The three short stories analysed in this chapter are all from 1943, in many 

ways the darkest period of the war, with four years of exhausting endeavour now 

confronting the possibility of direct Japanese invasion.  These stories, however, do 

little or nothing to confront or represent the conditions or fears of the day.  Rather, 

they reproduce intact the discursive formulae of the love story, their heroines awaiting 

the illumination of their lives and futures which only love will occasion.  Women 

afforded independence and social freedom at unprecedented levels in their own lives, 

enthusiastically consumed stories in which heroines maintained all the conventions of 

romance: passively anticipating the arrival of their true love hero.  Allowed to indicate 

– only in the subtlest and most lady-like of ways – that they were unattached, they 

were not to take the initiative in the romantic union which would ultimately form their 

future.  ‘True’ love – not the dangerous liaisons of the current disruption – was to be 

conducted according to good old-fashioned rules.  It was not about calculated 

decisions, but involved being swept off your feet by the one strong man to whom you 

might legitimately submit.  It was, to that extent, about male domination (Finch 109).  

Any number of Australian women felt able to endorse the formula – and there was no 

shortage of romance fiction produced, and published, in 1943.  

 

Part Four: “Dearest”: Women Confronted by Choice 
 
 “Dearest” by Mary Maddison (January 9, 1943), accompanied by an 

illustration of a woman in her immaculately kept home, has underneath its title, the 

anchoring caption, “People had told her a woman can’t love two people at once – but 

Stella knew they were wrong” (Maddison 2). It is a bold assertion, raising immediate 

implications of infidelity, deception, confusion, and the powerful allure of an 

irresistible romantic love – yet one outside the formula, which always, as readers 

knew well, presents one and one only ideal match to each heroine.  Was the Weekly 

about to offer its readers a story reflecting the confused and confusing new 

circumstances of wartime morality?  Had romance – at last! – been modified?  

 The action begins with the arrival of a mysterious letter for the heroine: 

The postman had given her the letter and she had tucked it into her 
overall pocket quickly, as if even the postman must know what was in 
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the letter, as if her guilt was apparent to even his kindly old eyes. 
(Maddison 2) 

 
Stella has been waiting anxiously for the arrival of this letter.  Its contents will help 

her decide whether to stay with Ted, or leave him for John.  Her actions are shown to 

betray her guilt, reinforcing the assumption that Stella is one of ‘those’ women, 

wartime wives risking infidelity, raising dangerous questions about marriage.  Stella 

is positive that John will ask her to go to him.  If he does, romance – at least as 

applied to the wartime wife with an absentee husband – dictates the answer: “She 

knew, too, with a swift sinking of her heart, that if he asked her she would go.  Such 

was his power over her” (Maddison 2).  This power, at once unmentionable and all 

pervasive in the pages of romance, is of course a formidable combination of sexual 

passion and emotional connection.  It is the core of the romance formula, and the 

explanation for the genre’s popularity in the midst of war, with so many women 

forced to reassess, and in some cases redesign, their commitment to conventions of 

love and marriage.  In Stella’s case, the mention of John’s power over her does 

redeem her as romantic heroine.  In the Weekly’s world,  where women are 

characterised as helpless under the power of love, the codes of this wartime romance 

are simply shown as working at a higher rotation.  More options test the ‘truth’ of 

love more frequently, and with more ferocity.  Stella comments to herself that she 

loves Ted as much as she ever has through all the years of their marriage – but this 

does not stop her from “deliberately planning” (Maddison 2) to leave him for John.  

She has a packed suitcase under the bed, and is ready for a swift departure. 

 In the midst of this planning for her departure from Ted, however, the core 

ethos of Australian marriage reasserts itself.  She thinks with horror about how 

helpless Ted will be without her.  She frets about who will cook his meals, find his 

wallet for him, remind him to put on a coat when he goes out, or nurse him if he 

catches cold.  Because being a wife means she should, Stella worries about his 

welfare.  Husbands need wives to look after them.  Stella, as a wife, is necessary: 

utterly invaluable to Ted.  The role, if seeming in the mundanity of its detail of little 

real social value, is in fact central to the Australian social contract.  Women in 

Australia, as we have seen, are viewed as earning their citizenship through their status 

as a wife and mother.  Stella risks ceasing to present herself as a 'decent' Australian 

citizen if she ceases to be Ted's wife.  Nor is the loss of Ted’s love an insignificant 
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consideration: “Much as he loved her, would his love be wide enough to include this 

desertion, this utter disregard of all his love and devotion?” (Maddison 2).  As Stella 

acknowledges, “She was Ted’s wife – and a wife has her duty no matter what 

happens” (Maddison 2).  It is this which saturates her thinking – as it must be in the 

formula of the Australian romance.  The reader is given no real explanation for 

Stella’s desire to leave Ted, other than the allure of her love for John.  However much 

she “hated and despised herself” (Maddison 2), she is still powerfully attracted.  Is the 

institution of marriage itself – with no provocation, it seems, on Ted’s part – enough 

to prevent her breaking apart this marriage?  It is a question of undoubted merit in 

wartime conditions – but how can it be resolved, within the formula of the romance 

genre? 

 The answer, much to the probable relief of the readers of the day, is that John 

is the couple’s young son.  He has been evacuated to the country, and Stella wants/ 

needs to take care of him as much as she does Ted.  The ‘guilty’ letter tells Stella that 

John is just fine – the other boys are getting sixpence from their parents, and could he 

please have sixpence as well (Maddison 2) – so she has no need to ‘leave’ Ted, after 

all.  Readers have been cleverly misdirected, exploring with the author – and editors – 

the idea that Stella is about to leave her husband for another man.  Order, however, is 

not merely restored: it is shown to have never in fact been under threat.  Stella’s love 

for her husband can be eclipsed only by her love for her child: an eminently admirable 

motherly instinct.  Instead of being a bad, unpatriotic woman, Stella is looking after 

the best interests of Australia, making sure both her husband and son are happy and 

healthy.  He has safely been sent out of the city, and she is prepared to go to him if he 

is unhappy.  At the same time, Stella’s concerns about Ted’s domestic helplessness 

without her reinforce women’s obligation to look after their husbands, and to put their 

husband’s welfare above their own.  Ultimately, Stella is not only shown to be 

empowered by her role as wife and mother; she empowers in turn all of those who 

read her story.  It is love, here in the form of maternal and marital security, which is 

shown to make women powerful, rendering their lives meaningful.  Stella’s love for 

both husband and son is proven in her ability to guarantee their comfort.  Her feeling 

of wellbeing – her happiness – is centred immovably on her husband and child.  

Rather than the two-timing and abandoning ‘new woman’ readers were led to expect, 

she has proven herself an ideal of Australian womanhood. 
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Part Five: “He Pleaded Guilty”: How Men See Love 

 
 “He Pleaded Guilty” by Frances Blake (January 23, 1943) also suggests the 

possibility of some ethical dilemma.  Mary, alone in London for a week’s leave from 

the WRENs, bumps into friends, Grace and Edward.  The couple’s marriage is 

described as a “good alliance” (Blake 3) and they are obviously the best of friends.  

Mary, Grace thinks, appears in contrast miserable and vulnerable, altogether different 

from the confident woman who had been “fearlessly sure of herself and her 

conquering beauty” (Blake 3).  The implication is that a woman’s self-confidence is at 

best a vulnerable quality: one all too easily diminished by a lack of social adulation 

and emotional support.  In comparison to other, more humble virtues – domestic 

commitment or maternal instincts – it is portrayed as a negative impulse: one which in 

Mary’s case has caused her some harm.  Although the reader is told nothing specific, 

there are indeed hints that Mary has been emotionally wounded, presumably within an 

unsatisfactory relationship.  Grace and Edward take her with them for a weekend at 

the country home of Mr and Mrs Travers.  Mary has a relaxing time, enjoying the 

company of a crowd of agreeable people – and hearing the gossip from Mrs Travers 

of rumours that fun-loving Charles has married, but the marriage is said to have 

turned out a terrible failure.  Charles, Mrs Travers explains, has “an appreciation of 

women” (Blake 3) – not a bad thing, as long as you know how to manage a man who 

likes women.  The rule, all agree, is to give a good man a free rein, and he will soon 

come back to you (Blake 3).  As in the romance formula, a man with spirit is far more 

appealing than a weak man.  Men cannot help the passion they feel for women, and so 

women need to learn to be understanding. 

 At dinner, the mysterious, handsome, womanising Charles appears.  Everyone 

is delighted – except Mary, who “felt like a pebble that refuses to be dislodged as she 

silently resisted his charm” (Blake 4).  While Grace and Mrs Travers are open and 

friendly to Charles, because all women adore him (Blake 3), Mary remains mute, 

preferring to listen and not betray her feelings.  Mrs Travers finally convinces Charles 

to tell them about his marriage, and he does, admitting sheepishly that he has acted 

very badly.  He explains to the group that he resented his wife’s jealousy of other 

women. He had, he explains, decided to invite to dinner all the women his wife has 

been jealous of, just to show her that they meant nothing to him.  Unfortunately, 
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called away that very evening (he is a navy man), he came home three weeks later to 

find that his wife had left him.  Mary quietly says that she would have done the same: 

“‘In her place I should have thought as she did – that you didn’t rate her any higher 

than the rest’” (Blake 4).  Charles softly admits that he had never thought of it from 

that point of view.  Men it seems think differently to women, and their predispositions 

need to be understood. 

 When Charles asks Mary to take a moonlit walk in the garden, surprisingly she 

agrees.  When the couple are alone he addresses her passionately: “‘My darling 

wife…Mary – can I hope – at all?  I’ve missed you so terribly.  I long for you’” 

(Blake 4).  Instantly, the reason for Mary’s misery becomes clear.  Mary confesses 

that she has missed him, too, and knows now that she will always love him.  She tells 

Charles with a tear in her eye, “‘I’m afraid I shall always be an idiot – about other 

women’” (Blake 4).  No matter his little faults, she loves him still.   

 Again, the story functions through calculated misdirection.  Since the romance 

formula cannot it seems be dislodged, the various counter-demands acting upon a 

woman’s commitment to its strictures must be accommodated in a weakened, 

innoculative form.  A true love now must, it seems, resist even the newly-legitimised 

wartime ‘flirtations’ permissible among those who, like Charles, ‘love women’.  It is 

the hero’s due, one ratified and validated by his sophisticated, country-house-

weekending social network.  Such minor transgressions will never merit the 

abandonment of a marriage: Mary’s misery is the fault of her own foolish pride.  Too 

sure of herself and her beauty, she has felt at the centre of the social contract she has 

entered, and has made no sacrifice of herself for her husband.  As Charles’s faithful 

wife, her responsibility was to stay by his side – and in the conditions of war, with the 

conjugal domesticity disrupted, this is to be signed by the ‘trust’ and commitment 

implied in  ignoring his ‘attentions’ to other women.  As the sophisticated and worldly 

Mrs Travers advises, if you give men freedom they turn out all right in the end.  Only 

single girls compete, and set out to be the sole focus of their suitor’s emotional 

connection.  Wives gain worth through their support of and trust in their husbands.  

While she is always going to be ‘an idiot’ about Charles’s ‘other women’, Mary 

learns to recognize her own jealousy and to not act upon her emotional responses.  His 

needs and impulses, his ‘love for women’ and his need for their ready 

‘companionship’ during war, take precedence.  Far from the physical demands of the 
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Australian bush setting, Mary is learning a new adaptation to the need for both strong 

bonds of emotional attachment, and the suppression of her own emotional demands to 

those of the husband.  Perhaps the most notable aspect of this story, however, is the 

use of the narrative ‘twist’ to evoke reader focus.  Like the previous story, the plot 

works to misdirect the reader, suggesting the presence of a dilemma where none 

actually exists – Stella is able to love both husband and son equally, and Mary, is 

forced to learn her moral lesson publicly.  More than a simple dramatic device to 

produce originality, this dislocation of reader focus allows the story to deal in what is 

otherwise unmentionable – especially within the codes demanded of wartime fiction 

for women.  The pressures operating upon marriages and romances were indeed 

producing very much the kinds of openness, breakdown, and alternative relational 

modes which threaten – but are never shown as ‘real’ – within these stories.  Here the 

writers work to tell what is untellable: to admit the range of emotional pressures and 

possible new social conditions which women readers are encountering, but without 

ever breaching the central romance formula.  It is the narration, literally the discursive 

framing of the events of these stories, which sustains the romance.  The cross-over 

point at which each delivers certainty back to the reader, revealing the narrative trick 

at the core of the story, makes the reader complicitous in the act of re-connecting the 

now dangerously distanced elements of the central problem.  This is, in Fairclough’s 

terms, a crucial social dilemma: a crisis in the social and moral framework upon 

which love and marriage have been founded.  To ‘story’ this dilemma in real terms is 

inadmissible.  It risks a direct representation of possible alternatives.  To reframe it, as 

is done here, from inside its own narrativity: to admit, as it were, that author and 

reader both know and understand the cultural work underway in fiction, surfaces the 

work of discourse as never before.  If the central myths are to be upheld, then you, 

dear reader, must – in classic Bakhtinian terms – do most of the work.  At this level, 

popular romance becomes yet another theatre of home-front war.  

 

Part Six: “Summer Snowball”: The Allure of a Practised Femininity 
 
 Phyllis Duganne’s “Summer Snowball” (January 16, 1943) is structured a 

little differently, with the reader not this time deliberately misled – except, perhaps, 

by the title.  This story focuses upon the importance of maintaining an optimistic 

outlook in the face of every misery – a central social demand on women in wartime.  
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At the same time the necessity of finding a husband, remains woman’s predominant 

social responsibility.  Millie is upset to hear that a boy that she was keen on has just 

become engaged.  She bursts into tears, reflecting that Edward was the only one to 

ever show any interest in her: why, “once he had bought her a box of chocolates” 

(Duganne 2).  Millie at twenty-five has received not one proposal of marriage.  Jean 

Hillyer, another young woman living in the same building, tells Millie to stop 

worrying.  It is not that Millie is not good looking. She just needs to pay more 

attention to men; she is not putting in enough effort.  Jean lends her clothes and 

teaches her some new make-up tricks, passing on those techniques of femininity so 

liberally available elsewhere in the pages of the magazine in which the story is 

published.  Millie is motivated to change both her behaviour and her attitude.  The 

aim is to make men take more notice, simply by being cheerful: by sustaining all the 

trappings and frivolities of a life at leisure, rather than at war.  

 At breakfast the next morning, Millie notices that the place where she lives is 

“depressingly female” (Duganne 2) – insufficiently directed to the needs and comforts 

of men.  Too much female company is just not ‘normal’.  As she leaves the building, 

Millie gives the doorman a wonderful smile, just because he is a man, and comments 

merrily about the weather.  Despite his reputation as a grim man, the doorman returns 

her smile.  Encouraged, on her walk to work, Millie continues to smile happily.  Her 

good mood is presented as intoxicating and contagious, and all the men smile back at 

her: “She knew how a snowball must feel being rolled downhill, growing bigger and 

bigger, and she trembled with excitement and expectancy” (Duganne 3).  The 

discourse is markedly close to that of romantic awakening.  Here, her newfound 

positive energy is making her look and feel more attractive to men; she is signalling 

her availability for the male gaze – and it is shown to respond. 

 Soon she is greeted by a young man in a sports car, who offers her a ride to 

work.  She cannot believe her luck, accepting the invitation willingly – an interesting 

move for an unmarried and somewhat naïve young woman, already shown as 

unschooled in the ways of men.  In the world of the Weekly, however, Millie is quite 

safe.  Her intentions are to find a husband, not to engage in meaningless sexual 

relations – and the plot obliges.  A brief conversation with the young man reveals that 

he is not a complete stranger after all.  He has deliberately driven around that morning 

looking for her.  Again, the world of the Weekly is able to represent his actions in a 
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positive light of romance.  This is a confession which flatters the heroine – not an 

indication of the presence of a dangerous stalker or kerb-crawling sexual predator.  He 

reveals that they met briefly at a cocktail party, but he was too afraid to ask her out.  

Women who appear too serious make good men nervous.  Now that he has seen her 

smiling and happy, he is encouraged.  Millie has displayed an appropriate femininity 

in order to attract an admirer – and it has worked.  

 Here it is Millie’s relation to both male and female social roles which is at 

stake.  While she is shown to be oriented to precisely the right sorts of goals, 

desperately wanting to marry – even persuaded that a single box of chocolates is 

practically an engagement – she is failing to present the forms of allure which will 

make her an attractive proposition as a wartime wife.  There is, it is implied, no 

comfort or fun in an all-female world.  It provides only the education in the ways of 

men which successful women need: induction into the feminine arts of how to get a 

man, as Jean’s instruction of Millie illustrates.  Millie’s role – and it is shown as 

precisely that – is to act out the appropriate femininity.  The story is, to that extent, 

entirely continuous with the discourses of the magazine in which it appears: a fictive 

engagement with the advisory processing of the ‘right-thinking’, proper conduct of 

Australian women.     

 In all three of these Australian Women’s Weekly wartime stories, the central 

women characters end up conforming to accepted behaviours – and are rewarded.  

Stella, prepared to drop everything to go to her son, is rewarded by being allowed to 

stay home to look after her husband.  Mary recognises the folly of her own jealousy, 

and so is reunited with her husband.  Millie understands that it is her duty to be 

attractive to men, and is rewarded with an admirer.  Popular culture and public 

dialogue in 1940s Australia showed how women would be punished: excluded from 

the primary social connection of a marital relationship if they did not conform to 

accepted feminine ideals.  Romance discourse has proven itself able to sustain the 

demands of wartime social disruption: even to accommodate within its formula the 

near-unspeakable social presence of dangerously disruptive behaviours, both male and 

female.  Australian women continue to be shown experiencing domestic bliss, truly 

happy only in the pursuit of their destiny within marriage and motherhood, and 

empowered in serving their families, and, therefore, their nation.  Alternatives, clearly 

present in each of the contexts of these stories, are equally clearly unviable. Romance, 
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it seems, has also gone to war.  Is there, however, a space beyond the romance?  By 

switching the genre, exiting the discursive mode so powerfully directed to a single 

social goal, is it possible to find a different set of representations, perhaps ones which 

reposition those ‘contextual’ pressures and experiences, used in romance fiction only 

to imperil ‘true love’?  Serious literature was certainly produced in wartime – despite 

the many problems in achieving publication.  Here, if anywhere, it may prove possible 

to find an otherwise-directed account of Australian women’s experiences.  

 

Part Seven: The Novels 
 

‘Serious’ writers, working in the context of ‘art’ or ‘high culture’, are 

conventionally held to represent central national understandings.  Such writing is 

considered a commitment to the world (Brooks 280), with an orientation to social 

criticism and political engagement which goes beyond the task of ‘mere’ 

entertainment.  It is a complex and often contentious role, especially when practised 

under the conditions of total war.  One of the topics raised in the ABC’s ‘Australian 

Writers Speak’ series during the 1940s (Indyk 583) was whether art and politics 

should be allowed to mix.  Criticism of Federal Government decisions, for instance, 

was considered by some – government officials among them – to be destabilising, and 

even downright seditious: “By March 1940 the government was taking a hard line 

about censorship, particularly with publications concerned with politics” (Brooks 

236).  Censors had rigid control over what was published during the war years, and 

many Australian novelists – even in the popular field – published overseas.  For the 

most part, only positive representations of Australia were accepted for publishing 

within Australia (Pearce “Speaking Personally” 104).  Nationalism and the national 

identity were strictly controlled, both in the public arena and in fiction.  However, 

social problems that are hidden or disregarded are exactly the types of theme taken up 

by serious writers (Hutchinson & Smith 5).  The identity that the Australian 

Government was working to produce actively suppressed any reference to the myriad 

social changes occurring under the pressures of wartime mobilization.  A conservative 

Australian identity was upheld – at times, forcibly (Indyk 578-579).  Serious 

literature, like popular romance fiction, saw limitations on what was going to get 

published.   
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 In the 1940s, the Australian Broadcasting Commission, believing that 

literature could “serve as a powerful means for expressing Australian values and the 

Australian character” (Indyk 576), zealously encouraged writers to produce 

recognisably Australian work, by which they meant work that was hopeful, happy, 

and tied to the land as the core of national identity.  With the radio dramas and 

commentaries formerly provided by import of UK and US transcription recordings 

suddenly unavailable, not licensed as necessary freight on the dangerous shipping 

routes of the Pacific and Indian oceans, writers – and especially women writers – 

were drafted as never before into production of ‘cheerful’ and positive popular 

material.  Writing, whether for radio, theatre, magazine fiction or serious literature, 

was in itself a form of war work.  While anything critical or at all controversial was 

considered risky to publish, Australian women writers, many of them with decades of 

serious engagement in political and social reform, had an altogether broader audience 

than ever before.  Were they able to sustain any critical edge under wartime 

conditions?  A review of three novels produced by three of Australia’s more 

prominent women writers in this era suggests that they were.  

 

Kylie Tennant 

 
 Kylie Tennant had discovered early in a career dedicated to social and political 

reform writing that as a female journalist she was likely to be relegated to covering 

‘women’s issues’ on the Woman’s Page.  Fiction was a better and more reliable way 

of reaching the public.  In her autobiography, The Missing Heir, Tennant states that 

fiction was the perfect way to get her ideas across to the public:  

I built up…a technique of using fact as a foundation for a broadly comic fiction 
which people would read drowsily for entertainment without realising that my 
stories were penetrating the subsoil of their minds and presenting a picture of their 
society. (Tennant 65) 
 

Tennant believed that her duty as a writer was to chip away at the apathy she saw as 

endemic within Australian society, to stop its decline into what was second-rate.  

Above all she aimed to produce a realistic representation of Australia and Australians.  

Her opinions of her homeland were considerably less than flattering, and her more 

confrontational novels were rarely praised within Australia (Tennant Missing Heir 
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114).  A one-time member of the Australian Communist Party, she could all too easily 

be made to look anti-Australian.   

 At core, Tennant’s work was concerned with the many injustices evident in 

contemporary society, particularly in relation to the extreme poverty many refused to 

acknowledge across Australia.  Readers and critics of Australian literature focused 

more on the glories of the landscape than the realities of social and political practice.  

Even reviews of Tennant’s 1941 novel, The Battlers, focused on her descriptions of 

the land, and not on her comments on the hopelessness of ordinary people and their 

everyday lives.  The vivid descriptions of Australian countryside and the clear bond 

the travellers establish with the land (Dick 54), important elements in the Australian 

national myth, suited the need for a wartime reassertion of central cultural myths.  The 

‘battlers’ of the title were interpreted from within the dominant established discourse: 

“the rugged male stereotype lionized by nationalist legends” (Gerster 567).  It is a 

complex mythic formula in its own right, formed over a century of colonial effort, 

with possessions and material comforts presented as concealing rather than demarking 

humanity’s ‘true’ worth, held to exist within rather more elemental qualities – those 

qualities, as we have seen, always heavily gendered.  

 Tennant found difficulty in equating these romanticized myths of Australian 

conditions to the realities she observed within everyday life.  Her vision was, in every 

instance, one of resistance to “institutionalised power” (Carter 382), a position made 

obvious in her fourth novel, Ride on Stranger.  Published in 1943, it was withdrawn 

from circulation in Australia in 1944.  The book was judged ‘morbid’, ruthlessly 

critical of Australia, and Australians.  It encouraged its readers to question social 

structures and the ethics which endorsed them, and it did not regard what was held up 

as ‘Australian patriotism’ as a worthwhile cause.  Australian nationalism in particular 

was represented as the somewhat pathetic indulgence of middle-class women.  Most 

significantly for this study, Ride on Stranger directly criticises the discourse of 

romance. 

From the outset of the novel, Shannon Hicks is depicted as the family outlaw 

and a troublemaker.  She is independent, and altogether uninterested in social rules 

and regulations.  The people Shannon meets look to her like pantomime characters: 

concerned only with mimicking ‘correct’ but meaningless social behaviour – usually 

badly.  Everything in Shannon’s life appears distorted, beginning with the portrayal of 
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her parents’ hideous marriage. Shannon’s mother proclaims, “‘I must have done 

something pretty terrible to be born a woman’” (RoS 2), while her father believes that 

marriage is a swindle (1).  Shannon herself feels she is nothing but a dumping ground 

for other people’s problems (322).  Australian society is portrayed as false and 

meaningless.  Shannon’s search for something worthwhile in life fails: “In the world 

in which she found herself she did not believe that half a dozen changes of the social 

system would cleanse the sewers of human ignorance and stupidity” (206).   

 In terms of romance discourse, Shannon should as heroine now be ‘rescued’: 

should encounter the one ‘true’ soul-mate who understands and endorses her 

perspective.  But even Southwell Vaughan-Quilter, a fervent Nationalist and yet the 

man Shannon secretly loves, does not escape her satire: “Of course what he was 

talking about was tripe, but if she couldn’t work in a couple of questions to show that 

she had read his book, she would die in the attempt” (111).  The love story, like 

Vaughan-Quilter himself, is ridiculous.  Like most in this novel he is dangerously 

stupid rather than vicious – but this is in no way the stuff from which to build either 

marriages or nations.  Australians en masse are mostly represented as fools, and the 

Australian Government as an ignorant boys’ club (228).   

If all is patently not well at the national political level, Ride on Stranger makes 

it clear that the home and social relations are equally in decline.  Issues meant to be 

taboo, such as abortion, pre-marital sex, and adultery, are revealed as commonplace 

across Australian life.  Relationships between men and women are shown as farcical 

and miserable; romantic love is a lie that leads to destruction.  Nor are marriage and 

motherhood idealised.  Australian 1940s reviewers were outraged:  “A more morbid, 

contemptuous view of Australian life has never been written”; “With so many good 

Australian books awaiting publication, it is a scandal that valuable paper should ever 

have been wasted on this irresponsible nonsense”.  Tennant herself collected these 

responses in her autobiography (185 & 186), summarizing Australia as an “apathetic 

second-rate country, half asleep, full of decent people who did not read” (Tennant 75).  

She was only half right.  Australians did indeed read – more than ever before, in the 

wartime years. They did not, however, for the most past, read novels such as Ride on 

Stranger.  Texts that challenged Australian conservative views were, it seems, out – at 

least for the duration. 
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Eleanor Dark 

 
 Born in 1901, the year of Australian Federation, Dark too had taken an interest 

in political debates, but remained extremely sceptical about political parties, being 

openly critical of Australian politics in general.  She never joined the Australian 

Communist Party, but did call herself a socialist (Brooks 11).  Nor did she identify as 

a nationalist, although she was conscious of what it meant to have a sense of place, 

and so of what it meant to live in Australia.  She considered herself a loyal Australian.  

Due to their left-wing political beliefs, however, both Eleanor and her physician 

husband, Eric, were placed under government surveillance during the 1940s and 

1950s.  Although the Darks were extremely community-minded, their contributions 

were not well received because of Eric’s supposed affiliations with the Communist 

Party.  There were even rumours that the Darks’ books had been taken out of libraries 

and burned (Carson 3).  Dark and her husband endured attacks from the newspapers 

and were ostracised from their local community, largely because their views differed 

from general public opinion.   

In contrast to The Timeless Land, which was long considered the closest thing 

to an Australian epic (even though its purpose was not to glorify Australia), Dark’s 

anti-war novel The Little Company (1945) “takes up issues of contemporary state 

power” (Carson 3) and “was all about asking questions” (Brooks 253).  Here she 

expresses some of her views on Australian government and the role of the writer in 

reaching the public through the power of words, exposing readers to ideas and making 

them think: 

The power, then, was not in the pen alone, but in the contact it was able to 
 establish between the minds of writer and reader; the words it inscribed were 
 dead till they lit a spark behind the eyes that read them. (86)   

 
In this novel, Dark mocks Government surveillance of suspected Communist activists, 

presenting it as both ridiculous and dangerous: unnecessary actions that fuelled fear 

and loathing.  In her view the Government was engendering fake forms of morale 

through propaganda – work that was producing only hatred and intolerance.   

 Dark believed in the cultural importance of the land, but not in its worship or 

any romanticised image.  In The Little Company, knowledge and an active 

intelligence are presented as the cure for most problems, not an unquestioning belief 

in the Australian social and political system.  Phyllis, Gilbert Massey’s stupid, 
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muddle-headed, and bungling wife (TLC 26), is contrasted to Marty, Gilbert's sister, 

who is intelligent, confident, and politically aware, as well as loving and caring.  

Phyllis’s domestic efforts are laughable (31), but, because she is a wife, and has faith 

in the idea of what a wife should be like, she continues with her attempts at 

domesticity (118).  Phyllis’s subsequent breakdown is shown as the outcome of 

oppression, ignorance, and an unquestioning faith in heterosexual monogamous 

marriage, directly critiquing the ideals that Australian Women’s Weekly fiction 

continued to glorify.  Marty, on the other hand, because she is independent and can 

think for herself, goes on to be a successful writer – one woman not left at home 

“making beds and setting tables” (95). 

 In this novel, it is clear that people who adapt to the social mechanism without 

thinking are the dangerous ones, not those who ask questions.  Dark reveals the 

powerlessness of blind faith.  Phyllis sticks with her duties as wife and mother, 

despite the misery it brings, simply because “She had strong views as to what was 

right and proper” (75).  Phyllis and Gilbert's elder daughter, Virginia, dies of an 

ectopic pregnancy because Phyllis refuses to believe that her child is capable of 

having had pre-marital sex.  Her refusal to admit to unpalatable truths is shown to be 

shared by most of the general population.  Marty, in particular, is used as a vehicle of 

critique – along the way, offering a vision of an alternative life-path for women, 

equally as powerful and somewhat more satisfying than that modelled in Kylie 

Tennant’s Shannon.  Marty is shown, for instance, to oppose the blind trust 

Australians place in national myth and imagery (251).  She sees such symbols as 

empty, abstract, and contrived.  To accentuate the message, her old school-mate, Sally 

Dodd, typifies the everyday Australian.  She is passive, accepting, even stoical: 

caught up in everyday life and not at all bothered about politics (253), trusting in 

others to make decisions for her.  The split between useful citizens and mere fellow-

travellers is emphasised at the end of the novel with Marty and Gilbert, the 

independent thinkers, able to write productively, in contrast to Phyllis's breakdown, 

which highlights her misplaced faith in the allocated roles of women: “Instead of 

being educated like a human being she has been domesticated like a cat” (132).  The 

woman who tries to adhere to the destiny portrayed in the Australian national 

reworking of the romantic ideal ends up depressed, confused, petulant, and 
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threatening suicide (233): “'Haven't I been a good wife? Where have I failed? What 

have I done to make you stop loving me?'” (232). 

 

Christina Stead 
 

Only recently claimed as an Australian writer, after having lived and worked 

overseas for most of her writing career, Christina Stead’s take on Australian society is 

interestingly inflected.  Summers points out in relation to her long exclusion from the 

national literary canon that  

This fate was not extended to writers like Patrick White, Martin Boyd or 
 George Johnston who similarly sought exile in climes more conducive to the 
 requirements of their art. (Summers End of Equality 94)   

 
Born in 1902 in New South Wales, Stead decided to leave Australia in 1928, returning 

only in 1969, after her husband died.  It was only a lack of funds, and, significantly, 

the fact that “Australian women could not give their husbands right of residency” 

(Williams 212), that prevented her from returning earlier.  Stead and her husband 

William Blech (or Blake, as he was more commonly known) were recognised 

socialists, and Blake was a member of the US Communist Party (Williams 164).  The 

FBI started a ‘key figure’ file on the couple during the 1940s and 1950s.  Although 

Stead and Blake were never linked to any militant activities, their association with 

socialism caused difficulties for Stead when she was nominated for Australian literary 

grants.   

 As part of her social and political radicalism, Stead was candid in her 

representation of female sexuality, and consistently worked to explode the romance 

myth.  Until 1965, her books remained out of print in Australia (Gribble 1), with most 

of her novels not even available for sale.  Often favourably reviewed in Australia 

(Rowley 315), her books were, however, always likely to be contentious.  Some were 

damned outright, as in the case of, Letty Fox, Her Luck (1946).  Stead’s writing did 

not conjure up the romantic tie to Australian land that publishers were looking for 

during the 1940s, nor did they portray family life positively.  Much of her work was 

not even set in Australia, although Australian readers were likely to find it 

immediately recognizable.  The ‘internationalisation’ of settings and topical 

references once more deterred publishers from considering her an Australian writer 

(although she had been included in the Who’s Who in Australia since 1935 [Williams 



 150 

149]).  Like the Darks, Stead and her husband were victimised for their political 

beliefs, which categorically did not match Australia's mid-century conservative 

politics.  They decided to flee the United States, Blake’s home country, before the 

McCarthy-era persecution became too great.  Predictably, Australian publishers were 

reluctant to support politically unpopular authors, despite the popularity of the books 

in other countries. 

For Love Alone (1945), which was not immediately accepted by publishers 

(Williams 161), involves a young woman’s quest for independence, and is to that 

extent a critique of the love story.  Stead had herself followed a young man to 

London, just as Teresa Hicks does in the novel, starving herself in order to save the 

money for the fare.  Teresa’s focus is on force of will and survival, perhaps in the 

service of the relationship, but with an interesting account of her own capacities for 

strength and self-reliance.  Although the New York edition presented the novel as a 

popular romance (Rowley 314), the novel actually discusses the implications of young 

girls’ expectations of love, and of their subsequent disappointments.  For Love Alone, 

for all the title’s evocation of dedication to the principles of romance, does not present 

an idealized view of marriage.  Rather, it shows how sheer determination can bring 

about achievement.  Stead recognised women’s limitations within society, and, seeing 

her role as a truth-teller, did not make Teresa a heroine in “the conventional sense” 

(Sheridan Christina Stead 22).  Teresa does go in search of an (undefined) idealised 

love, but from the very beginning despises the idea of marriage.  While Teresa does 

not want to become one of the Great Unknowns, a spinster teacher like her Aunt Di, 

and does become obsessed with finding ‘pure’ love, seeing it as the only way to 

achieve freedom – the only way to escape her father – she sees marriage as just as 

much of a trap.  Here is a heroine who understands that women in her era do not have 

a range of other choices in life, and it is this which makes them desperate for 

marriage.  This desperation is illustrated by the scene of the single women fighting for 

the bouquet at Teresa's cousin's wedding: 

As it left the bride's hand, involuntary cries burst from them and they leapt at 
 what was falling towards them, jumping sideways, knocking their neighbours 
 out of the way, pushing, and if they fell back too soon they leapt again with 
 open mouths and eyes and not a smile, their red, damp faces flushing deeper 
 and taking on hungry, anguished and desperate expressions, as in the fatal 
 superstitious moment they struggled for the omen of marriage. (For Love 
 Alone 38) 
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This lust for marriage turns women into terrible beasts, and the competition between 

the women makes them dangerous.  The events of the plot make romance a wrong-

headed and misdirected life-focus.  Once Teresa gets to London, she realises that 

Jonathan is ignorant, selfish, and offensive. Moving on from this initial obsession, she 

redeploys the skills she learned in its pursuit, finds a good job, and begins to renew 

herself as a more stable, less naïve woman.  She meets American James Quick and 

begins to understand the difference between her idealised love, Jonathan Crow, and a 

reasonable, adult relationship.  Teresa’s relationship with James allows her space for 

self-development.  She cannot marry this new life-partner, who is still legally married – 

but she has learnt by now that she may not wish to stay with him indefinitely.  Taking 

advantage of this new-found emotional freedom, she has sex with one of James’s 

friends, and there is some indication that she will consider other sexual explorations.  

Teresa’s actions contradict the typical love story – and they certainly made problems 

for Australian moralists of their day.  At a time when the Australian Government 

considered it necessary to curb women's sexuality, novels that condoned, or even 

encouraged, sexual exploration and alternative relationships for women were never 

going to be widely distributed.  

 In each case, these three women novelists produce versions of possible lives 

lived well outside the regulatory frames of romance discourse.  While the tensions and 

disruptions of the wartime years appear within the popular short fiction of Women’s 

Weekly stories, they work only to establish dilemmas – or perhaps more accurately, 

pseudo-dilemmas – which the heroines, always submissive to the romance paradigm, 

ultimately resolve.  Heroines in these wartime novels, however, confront the same 

challenges, both more aggressively, and with a far broader set of possible answers, 

and a far greater capacity for personal directedness.  Shannon, fearless in her self-

aware social critique, finds little of real worth in the roles offered her, and establishes 

instead a stringently resistant identity.  Aware of how far even her own attraction to – 

usually inappropriate – males may prove to be self-destructive, she marshals her 

cynicism and her wit to make for herself a life which is not one of surrender.  

Shannon may not have found what she could regard as sincerely desirable, but she 

certainly knows when she encounters what is not.  Eleanor Dark, contrasting the 

compliant Phyllis with the autonomy of Marty, closes down on the old views of 

domestic bliss, in favour of those women who contribute to the wider world.  Teresa, 
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whose forceful will takes her into and then through the idyll of a hard-won romantic 

‘true love’, finds instead a less stable and secure, but more open and diverse set of 

social/ sexual relationships.  Together these three mid-century women novelists have 

opened up pathways only hinted at in earlier Australian works.  They have adapted to 

Australian culture the relational pluralism of other, older societies, and shifted the 

balance from a discursive structure in which crises arise for women who do not 

achieve the romantic ideal, to one which destroys – or threatens destruction to – those 

who do.  What remains in question is how far such a shift can be accommodated 

within popular romance.  Does this entirely fracture the discourse of true love – or 

simply offer it a wider range of endings?  To assess how far the love story, at least in 

its popular mode, has travelled since this mid-century era of social change, the final 

section of this chapter investigates the short fiction still being published in The 

Australian Women’s Weekly – albeit now, in this era of so many alternative media 

formats, published only monthly.  Has romance prevailed, and, if so, is it the same 

romance?   

 

Part Eight: Contemporary Australian Women's Weekly Stories 

 
 Comparing the 1943 Australian Women's Weekly stories to two stories 

published in 2007 reveals many similarities, despite the 64 year difference.  In its 

structural outline at least, the love story discourse remains the same.   

 To some degree social conditions in the two sample periods show interesting 

parallels. Although there is no world war in 2007, Australian troops were supporting 

their US allies in their  'war against terror', with approximately 970 men – and this 

time women – deployed in Afghanistan, with a further 1575 serving in Iraq 

(http://www.defence.gov.au/globalops.cfm).  While the numbers significantly reduce 

the social impact on homeland Australia, still the idea of a unified nation has been 

extremely important, especially as taken up politically and ideologically by the neo-

conservative Howard Liberal-National Coalition Government, which committed 

troops to these conflicts and exacted from them considerable political mileage.  

Perhaps it is unsurprising that the same Federal Government, before its massive 

electoral defeat in 2007, renewed its interest in encouraging women to marry and have 

children.  Catherine Kevin, in “Maternity and Freedom” (2005), discusses how far full 

http://www.defence.gov.au/globalops.cfm�
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female citizenship in Australia continues to be problematic, especially in regard to 

national imagery (Kevin 13).  She states that “women's bodies continue to be 

produced as both obstacles to, and insurers of, the future of the nation” (Kevin 3).  As 

mothers, Australian women fit into an image of national development and cultural 

reproduction; as independent citizens, they do not.  In 2005, Kevin observed that 

explicit attempts at the level of government had been made to “re-establish firm links 

between motherhood and female citizenship” (Kevin 4) with non-traditional family 

structures continually excluded, and the traditional family structure if anything over-

emphasised, bearing in many cases little resemblance to contemporary facts.  Political 

pressure highlighting women's reproductive ability as their single important social 

contribution can also be seen reflected in mainstream culture.  As Miriam Dixson 

points out, politically, Australian women's status has always been linked with the 

family (Dixson The Real Matilda 260).  The love story discourse in fiction, even 

when it is being critiqued, shows women primarily as wives and mothers.  Patricia 

Allatt argues that fiction, and romantic stories in particular, are thus inherently 

political, because gendered inequality – subordination between the sexes and the 

distribution of resources it justifies – is written into these stories (Allatt 42).  Allatt 

states that  

 while the state can exercise legal and economic controls over behaviour, the 
 stories, advice, articles, and advertisements in women's magazines appeal to 
 internal feeling states, insidiously constructing frames of reference which 
 orient the reader to particular ways of interpreting events and behavior. (Allatt 
 38-39) 
 
Beauty, romance, worth, and identity are all linked in romance fiction – no beauty 

equals no romantic love and so no social worth, and, therefore, no identity (Allatt 48).  

And these ideas are still being presented in the Australian Women's Weekly's short 

fiction.  With so much discussion around all the social changes taking place in the 

new millennium, it is more important than ever to comment on those discourses that 

appear to remain the same. 

 How then has this romance formula come to sustain itself, into the twenty-first 

century?  For anyone wanting to submit stories to The Australian Women's Weekly, 

there are guidelines outlining the acceptable popular genres “Crime/thrillers, 

Romance, Human Relationships, Mysteries, Stories with a twist, Fantasy, Chick lit, 

Historical dramas” (Australian Women’s Weekly).  There is no explicit information on 
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why stories might not be accepted, but since the predominant images in contemporary 

issues of The Australian Women’s Weekly continue to reflect white, middle-class 

families as ‘typical’ Australians, short stories acceptable to this demographic are most 

likely to be included in the magazine.  A sampling of two such stories from the year 

2007 helps test for the presence of clearer, and firmer, editorial judgments 

 

“Thinking of Rhiannon” 

 
 Geraldine Ryan's “Thinking of Rhiannon” (AWW September 2007) appears, at 

first glance, to be promulgating nothing like the 1940s propagandist push for marriage 

and motherhood.  Ultimately, however, the story does indeed strongly advocate a life 

built around love, marriage, and motherhood.  Ryan, a prolific short-story writer, 

mostly for women's magazines, presents a story where the narrator's life is 

complicated by betrayal and hatred, as the story's teaser suggests: “Past bitterness is 

resolved when two weddings and a funeral reveal the truth” (277).  As in the 1940s 

examples, readers are left to piece together much of the story for themselves.  The 

narrator's name and identity are never revealed, radically opening the text for reader 

participation – a powerful narrative device for psycho-social involvement.  What then 

occurs within this story, and how are the characters arrayed across the traditional 

‘women’s fiction’ terrain of life, love, and marriage? 

 There is an immediate hint of conflict, and a suggestion of what that conflict is 

about, with the narrator's introductory comment that “I could never hate Rhiannon.  

She can't help being beautiful, clever, witty and a magnet to every good-looking man” 

(277-278).  The bitterness and even bitchiness are clearly evident, and equally clearly, 

all about men.  As the narrator explains, however, rather than confront or attempt to 

compete with Rhiannon, she finds herself another suitor, rushes into marriage – and 

consequently moves halfway across the world to Australia.  Is this then a step towards 

a broader destiny: an unexpected life trajectory, offering her the Clara Morison 

opportunities she never might otherwise have had?  It seems that it is not.  

Suppressing her true feelings, she pretends that everything is just as it should be: “On 

my wedding day, in this little church, I convinced myself that I was happy” (278).  

But romance in the Australian tradition is attained not simply by embracing the 

formula, but by winning through privation to one’s ‘true’ goal.  The narrator, 
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inevitably, is never entirely satisfied with the choices she has made.  “Thinking of 

Rhiannon” shows marriage as a tedious matter, especially when it is not a based on a 

love match.  Nor is this a heroine inclined to show spirit: to persevere in making the 

best of her lot.  Instead, she sounds defeated, even though Mark, her husband, is an 

excellent provider.  Her life is represented as one of boredom and discontent, with 

Mark finally telling her outright that she is a nagging wife, an accusation she 

examines and fundamentally endorses:  “I turned over the evidence and could find no 

holes in it.  If that was what Mark saw, then that must be what was there” (278).   

 The role of the ideal traditional wife holds no pleasure in this instance, but nor 

is there any benefit seen in building a partnership in terms of what is there.  This 

heroine sees herself as having chosen the wrong man, so that marriage and 

motherhood can provide no solace.  Part of the Australian romance formula, the need 

for self-re-invention, appears to have fallen away.  Instead, hers is a story of steep 

decline from the high ideals of perfect love – with no formula at all for the ‘happily 

ever after’ component of a life.  Her future seems locked firmly into the past: “What 

would Rhiannon think of my metamorphosis into a Stepford wife?  In the end, I 

bottled it.  I simply didn't ask her” (279).  Confronting her own emotions is too 

frightening a task for her.  In fact, confronting anything at all within her life seems to 

be too hard.  The narrator appears to care about nothing anymore: “How to tell your 

husband that you know he's having an affair.  How to face the fact that it only hurts 

because he lied and not because you loved him” (279).  The absence of love in her life 

appears as its one defining quality.  This is romantic absolutism at its peak – a 

surprising position to emerge from the field of contemporary women’s fiction. 

 It is only after her marriage ends that the narrator decides to contact Rhiannon 

(279) – only to learn that she has been very ill and is dying.  Rhiannon tells the 

narrator to be glad about her marriage, even if it proved unsatisfying: “She was sorry 

about me and Mark, but any marriage that had produced such beautiful and talented 

children should always be celebrated.  I should be proud to have done all that and still 

have my life in front of me” (279).  The narrator, finally ashamed to have excluded 

Rhiannon so comprehensively from her life, decides to visit.  She is too late, arriving 

only in time for the funeral.  But Rhiannon has left her a message, telling her to stop 

always making the expected choices.  Convention has brought them both 

dissatisfaction and “had played too big a part in [the narrator’s] life.  What about my 
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heart?  In all her pain, Rhiannon hadn't forgotten how important that was” (280).  

Rhiannon’s death motivates the narrator to make up for lost time: to live her life on 

her own terms.  Convention had dictated a life of marriage, motherhood – and tedium. 

The narrator can now make passion her priority.   

 It is only by finally confronting her own suppressed resentment that the 

narrator is able to rebuild a life.  First, it has been necessary to stop blaming others: to 

accept the intensity of her own frustrations, and by owning to them, learn how 

powerfully they may still propel her forward: “I hated you when Phil fell in love with 

you.  I hated you even more than I hated him.  And instead of owning up to my 

feelings, I buried them” (280).  Pride has led her to poor life choices, and she is 

appalled at her wasted life when Phil confesses that he, too, made a mistake with 

Rhiannon (280).  Yet while loveless marriage is critiqued in “Thinking of Rhiannon”, 

marriage itself is not – and despite the wrong-headedness of the various failed 

matches, the concept of the one, ‘true’ love holds good.  The narrator has ruined four 

lives – all because she failed to fight for her man.  Had she been true to her own 

feelings, love would have conquered all. Rhiannon’s final gift is at last reciprocated: 

“I reach over to the next grave, pick up cellophane-wrapped flowers.  Wrong?  

Probably.  Maybe it's my imagination, but as we turn and stroll away, after a 

moment's quiet reflection, I think I hear Rhiannon's laughter follow us” (280).  The 

story is both heavily sentimental, and in clear pursuit of an ongoing romantic ideal – 

even beyond the experience of marital breakdown.  Contemporary short fiction in The 

Australian Women's Weekly may accommodate twenty-first century attitudes towards 

marriage and divorce, but still supports the ideal of the one true love. 

 

 “Fields of Grace” 
 
 Wendy Waters, Queenslander and 2007 winner of The Australian Women's 

Penguin Books Short Story Contest (AWW October 2007), had “Fields of Grace” 

published in the October 2007 issue of the Australian Women's Weekly.  It is a love 

story, and, like “Thinking of Rhiannon,” focuses on the rivalries of a love triangle. It, 

too, works through a woman’s memories, but this time the subject of affection is 

homosexual.  When Grace marries, she does not marry for love. 

 Grace Fieldergill has approached John Hopkins-Riemer (the best theatrical 

agent in London) as a last resort, but he ends up signing her: indeed,  he “'couldn't 
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bear to see [her] walk away'” (308), telling her that “'If you have that effect on me, 

you're a goldmine'” (308).  John has a good business sense, but also a liking for 

chorus boys (307).   Unfortunately, Grace is in love with him (308).  After she gets a 

starring role, Grace and John celebrate with dinner and champagne, and Grace takes 

advantage of John's drunken state: “Sex is mostly tactile and, when the lights are 

dimmed and the imagination takes over, anything is possible” (308).  In the morning, 

John is extremely apologetic, reminding Grace that he is unmistakably queer.  He tells 

her his “old condition” should have disciplined him (308).  Grace is not in the least 

remorseful, however, commenting to herself that “John's old condition atavistically 

reinstated itself, but it was fascinating how often it was evicted by lust” (310).  John 

and Grace continue to have a physical relationship, and Grace continues to be in love 

with John, likening her love to her role as Ophelia: 

 Ophelia loved in vain.  Freed of the tower, she took her misspent passion to 
 the river and drowned with flowers and weed tangled in her Rapunzel hair.  
 Before taking my final bow, I pinned a lilac rose in my own hair.  I love you, 
 John.  I am drowning.  (310)    
 
It is an impossible love affair, but, being the star she is, Grace believes she can do 

anything she likes (310).  Her idealised romantic love for John is more than enough to 

sustain her. 

 Dashiell Campbell, who plays Hamlet, is in turn in love with Grace, imploring 

her to submit to him.  He claims that he could have any chorus girl, but is “in 

raptures” over Grace (310).  But Grace, in love with John, is just not interested: “I 

knew how he felt.  I loved John with as much futility” (310).  In Paris, touring the 

production, Grace tells John that she wants him in a “real way”, not the way Dashiell 

imagines that he loves her (313).  John reminds Grace that he is an impossible 

husband, but submits to her demands: “And with Paris in mind, John made love to me 

again and again” (313). 

 John is both queer and Jewish, the two things that make him opposed to 

‘normal’ Australian life and extremely vulnerable on their trip to Germany, and yet 

Grace tries desperately to convince him to somehow become 'normal' and marry her.  

For all the unconventionality of the theatrical set – and the degree to which she loves 

John because of the qualities reflected in his lack of heteronormativity – she is 

desperate to make her feelings fit the status quo.  For this to happen, it is John who 

has to change.  Homosexuality has no place in the love story.  John has “always been 



 158 

inclined towards men” (313), but is unable to resist Grace, and so their relationship 

continues.  But Grace never comes to understand that she is asking John to deny a part 

of himself.  The relationship ends when he is beaten to death by German soldiers 

during a theatrical engagement in Berlin:  “John's final hour was drenched in the 

blood of a dramatically setting sun....He left me....The setting sun took him beyond 

my horizon to another carnival. The world ended for me that day” (314).  Dashiell 

now confesses to Grace that his heart is still hers, should she want it, acknowledging 

that he is “a poor second” to John (314).  Grace does marry him, but only “to give 

John's son a name” (314).   

 When the story ends, Grace is 94 and nearing her own death.  Despite the 

years of marriage to  Dashiell (she is still called Mrs Campbell), she awaits with 

anticipation the death that will reunite her with John.  For all the complexities of her 

relationship, Grace sustains the true love ideal – yet in “Fields of Grace” the heroine 

remains unfulfilled.  The apparent radicalism of this story, its open discussion of 

women’s desire, sex outside marriage, and homosexuality, are still constructed inside 

the myth of an everlasting ‘true’ love.  Even in death, Grace pursues a conventional 

relationship.  Little is said of Dashiell – the man with whom she spends most of her 

life.  The love of a mere husband, it seems, is unimportant. 

 Both of these early twenty-first century short romance stories prove, if nothing 

else, the capacity of the romance formula to outlive the very much altered 

circumstances of contemporary sexual relations and marriage.  Love, it seems, is not 

only likely to occur in unexpected ways, or with ‘the wrong’ partners; the historical 

setting of the second story and the memoire perspective of the first tend to suggest 

that it always has done, that social circumstances and cultural attitudes have served to 

mask the diversity of emotional attachment, and even lifetime commitment, which has 

existed.  To this extent the feminist revisionism traced across Australian women’s 

fiction in the twentieth century is still under way.  Having campaigned for – and at 

least to some extent won – a broader social role for women from mid-century on, 

feminism is still working to extend its paradigms into the field of the popular: 

reworking even romance, to colour with the established discursive allure of ‘the true 

love myth’, the many social and emotional relations previously inadmissible.  The 

work of mid-century authors, then, whether from ‘serious’ or overtly political  texts, 

or the popular short fiction selected for wartime readers, has worked in similar ways, 
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perhaps less directly: placing its alternative visions into subplots or deliberate 

misdirections, but working through alternative possibilities, nevertheless.  While 

1940s heroines – and heroes – may be absolved from any charge of illicit attachment, 

the narrative ‘truth’ of the story’s resolution revealing that they were never, in fact 

‘guilty’, the readers at least have entertained the possibility of in each case, multiply-

directed affections.  There is an emotional pluralism here which most would have 

known to be in practice in their day, and may indeed have been feeling for 

themselves.  If the ‘one true love’ discourse closes again around these heroes and 

heroines, directing attention back to a ‘love’ framed through marriage and family, it 

has at least admitted the existence – and the intensity – of alternatives, and, in these 

cases at least, made them sufficiently possible to have successfully ‘fooled’ the 

reader.  

 In the 50-plus years that follow this same reworking of romance prevails.  

Love is the ultimate transcendent experience, the one worthwhile emotional cue to 

how one’s life is to be led.  What differs is the widening field of potential subjects of 

that love, and an admission that its attainment is by no means either universal, or even 

a likely ‘first time’ guaranteed success.  

To some extent the modelling of these broadened perspectives has come from 

the serious literature – works often condemned at the time of their publication – 

subsequently impacting upon the short-fiction popular formula.  The 1943 stories in 

The Australian Women's Weekly presented an image acceptable to Australian 

conservative ideals, a nation united by its desire to produce happy and strong 

Australian men, and happy and obedient Australian women.  Novelists who forced a 

more realist writing, including Tennant, Dark, and Stead, both risked and received 

negative reviews. With the Australian social order in imminent danger, and the home-

front efforts of women central to Government efforts to ‘maintain morale’, it was the 

Weekly’s stories which met the national demand.  

 The survival of the romance ideal is less explicable inside the twenty-first 

century examples analysed here, however.  Relationships between men and women, 

while admitting a far broader set of possible connection and intensity, remain 

represented as central to any definition of being female.  The discourse of the love 

story has, it seems, triumphed, even over 50 years of feminist intervention.  

Heterosexuality, monogamy, and true love may be altogether more problematic in 
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relationships than in earlier periods – or at least in the fictional depictions favoured by 

popular readership – but are still presented as ‘natural’ and socially central to a 

woman’s life: cultural ideals to strive for, and the best guarantee of security and 

happiness.  

 At this point this study begins to move on.  Having established the ongoing 

powers of romance discourse and the heavily-structured narrative formula within 

which it asserts its values, emphasis needs to shift, to examining how this discursive 

mode exerts its power.  With twenty-first century stories at least – and in the serious 

literary mode, those of the twenty-first century Australian writers as well – revealing a 

far wider set of social experiences behind the relationships of the central characters, 

how are love and marriage presented?   
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Chapter Five:  Dr Blake’s Angel: A Harlequin Mills & 
  Boon Romance 
 
 
 
Part One: Romance in the Twenty-first Century: The Mills & Boon Phenomenon 

 
 If the romance myth and its associated discourse are central to the broader 

field of fiction written by and for Australian women, how do they operate when 

centred on their own, specialist genre: the romances marketed as exclusively 

‘women’s reading’, as produced by the international publishing house Mills & Boon? 

This chapter examines a short novel, Dr Blake’s Angel by Marion Lennox, published 

in 2002 by Harlequin Mills & Boon.  Here the purpose is not to add to general 

discussion of Mills & Boon romance as outlined in Chapter One, or even to the 

styling of romance per se, but to explore how and how far contemporary Australian 

women’s romance writing represents the romance discourse, and in doing so, whether 

it departs in any way from the ‘formula’ said to be so very strongly vested in the 

romance genre.   

While few would deny that these novels are commercial properties, rather than 

serious art-fiction, their proven capacity to capture and retain a large readership 

makes them worthy of ongoing review – and the generic variation and innovation 

produced within the format suggests an especially acute sensitivity to reader tastes, 

with the potential to indicate subtle but important social and cultural shifts within 

women’s social expectations and aspirations.  Early second-wave feminist analysts, 

including, for instance, in Australia Beatrice Faust (1981) and Barbara Creed (1993) 

considered it a form of female pornography, but researchers working in the reader-

response and reception studies fields tracked the pleasure reported by women readers, 

suggesting both a wider than expected range of interpretive positions in the reading 

process, and a conscious awareness of how far these works operated as fantasy, rather 

than as life-modelling realism (see Chapter One).  Jay Dixon (1999) and Juliet Flesch 

(2004), both report notable changes in the contemporary romance tradition, with Juliet 

Flesch suggesting that Australian romance novels have evolved a distinctly Australian 

tone “in both style and ethos” (12-13), reflecting the diversity of Australian society 

and highlighting particular issues important to Australian women.  On these grounds 
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alone modern romance becomes an important cultural indicator, worthy of extended 

analysis.   

Far from the static formulaic narratives many expect, romances such as these 

offer images of social transformation, in which evidence of significant discursive 

change can be traced. Mills & Boon, it seems, so often at the centre of the cultural 

programmes of change introduced by twentieth-century feminisms, have in their way 

accommodated to the new demands of successive decades – and in doing so, have 

produced a more open and diverse set of representations than commonly thought.    

 Specialist publishing house Mills & Boon may have started as a very small 

operation, but now dominates not just the romance field, but publishing in general: 

one of the most successful producers and marketers of popular fiction in the world.  

Gerald Mills and Charles Boon launched their small publishing house in 1908 with 

only £1000 in working capital (Dixon 13).  Mills & Boon (now Harlequin Mills & 

Boon, owned by Canadian company Torstar) have become a brand name for romance 

novels: a status signalled by their practice of marketing by brand, rather than by 

author or series.  Their popularity is global, in 2004, “Harlequin sold more than 160 

million books worldwide – more than 5.5 books a second” (eHARLEQUIN.com.au 

“Fun Facts about Harlequin”), and there is a website especially for Australian fans. 

“More than one in five paperbacks sold in Australia is published by Harlequin Mills 

& Boon” (eHARLEQUIN.com.au “Fun Facts about Harlequin”).  Romance is big 

business, and this company spends time and effort on market research to better cater 

to audience tastes and preferences; it has evolved into 16 different categories, 

including Sexy Romance, Sweet Romance, Blaze, Desire, Comedy, Intrigue, and 

Medical, each with its own specialist formula and specific audience.  As a 

consequence, the market for the novels continues to grow.  Since the early years, 

Mills & Boon romance novels have aimed to move with the times.  Their narratives 

condemned sex without love in the 1910s (Dixon 48), incorporated women’s drive to 

fight for what they wanted in the 1970s (Dixon 90), and emphasised a more sexually 

assertive female identity in the 1990s.     

This level of adaptability and professional market-researched servicing of their 

readership has ensured commercial success – but it also means that the Mills & Boon 

product stays closer to socio-cultural trends and reader demands than is the case with 

many other genres.  It is quick – lightning quick – to adapt.  Over the years, Mills & 
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Boon have worked to provide books that are relevant and valuable to very different 

groups of readers.  In recent years, the focus for Harlequin has become 18-35 year 

olds, the Chick Lit/ Bridget Jones generation of readers, but without alienating or 

abandoning the traditional ‘housewives-in-their-40s’ group (Rosser 1; Charles & 

Mosley 226).  Yet, despite their popularity and obvious importance to so many 

women, romance novels have always been considered low-end product: non-

literature, with romance still today “the smutty joke of the publishing industry” 

(Wynde 1), “flogged like cigarettes” (Dwek 1).  Catherine Wade, however, points to 

the need for careful appraisal of this market, pointing out that “almost everyone has a 

strong opinion on the Mills & Boon output, most often without any real knowledge of 

the genre or the company itself” (Wade 327).  The romance genre continues to be 

condemned and attacked far more than any other genre.  Critics are so fiercely critical 

of romance that they wear their lack of expertise and understanding of its techniques 

as a badge of honour (Owen 537), with readers internalising this cultural negativity 

and feeling embarrassed about their reading (Pettigrew Brackett 349).  Reading 

romance novels is a stigmatised activity, even many of those feminist critics who 

might be expected to endorse and defend women’s cultural preferences steering clear 

of the contamination.  This is not, as mentioned in Chapter One, a new phenomenon.   

There is no doubt, though, that these books sell, and that readers (generally 

women) come back for more.  Jeanne Dubino believes that these levels of popularity 

mean that romance is both socially powerful and – potentially – dangerous, simply 

because “Romance fiction is one kind of literature actually read by the masses of 

people” (Dubino 117).  It is the one genre – even at times the one text and author – 

that re-establishes what Virginia Woolf called ‘the Common Reader’: a shared 

cultural experience, with the power to create understandings and beliefs which appear 

consensual and even universal. The question then becomes, why might such levels of 

power produce negative critique?  Why might a specifically female ‘common reader’, 

consuming visions of idealised, private, emotional life, be considered as some kind of 

social or cultural threat?   The answer lies perhaps in research which has hypothesised 

that women and young girls feel empowered socially by reading romances (Jay 

Dixon, Juliet Flesch, Linda Christian-Smith).  Heroines in these novels are typically 

strong and independent, and they know how to handle men.  The romance genre’s 

structural reliance on the happy ending (non-negotiable for Mills & Boon readers) 
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returns women to the social demands of a patriarchal ideal and the monogamous 

relationship for life.  No matter the contemporary detail in the dilemmas which 

confront the questing romance heroine, or the range and type of life choices offered 

across time and cultural space, the same end will always be in view.  

It is both this one predictable outcome, and the tight control exerted by 

publishers and editors over the narrative structure, which keeps romance novels in the 

ranks of formula writing.  There are indeed strict rules that govern the modern 

romance novel, although the industry denies this (romanceaustralia.com).  Joyce 

Saricks states that “Four basic elements characterize the romance genre”: evocative 

and emotional language; descriptive adjectives; a misunderstanding between hero and 

heroine, and easily identifiable characters (Saricks 244).  In terms of a romance 

discourse, the prescription is interestingly close to Coates’s identification of a female-

gendered way of using language – and of the levels of separation within everyday 

language use as part of male-female (differently) gendered behaviours.  Deborah 

Tannen (1998) says outright that “Male-female conversation is always cross-cultural 

communication” (435), and concludes that “We have to give up our conviction that, 

as Robin Lakoff put it, ‘Love means never having to say “What do you mean?”’” 

(445).  Coates’s 1998 anthology of research papers, Language and Gender, includes 

analysis of many very different language groups and social situations, each one of 

them displaying not only major differences in male-female gendered language, but 

very consistent patterns of  dominance and prestige – invariably associated with 

gendered masculinity.  The cumulative impact of the field observations and 

subsequent analysis from no matter which linguistic methodological perspective 

suggests the presence of a powerful discourse, operating to sustain gendered identity – 

the position taken by both linguistic theorists and identity theorists in the 

poststructuralist/ post modern era. Coates herself identified culturally ‘strong’ and 

‘weak’ language behaviours associated with all levels of language use, with women 

tending towards politeness, grammatical correctness, emotional expressivity and weak 

modality, and men producing the reverse: a tendency to deliberate profanity and 

colloquial registers, and crisp and assertive agentic statements.  Public sphere 

languages of masculinity act to assert power and get things done; private/intimate 

sphere feminine usage seeks to negotiate with power, produce social affiliation, and 

ease linguistic and social tension.     
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Nor is this formula somehow left stranded at the level of language. In the 

literary texts which focus these behavioural categories, macro elements such as plot 

and characterisation do the same work.  The romance plot from a psychoanalytic and 

mythopoeic perspective has been called ‘the Cinderella Complex’ because the 

‘rescue’ of the heroine by a wealthy and powerful hero (Dubino 103) is such a 

recurrent feature even of modern narratives.  What is formulaic is not the writing, or 

the writer’s style, but the discourse and so the narrative structure.  This is, and must 

be, entirely familiar to readers – and is why Harlequin Mills & Boon writers are given 

clear parameters within which they must work.  The writing guidelines for the 

Medical Romance category state that 

The Medical Romance line is exactly that—intensely emotional romances and 
pulse-racing medical drama set in today’s medical community. The stories 
capture the pace, warmth, tensions, dilemmas, traumas and triumphs of 
modern medical professionals and feature strong, dedicated, determined and 
caring men and women. Heroes and heroines are equally matched and equally 
respected professionals. They would also move a mountain to save a life or 
find the right treatment—heroes and heroines you would like on your side in a 
medical emergency. These romances usually involve both hero and heroine 
working together in a medical environment. The focus should be a developing, 
emotionally driven romantic relationship pushed forward by the hero and 
heroine’s involvement with patients and their medical treatment, and their 
medical colleagues. The stories can be sensual, tender or passionate but 
always highly emotional. (http://www.millsandboon.co.uk/cgi-
bin/millsandboon.storefront/482006f4007af252274158d0dc9e0678/Catalog/10
84) 
 

Clearly what is at play is the generation of scenarios which will allow the enactment 

of the ‘cross-cultural communication’ Tannen sees as produced by cultural gendering,  

the display of the requisite power-masculinity and emotionally expressive femininity, 

and persuasion of the reader that for all the cultural mismatch of the two social 

repertoires and orientations, ultimately harmonisation is produced.  The formula is the 

core of the writing, but also of the reading, as Gilbert and Taylor comment: 

And if there is a formula, there is a reading practice, a way to read such texts 
so that they will be produced in desirable and attractive ways.  Romance 
readers know the formula because they know the reading practice. (Gilbert & 
Taylor 83) 
 

This is, in Bahktin’s terms, a dialogic production: one which demands that the 

formula, known as well to readers as to writers, is reproduced, with creative variation. 

Owen, like Eco (see Chapter One) believes that these recognised patterns in fact make 

http://www.millsandboon.co.uk/cgi-bin/millsandboon.storefront/482006f4007af252274158d0dc9e0678/Catalog/1084�
http://www.millsandboon.co.uk/cgi-bin/millsandboon.storefront/482006f4007af252274158d0dc9e0678/Catalog/1084�
http://www.millsandboon.co.uk/cgi-bin/millsandboon.storefront/482006f4007af252274158d0dc9e0678/Catalog/1084�
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readers free, because the very intense stylistic and structural referencing to known 

generic forms acts as a ready-reference guide, cueing readers to the operation of the 

known rules.   

This is a technique beyond that of intertextuality: specific reference to another 

text, or even to the genre in play, is unnecessary, the reader so immersed in the genre 

that the continuities evoked are more likely, as Brown (1994) discovered in her work 

with regular soap-opera television viewers, to be applied to life experiences than to 

other novels.  With the ‘rules’ so well established that they merely need to be alluded 

to rather than sketched in detail, “the reader is free to project her own ideas and 

imagination on to the participants” (Owen 538).  The reader is part of the novel.  Janet 

Batsleer views the repetition of romance stories as creating emotionally significant 

experiences for readers.  Romances “are part of our common experience as women, 

and the formula story provides a means of making sense of the troubles which all 

women share” (Batsleer 219).  They are, to this extent, part of the social-

connectedness and social labour of women’s talk (Coates, 1998; Johnson and Aries, 

1998), used to negotiate a shared sense of the significance of everyday life.  Nor is it 

just the exchange of language and assertion of common values which produces this 

unity.  Radway believes that romance novels fulfil an emotional need in women 

readers, largely still denied access to powerful forms of social control over life and 

destiny, because of the certainty of the happy ending: “The obvious importance of the 

happy ending lends credence to the suggestion that romances are valued most for their 

ability to raise the spirits of the reader” (Radway 66).  While critics such as David 

Margolies see the romance formula as lacking any critical perspective, since “Most of 

the Mills & Boon romances accept the subordination of women and support the status 

quo,” he still believes that “at least” romance novels have the potential to encourage 

women to think positively about themselves – largely because the stories always end 

happily (Margolies 7).  Even if in a seemingly contradictory way, the comfort and 

reassurance of romance offer women the promise of a new and better world, “in 

which women, men and children can love without subordination” (Batsleer 220).  If 

these ‘ideal’ relationships reproduce patriarchal ideals, at least they portray them as 

functional – and offer women a socially and culturally central and female-behavioural 

role at the core of the story.  Romance makes women’s feelings important, but 

romance, leading inevitably to marriage and motherhood (the happy ending), becomes 
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the ultimate goal – and the power of the discourses working to produce those 

outcomes impacts upon the readers’ world perspectives and identity construction as 

well, reinforcing the multitude of other cultural forces operating to produce the same 

messages. 

 The predictability and reassurance of the romance novel formula is thus two-

pronged.  On the one hand, romance novels can be empowering.  They emphasise 

women’s emotions and the pleasures of a harmonised dialogue between couples – a 

feature which current linguistic research says is mostly lacking, and bedevils all male-

female relationships, in all language groups.  On the other hand, because the romance 

focuses on women’s emotions and expectations of relational dialogue, it is implied 

that women misunderstand men – not the other way around – and that this is women’s 

main problem in relationships (Dubino 104).  In line with research into male-female 

language use, it is women’s role to adapt: to drop ‘unrealistic’ demands of men or 

hopes of transforming their behaviours, succumbing instead to the central (ultimately 

always sexual) expression of an intense emotional ‘bond’ which will guarantee 

endless rapture, and a socially secure future.  This is the promise of the romance 

discourse: affiliation with hyper-masculine social power, which dazzles and 

diminishes the lesser supportive affiliations women produce within their own social 

relations.  For readers of romance, the emotional satisfaction gained from this vision 

of the one, ‘true’ connection is the most important function of the novels (Crane 263; 

Marsh 41; Wynde 3; Dubino 105).  The focus on courtship is both magical and 

exciting (Dubino 108; Radway 66); its pleasures able to be experienced again and 

again – and to extend their modelling of ‘ideal’ male-female relations into the 

lifeworld of readers.  Bemrose and Atherly consider that romance novels give women 

hope of emotional survival within the low-emotional expressivity and connection of a 

patriarchal society (Bemrose & Atherly 4).  Owen comments that 

The books present the ideology of romantic love with which society cloaks the 
patriarchal reality for women. Women themselves take the overt ideology and 
writers and readers subvert the ideology with a message of how to survive that 
society.  (Owen 545) 
 

There are somewhat more negative readings of this processing.  Kramer and Moore 

find that romances too readily gloss over bad events in fictional relationships (Kramer 

& Moore 6), setting people up to fail in real relationships (Kramer & Moore 8). 

Looking at rape cases and the law, Philadelphoff-Puren discovered, for instance, that 
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the concept of consent used to distinguish rape from sex is part of a “dialogue of 

romance” (Philadelphoff-Puren 31), confusing the definitions by directing the 

interpretation of women’s behaviours down contradictory routes.  Fictional notions of 

romance become intertwined with real events, negating women’s claims of rape – 

women are supposed to say no when confronted by male passion, since ‘by nature’ 

women are pure and moral (Philadelphoff-Puren 35) – or so says the discourse of 

romance.  More frightening, though, is the power of law to enforce a romantic fiction 

as reality (Philadelphoff-Puren 38).  Women’s assertion of their own desires within a 

sexual relationship is negated when their refusal of sexual advances is interpreted as if 

in itself part of the rituals of seduction.  

Early second-wave feminist analysis of romance, working still from a largely 

Marxist perspective, tended to view it as a tool of ideological repression, produced 

within a patriarchal capitalist social order, and designed to keep women subordinate, 

‘reproducing the means of reproduction’ by remaining sequestered within the private/ 

intimate sphere.  Sexual desire, represented  as a yearning to ‘please’ the other, is 

coded into emotional support and the private/ intimate labour (cooking, caring for, 

dressing to impress, offering help in a crisis) – all represented as the ‘work’ of a true 

love.  The exchange of goods (presents, flowers, high-status food and drink) is 

presented as symbolic of deeper feelings and less expressible urges.  Romance novels 

are semiotically saturated: filled with culturally coded messages, over which romance 

heroines – and their girlfriends – obsess, trying to locate within them the ‘truth’ of 

‘the one’ central relationship to which their lives are directed.  Love is shown as 

inevitable, desirable, and attainable if you are patient – if you work tirelessly to 

interpret, and foster, its presence.  The books may seem to be an ‘easy’ read (Dwek 

1), at least as assessed through the tests for public-sphere utility – but to see them this 

way is to miss the complexity and focus of their communicative context.  The power 

of the romance formula represents what socio-linguistic research and cultural studies 

analysis have recognised as the creativity and social importance of a ‘female’ 

ideology and set of social behaviours and identities, working within the private/ 

intimate sphere.  What women readers recognise in these novels is not the cynical 

reduction of their own social significance to the service of patriarchy, but the value 

and worth of their own tendencies towards social affiliation, interpersonal 

communicativeness and connection, and control over the ‘life’ of domesticity and 
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intimate relations.  It is this later feminist recognition of the cultural worth of such 

‘labour’ which redeems the Mills & Boon enterprise – and explains its ongoing 

success. 

Part of the formula at a commercial level is its inbuilt redundancy: these 

novels are designed not to satisfy reader demands but to open a gap between desire 

and fulfilment, which, as Wernick (1992) explains in his work on late-modern 

‘promotional culture’, offers a relatively ‘empty’ commodity, which the reader/ 

consumer must always work to fill.  When profit margins and not literary evaluation 

is the goal, innovation comes not from seeking out distinctive and original authors, 

but from adjusting the formula to meet emergent social change.  Current Mills & 

Boon novels are, for instance, likely to include heroes and heroines who are (at least 

on the surface) equal: they will each have good jobs, own their own homes, and 

display social confidence and the ability to lead an independent life.  It is now 

unlikely that a heroine will abandon her career after marriage and motherhood, and 

women’s independence is very much measured by purchasing power.  Such inclusions 

are a marketing issue – designed to appeal if not directly to the realities of the lives of 

readers, then certainly to their social aspirations.  

Is the ‘new’ Mills & Boon heroine then, even if only in her way, a feminist? 

According to Marsh feminism does not, and cannot, mix with Mills & Boon romance. 

Feminist romance fiction must modify or eliminate the adoration of man (Marsh 43) 

and emotional dependence on him.  Even if today’s heroines insist on their terms 

being met within a relationship (Dixon 86), the end result is the same: heterosexual 

monogamy.  Ann Rosalind Jones comments that romances are not likely to question 

the value of marriage, and the happy ending is not up for review (Jones 215).  

Heroines in novels published after 2000 may be more likely to engage in casual sex, 

and generally do not suffer from guilt or shame afterwards, but sex between couples 

who love each other is always portrayed as more meaningful.  Heroines discover that 

casual sex is not the answer to significant human connection (Marsh 44), and it is the 

deep emotional connection with a man that heroines find ‘truly’ satisfying.   

So are romance novels in fact validating women’s concerns, as Radway (83) 

suggests?  Kim Pettigrew Brackett argues that, “If society is still reluctant to view 

women’s sexual desires and interests in a positive light, women have to find 

alternative outlets” (Pettigrew Brackett 358).  The difficulty lies in assessing how far 
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the construction of these novels shapes reality in certain ways, how it validates a 

passionate, romantic love which, even if founded upon and representing women’s 

values, leads inevitably towards a heterosexual, monogamous relationship of 

emotional dependence, represented as women’s only ‘true’ or satisfying pathway.  To 

test this question, this chapter will explore the romance discourse in Harlequin Mills 

& Boon novel Dr Blake’s Angel, investigating in detail the representation of the 

characters, the role of community, the significance of food as a coding of how the key 

relationship is both enacted and interpreted, and the importance of communication.  

The strongest themes in Dr Blake’s Angel are, it will be argued, community and 

communication, but will be taken up from three different perspectives.  In this novel 

the narrator is omniscient, so that the reader has access to both heroine Nell’s and 

hero Blake’s thoughts – although everything they think is not revealed until the final 

resolution.  The reader, as is always the case, works to interpret what is not revealed 

or evident to the characters. 

 

Part Two: The Plot Summary  

 
Doctor Nell McKenzie and Doctor Blake Sutherland cross paths in a small 

Australian country town.  Dr Nell McKenzie comes to Sandy Ridge as a locum to 

help ease Dr Blake Sutherland’s workload.  Blake is introduced to the reader as a 

tired, worn-out country doctor, responsible for the whole town.  He is also 

immediately suspicious and even resentful of Nell’s assistance – angry, bitter, and 

mistrustful of women.  To make matters worse, Nell is seven or eight months 

pregnant (it is left unspecified in the text).  By the end of the novel, Nell has managed 

to break down Blake’s barriers and he admits to his feelings for her.  Following much 

misunderstanding and conflict, Nell and Blake unite after Blake delivers Nell’s baby.  

The final chapter of the book shows Nell and Blake happily married, baby Michael 

following round after his parents, and Nell pregnant again.  The plot is thus standard 

and common to all love stories: boy meets girl, followed by conflict, and then 

resolution.  What is more interesting is the way that the presentation of characters and 

events creates a subtext which presumes that love, played out within the parameters of 

the romance myth, is ‘natural’, ‘normal’, and something all women desire – and far 

more significant to readers than say, an account of professional relations in a country 
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healthcare context, or the social pressures of life in contemporary rural Australia. 

While these are present in the narrative, they are so far suppressed to the demands of 

the central romance as to limit any attempt to create a broader ‘reading’ to the 

sketchiest of generalised observations.  What counts is Nell’s and Blake’s romance.  

 

Part Three: Nell’s Dream: Home, Domesticity, and Family 

 
In Dr Blake’s Angel it is Nell’s desire for community and family that brings 

her and Blake together.  Flesch suggests that “Although all romance novels privilege 

interpersonal relationships, Australian romance novels typically demonstrate strong 

concerns with the material aspects of community life” (291).  This is especially clear 

here in Nell's immediate desire to become involved with the community.  Her initial 

isolation and lack of family ties – including emotional support during her pregnancy – 

are shown as distressing and unnatural.  Dixon has noted that in many romance novels 

the heroine is orphaned or in a state of isolation (Dixon 54), so that she is not 

influenced in her romantic decisions by interfering family.  Typically, orphaned 

heroines are independent and self-reliant, and even happy and capable on their own: 

autonomous women, whose reintegration into a family-based social order is viewed, 

however, as a form of redemption.  Through the course of the novel they learn to trust 

a man, and so settle into what is projected as a long-term (traditional) relationship.   

Nell, orphaned when very young, brought up by cruel grandparents, recently 

separated from her cheating husband but pregnant to him, returns to Sandy Ridge 

where her grandparents brought her up, hoping to make it her permanent home.  At 

the beginning of the novel Nell has no family apart from her unborn baby – and 

Ernest the dog, guarantor of her emotional expressivity, since she can project her 

warmth and care onto him in the absence of any other target.  The townsfolk quickly 

become her surrogate family, eager to compensate for the distresses of her childhood. 

They feel a collective guilt for not having intervened over the treatment she received 

from her grandparents, and band together to make her feel welcome.  Her re-

integration in fact is made absolute, at the end of the novel Blake working out that 

Grace Mayne is Nell’s paternal grandmother (176), restoring blood relations to 

cement Nell’s newfound place in the community.  Blake and Nell marry, so that Nell 
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ends up with a family of three generations.  The couple become immersed in a 

supportive and loving environment. 

As part of achieving the community ideal, Nell’s domestic skills are shown as 

fundamental to her successful attainment of Blake as a partner.  At the beginning of 

the novel, although Nell owns a house in Sandy Ridge, it is not yet habitable, and so 

she insists on sharing the doctors’ residence with Blake.  She is not impressed with 

the quarters, though, because Blake has not found it necessary to make the place 

hospitable, preferring the barrenness of a masculine functionalism.  It is clear that 

Blake lacks the comfort a good woman can provide.  By the time Blake comes back 

from his evening rounds (“He’d been away for exactly five hours” [34]), Nell has 

transformed the poorly furnished residence into a home.  She has (with help) moved 

the luxurious furniture from her grandparents’ house into the previously uninviting 

doctors’ quarters:   

The vinyl furniture had disappeared completely.  There was now the amazing 
sofa and a couple of great squishy armchairs.  There was a new dining table – 
or rather an old one – an oak affair that looked as if it had been polished for 
generations.  There were matching dining chairs with scatter cushions.  And 
rugs… three vast Turkish rugs covering almost every available piece of floor 
space.  (34) 
 

Dressed in a large crimson bathrobe, Nell waits for Blake to come home, where he 

finds her lounging on the couch with Ernest the dog.  Immediately she embarks upon 

the kind of wifely ‘nagging’ which signals the long-term relationship: “‘You’ve been 

ages,’ she told him.  ‘I knew you’d be late but this is ridiculous’” (33).  Despite the 

pair only just having met, she waits for him.  With no friendly connection yet 

established between the two, Nell has no right to scold or to take over Blake’s space.  

The domestic environment, though, is presumed to be Nell’s domain: her sense that it 

is her role – even her duty – to make of it a comfortable domestic setting foregrounds 

her destiny, and the couple’s eventual union. 

Through the championing of Victorian middle-class idealism, the home has 

become the marker of a woman’s character (Domosh & Seager 8).  Women are 

expected to be domestic ‘Angels in the House’, in nineteenth century poet Coventry 

Patmore’s famous formula, simply because they are women.  Nell’s desire to create a 

home out of the doctors’ residence illustrates women’s ‘natural’ skill at and 

inclination towards domesticity.  By turning Blake’s pathetic bachelor space into a 



 173 

homely one, Nell is taking firm control of the situation, creating an atmosphere where 

female domesticity breaks down male unreasonableness.  Dixon believes that 

highlighting women’s space in novels gives women power, creating an ideal feminine 

environment that the man is drawn to: 

Mills & Boon novels use ‘home’ – that ultimate female space – to express not 
only a physical place, but an ideology that encompasses a re-ordering of 
society, with women at its centre.  It is an ideal to be attained by both sexes, a 
symbol of society, of female civilization. (Dixon 175) 
 

However, according to Dixon, although a woman’s power lies in the home, in the 

modern formula at least she is not necessarily confined to it (56), so it is significant 

that Nell is an excellent doctor as well as a domestic goddess.  While she has had to 

work hard to become a good doctor, her domestic abilities are naturalised and 

normalised within the text.  Because she is a woman, she is by definition a domestic 

angel.   

 Highlighting female space in romance novels also gives women control and 

authority over the private/ intimate relations located there.  According to Dixon, 

By taking the place traditionally associated with female subordination and 
imprisonment – the home – and challenging and reversing accepted views 
Mills & Boon novels empower the female sphere. (178) 
 

Nell’s instinctual control of the doctors’ residence shows that she is asserting a 

feminine power – but this is a complex positioning, and one shot through with 

contradictions.  Victorian middle-class values were asserted not just in popular media, 

but in the many conduct books written in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, 

accompanying the shift of moral instruction from the combined forces of Church and 

paterfamilias, to the less direct and more independently pursued influences of literary 

and instructional texts which arose with the spread of literacy across entire 

populations, and the new availability of cheap print and distribution services.  Such 

values, endlessly repeated in fiction, magazine advice columns, and handbooks on 

moral guidance and social etiquette, came to be considered a reflection of broader 

social truths, not limited to a particular cultural era or social class.  From Victorian 

times “women were involved in making decisions that not only provided material 

comfort, but that also expressed the status, taste, and moral character of their families” 

(Domosh & Seager 8).  A ‘good’ house is both well-run, and virtuous: a practical and 

material illustration of moral conduct.  Nell’s desire to create a homely space is 
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indicative of a desire to use domestic comfort and order in just these ways: to 

illustrate her social worth.  In Dr Blake’s Angel, Nell’s power is presented as centred 

in her domesticity, a power she will use to (eventually) transform Blake from a distant 

and cold man to a loving husband, and to transform her status within the community 

from ‘poor mistreated orphan girl’ to ‘family woman’, transmitting once again the 

sorts of solid social values interrupted by her ‘cruel’ grandparents’ aberrant abuse and 

neglect.  For all its social utility, however, domesticity is still strongly gender-typed: a 

woman’s domain.  Ultimately, women have control only over the home.     

In addition to creating a physical refuge from the outside world, Victorian 

women were expected to create a moral haven for men and children.  Middle-class 

women, and those working class or country ‘yeomen’ women considered ‘the salt of 

the earth’ were synonymous with purity and morality (Davidoff & Hall 28; 90).  Nell 

is represented as a good person in this tradition, willing to sacrifice her own personal 

comfort to help Blake.  In the matter of a few hours, she turns a bare house into a 

home, cooks a comforting casserole, and constructs a potential refuge for Blake who 

is tired, angry, and bitter at the world.  She turns off his alarm clock so he can sleep-

in, and takes responsibility for the early morning hospital rounds.  Despite the fact 

that there is as yet no romantic relationship, it is still Nell’s ‘duty’ to shield Blake 

from the heavy work-load he has taken on.  The conflict comes because he resents 

Nell’s “interference” (46), uncomfortable with her as-yet unfamiliar domestic control.  

Nell’s pregnancy is also disconcerting to Blake, a reminder of her femininity 

and domesticity.  In this novel, maternity is represented as a powerful force for 

change.  It is only after Nell learns that she is pregnant that she decides to take full 

control of her life.  Perhaps perversely, pregnancy makes her independent and strong.  

Blake’s attraction to her is especially significant, since she is heavily pregnant.  Nell 

does not represent the perfect male image of female availability, and her pregnancy 

leaves Blake “shaken” and disarmed (6).  There is a danger, though, that linking 

power and pregnancy reinforces women’s biological function, reducing women to the 

reproductive function.  Lister comments that 

historical analysis shows how such maternalist discourses can all too easily be 
misappropriated to the advantage of men and that it has proved very difficult 
to win recognition of the value of caring work in the construction of social 
citizenship rights. (Lister 95) 
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In Dr Blake’s Angel, pregnant Nell is glowing, ecstatic, and energetic – an attractive 

heroine, even if unconventionally so.  Dixon comments that the early Mills & Boon 

novels did feature heroines who had adulterous affairs and illegitimate children (136).  

Pregnancy is not, then, seen as a barrier to finding true love.   

Significantly, though, Nell’s pregnancy also highlights her vulnerability and 

need of protection. She is a single woman: more than usually so, returning to a town 

which is all too aware of her lack of family.  When Nell risks her life saving a 

fisherman, Blake feels sick with concern (80), and is furious at her for risking her 

child’s life as well as her own: “‘What the hell do you think you’ve been playing at?’” 

(88).  Irrationally, Nell panics about dying in childbirth, wondering who would take 

her baby – for she has no one else in the world (128).  Blake, in true hero fashion, 

says he would adopt the child:  “‘I’ll look after your baby if anything happens to 

you’” (128).  Significantly he feels his masculinity enhanced, by acting as Nell’s 

protector: “He felt sure and strong, and warm and tender” (129).  At several stages 

throughout the novel, Blake is given the guardian’s role: his desire is to take care of 

Nell.  He first likens her to a child (94) and then to a kitten (179), before admitting 

that she is in fact all woman (94) and like a “fiercely protective mother cat” (179).  

Nell is, of course, grateful for his protection.  Romance dictates that it is normal and 

natural to want to depend on a man’s help.   

To deepen the mythic significance of the narrative Nell gives birth to a son on 

Christmas day – in the middle of serving lunch to several guests.  Once again the 

event maximises the importance of the community, positioning her back in the centre 

of its ongoing family-based identity.  The setting indicates once again the importance 

of domesticity in this novel, and demands analysis in rather more detail. 

 

Part Four: The Significance of Food 

 
In Dr Blake’s Angel food is a recurring motif, used to portray the importance 

of family, community, and love.  Cooking, what people eat, and how they eat are 

important social events of deep cultural significance (Sceats Food Consumption and 

the Body 1).  There are culturally constructed rules and behaviours surrounding food 

consumption, as well as rituals for food preparation, which dictate and direct social 

experience (Floyd & Forster 4).  Typically, though, women have been responsible for 
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the preparation and distribution of food within the family (Sceats Food Consumption 

17).   

In women’s fiction, food has been used to represent women’s relationship with 

their bodies (Sceats “Regulation and Creativity” 175).  Women are shown to establish 

both benign and destructive practices around food, producing it as an act of love, or of 

vengeful punishment: often indeed punishing themselves, through excessive or overly 

restrictive food intake (Orbach, 1979, 1993, & 2002; Showalter, 1997).  The work 

involved with cooking is not limited to the preparation of food, but also includes the 

chores that accompany it, such as grocery shopping, planning daily/ weekly meals, 

collecting recipes in social exchange with other women, making and maintaining food 

presentation items such as china and glassware, table linen and silverware, and 

cleaning up after meals (Forster 148).  Food can be comforting and powerful, as in a 

mother’s power to feed her family, or a woman’s ability to stimulate passion.  It can, 

however, also be the enemy, as in the daily burden of feeding a hungry family or 

dealing with an eating disorder.   

In the novel, Nell’s personality and emotional state are associated with food 

on several significant occasions.  She, in particular, links the importance of food and 

community.  Nell’s first conversation with Blake is interrupted by Ethel Norris, who 

has broken her diet and binged on everything she could find (19).  Ethel is described 

as a “massive woman, weighing close to twenty stone” (19).  Although normally 

“well groomed and cheerful” (key qualities of femininity), she is dishevelled and 

distraught because she has ruined her diet:  

She looked up as Blake entered the reception area, and the look she gave him 
said it was the end of her world.  ‘Oh, Dr Sutherland.  Dr Sutherland…’  She 
put her face in her hands and sobbed as if her heart were breaking. (19)   

 
Ethel has tried to purge herself of the surplus food, but has not been “sick enough” 

(19), and wails that she has put back the four stone she had lost.  Ethel is clearly in a 

highly emotional state, which Blake tries to control with professional, scientific logic: 

“‘Ethel, you can’t have put it all back on’” (19).  What is needed, however, is 

sympathy and comfort.  Nell’s response is to show understanding, interrupting 

Blake’s clumsy attempts to reassure Ethel, and making a statement about women 

knowing best about the subject of food and diets: “‘Have you ever dieted?’ She 

looked up and down at his long, lean frame. ‘Marathon man’” (21).  Food difficulties 
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and dieting are “‘women’s business’” (21).  Women are endlessly enjoined to diet, 

and yet also typically associated with obsessive dieting (Forster 147).  Because he is 

male, Blake has a different relationship to food: for him a simple daily function, 

understood only through the physiology of nutrition, and otherwise pretty much 

disregarded.  To the women, food is emotionally charged, and the relationship with 

food is often negative.  Nell manages to turn Ethel’s negative experience into a 

positive one by changing the larger woman’s perspective: “‘Six months of solid 

dieting!  I never heard of such a thing.  That’s fantastic’” (20).  Nell’s supportive 

(female) point of view means more to Ethel than Blake’s (male) scientific medical 

advice.  Nell is encouraging but sensible, explaining to Ethel, “Woman to woman” 

(21), that it is a good idea to have a break from dieting every now and then.   

The messages in this scene, however, are as negative as they are positive.  

Firstly, Nell states that only women understand how difficult and heartbreaking 

dieting is; only women feel the pressure to diet to achieve the perfect body.  Nell’s 

deliberate dismissal of Blake cuts him out of this ‘women’s conversation’, indicating 

that he is incapable of identifying with the women’s experiences.  Ethel’s problem 

becomes gender specific – which it is not.  Blake then becomes the patriarchal enemy, 

who does not understand women’s problems and who puts Ethel under emotional 

stress.  Dieting is naturalised as a women’s problem – ignoring the incidence of 

obesity among men, in whom it is even more medically dangerous, and suggesting 

that men are incapable of dealing with it, when male doctors such as Blake are in 

most cases the first, and often only, avenue for advice and help.  Nell’s action thus has 

two negative outcomes for one positive one: she protects Ethel, but undermines 

Blake’s relationship with Ethel as her doctor, and does not in any way challenge or 

change the power relations.  Ethel’s near-hysteria, partly illustrating the  anxiety 

produced by impossible ideals of body size and shape, is also a psychological parallel 

of her physical un-control: a contrast with Nell’s own calm command, and so an 

unfortunate combination which condemns women such as Ethel to human abjection 

on every level.  Her panic highlights both her insecurities and the source of her fear of 

failure: she believes she is letting down Blake by breaking the diet plan he has 

designed for her.  While Nell’s interference mitigates the patriarchal control implicit 

in such an arrangement, to some extent validating Ethel’s behaviour instead of 

condemning it, Ethel’s problem remains defined as inherently female.  
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It is also significant that this scene is the first time the reader is introduced to 

Nell’s “‘fantastic recipe for brandy cream, where’s it’s so alcoholic no one ends up 

knowing who’s pulled which end of the cracker’” (23).  Nell offers to give Ethel the 

recipe so she can make her Christmas ‘splurge’ really special.  The exchange of 

recipes is one way women maintain close female communities: “Recipes, for women, 

provide a creative context for interaction, support, conversation, friendship” (Sceats, 

“Regulation and Creativity” 185).  Cooking is about sharing, and the promise of the 

brandy cream recipe is more like an offer and acceptance of friendship, repeated 

throughout the novel as Nell works to re-immerse herself in the Sandy Ridge 

community.  The recipe is also important to Nell because she found it amongst her 

mother’s belongings, and, as a pregnant woman with no family at all, it is something 

of sentimental value.  By sharing the recipe with the town of Sandy Ridge, Nell brings 

the community back together through food – further emphasised in her decision to 

host Christmas dinner for twelve of the town’s elderly.  At the end of the novel, the 

brandy sauce recipe is even given to the reader, so that they too are recognised as 

included in Nell’s community, as romance readers should be. 

 Community and togetherness are constantly expressed through the sharing of 

food.  On Nell’s first morning at work she has breakfast with the staff so she can get 

to know them better (41).  She has fond memories of Harriet giving her sweets when 

she was a child (43), and it is noted that Lorna takes a casserole over to her sick sister, 

Madge (49), as a sign of support.  Nell’s own culinary skills are constantly 

highlighted: she whips up an apricot chicken casserole for dinner on her first night in 

Sandy Ridge.  Her cooking represents community, but also, and more importantly to 

the novel, family and domesticity.  In her heavily pregnant state, not only does she 

transform the Doctors’ Residence into a homely environment, she cooks a hearty meal 

to share with Blake (it is made clear, though, that she did not wait for him before she 

ate).  When he finally comes home from the hospital, the scene is comfortably 

domestic.  Even Blake notes how 

The whole room came together.  The aroma of the delicious casserole.  The 
furniture.  The dog.  The brilliantly dressed woman, heavily pregnant, ladling 
out food…. She left, and the room was desolate for her going.  (38) 

 
Here is the ideal nuclear family, with Nell showing her willingness to nurture Blake 

by giving him sustenance and a comfortable home environment.  But Nell’s casserole 
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endangers masculine autonomy.  It represents long term domesticity and commitment, 

“the sort of scenario that’d normally make him run a mile” (38).  Casseroles, typical 

comfort food for winter; nourishing and substantial, are family food, not passionate 

food of the sort served in high-end restaurants.  It is also a favoured form of male 

food: hearty stews, simple to reheat, and a prime choice for women who have to leave 

men ‘to fend for themselves’.  This introduces some interesting issues into the plotting 

of this novel.  Two weeks before Christmas, the moment Nell makes a casserole, is 

summer in Australia, not the time for heavy hot stews, nor the most practical dinner 

for a pregnant woman to cook.  They take a lot of cleaning and chopping, and involve 

the lifting of heavy dishes and lids into and out of a low oven.  The casserole works 

more to signify Nell’s desire for a family – something she senses that Blake wants to 

avoid at all costs.  Nell, and the domestic scene she represents, becomes both 

intolerable and fascinating to Blake.  He accepts the apricot chicken casserole, a 

relatively benign aspect of the problem, but very reluctantly.  At this stage he does not 

want to be a part of Nell’s family-oriented community. 

 Throughout most of Dr Blake’s Angel, Blake resists Nell.  He is suspicious of 

her motives and her actions, and so of her food, which even to him signifies social and 

romantic involvement.  His self-imposed social isolation is represented by his 

frequent skipping of meals, and by the lack of effort he puts into the meals he does 

have – simple, bachelor food, such as baked beans on toast or steak and chips.  Nell’s 

offers of healthy, appetising dinners threaten his sense of self, and he becomes ever 

more resistant to her advances, believing that sharing meals is akin to accepting Nell 

into his life: “It was only a meal, for heaven’s sake.  Why did it feel like he was 

signing his life away?”  Ironically, though, a great deal of communication does occur 

between Nell and Blake whilst they are sharing meals.  It is over dinner that Nell tells 

Blake about her bad marriage and subsequent pregnancy (99-104), and it is in the 

kitchen over a pot of coffee that Nell demands an explanation about Blake’s dead wife 

(110-117).  The entire novel is also littered, however, with examples of Blake trying 

to avoid sharing food with Nell.  There is an elaborate picnic on the beach:  

‘there’s chicken and avocado sandwiches.  My favourite.  And chocolate 
éclairs.’  He was backed up against a wall.  ‘I usually just have fruit for lunch.’  
It sounded pathetic, even to him. (55)   
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Blake refuses a (fruit) mince pie because he considers it too domestic (63) – too much 

a gift-of-love food, produced as a special treat at Christmas.   

 As well as bringing communities together, food also brings life.  After the 

drama of a fishing accident, Blake orders Nell to get some sleep.  Significantly, he 

ensures that he wakes her for dinner (95), and cooks her a hearty steak, chips, and 

salad, described as sustaining bachelor food (96).  Nell has no qualms about accepting 

the food – she does not hesitate to accept Blake into her life.  Their after dinner talk, 

however, where Nell hopes to increase her connection to Blake, is interrupted by a 

hospital emergency.  Grace has suffered a diabetic incident (107) for which the 

solution is as simple as providing her with food: “‘OK, Grace.  We’ll organise you a 

meal.  We’ll keep your blood sugar monitored all night and you’re not going home 

until it’s steady’” (107).  Most important of all, in Dr Blake’s Angel Nell’s big 

Christmas dinner party returns Blake’s life to him.  He finally decides to join in the 

celebrations, to accept the community as friends, and has a wonderful time (177-178).  

Nell’s decision to host Christmas dinner for some of the townsfolk is 

particularly revealing.  She does not want anyone to be alone at Christmas, seeing it 

as a time for friends and family (140).  Everyone who is invited brings something for 

dinner, and, significantly, it is all home cooked/ cottage industry food.  Ethel makes a 

huge Christmas pudding, “bigger than a basketball” (165).  Grace brings Moreton Bay 

bugs she has caught herself: 

Then old Norman Harper arrived with oysters.  Harriet Walsingham with 
salads made from her own garden…Bert with baby potatoes dug that morning, 
Marg with fresh peas, the ancient Toby with a whole bucket of fresh cream 
he’d scooped off his magnificent Jerseys’ milk, Else with strawberries, Clare 
with home-made chocolates. (166) 
 

It seems especially significant that everything produced for the Christmas dinner is 

made or gathered by hand.  There is no mention of store bought goods, or 

microwaves, or other short-cuts.  Nell hosts a very traditional Christmas dinner, 

invoking long-established family domestic ideals.  Food preparation takes time and 

effort, and meals are to be shared with loved ones: “It was a riot of a Christmas 

dinner.  Blake and Grace emerged to cheers all round and tears and hugs” (177).  The 

Christmas dinner is also the climax of the novel; baby Michael is born, and Nell and 

Blake are finally brought together.  Once Blake accepts the invitation to dinner, and 

delivers Michael, he begins to accept his feelings for Nell and see a possibility of 
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sharing their lives: “A surge of longing so fierce rose inside him that it threatened to 

overwhelm him” (179).  After dinner, and after the birth, Blake can finally admit that 

he had been afraid to love again, but that loving Nell was “a different sort of loving – 

the right sort” (180).    

In Dr Blake’s Angel the motif of food highlights community and family ideals.  

The responsibility of cooking and sharing meals has typically fallen on women, and in 

this novel one of Nell’s main functions is to be the provider of food – for the 

community, for her beloved Ernest, and, of course, for Blake.  Food replaces the 

standard Mills & Boon physical courtship, as Nell woos Blake through the meals she 

provides and the domesticity they stand for.  Nell is described as a very desirable 

woman, but her pregnancy and her culinary abilities stand for much more than simply 

sexual attractiveness.  In this novel, food and good meals represent hope, trust, 

happiness, and love – all the things the romance myth promises to provide.   

 

Part Five: Nell and her Relationship to Blake: The ‘Cross-cultural  
  Communication’ Between Men and Women 

 
Romance novels work through the meticulous portrayal of the problems in 

communication between men and women – problems resolved in the ultimate 

harmonisation between hero and heroine, but otherwise the stuff of conflict, 

misunderstanding, and misdirection of good intentions.  The title of this novel, Dr 

Blake’s Angel, is significant.  The impression, even before the book is opened, is that 

Dr Blake will be saved/ protected/ guided by an angelic heroine, the word ‘angel’ 

carrying a number of connotations, each of which in turn is attached to the figure of 

Nell.  ‘Angels of mercy’ help heal the sick: as do doctors.  Girls are taught to be 

angelic and loving: Nell is very generous to the community.  The ideal Victorian 

woman was ‘The Angel in the House’:  Nell’s domestic skills are excellent.  Angels 

announced the arrival of the infant Jesus: Nell arrives in Sandy Beach just a few 

weeks before Christmas, and her son is born on Christmas day.  Angels are heralds of 

hope, salvation, and protection: Nell gives Blake hope, and saves him from a self-

imposed social isolation and personal misery.  

The reader’s introduction to the characters happens in medias res.  The 

opening sentence is in the middle of a conversation between Nell and Blake: “‘I’m not 

a patient.  I’m your Christmas present’” (5).  Blake first considers Nell a “nutcase” 
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(5), but it is significant that the reader’s first observation of the couple has Nell giving 

herself to Blake.  She is his present: an object for his benefit.  She emphasises the 

perspective of the seasonal gift: “‘I’m your Christmas present.  Take me or leave me, 

but I’m here, to use as you will’” (8).  Instead of explaining simply that she has been 

hired as a locum, she decides to allocate herself the status of “Christmas present” – 

hence Blake’s first impression of her as a “nutcase” with a “startling appearance” (5).  

Thoroughly confused, he still manages to notice how attractive Nell is with a smile 

that “exuded happiness” (5).  But while Blake denies his personal feelings (“Oh, for 

heaven’s sake!  Ignore the smile” (5)) and works to keep himself composed and 

professional, Nell continues to be unprofessional and overly personal in her 

introduction of herself. 

 Already in these first few pages an inequality reflecting patriarchal limitations 

on the social roles of men and women is being communicated to the reader.  Nell is 

set up – indeed, sets herself up – as Blake’s helpmeet, a traditional role within 

Australian culture, and especially bush culture, confirmed in her own dialogue.  

Physical description of Nell endorses her self-positioning as a ‘gift’ he finds 

enchanting and appealing (and “exceedingly cute” (6-7)).  In contrast, Blake is 

described only as an over-tired doctor, until two and a half pages into the novel, when 

the reader is given not Nell’s physical assessment of Blake, but the presumably more 

objective description of a mutual friend.  The narrative allows Blake to make personal 

observations and form his own opinions; Nell is limited to judging on the opinions 

provided by others.  Already, Blake is afforded agency; Nell is immersed in social-

relational views.  The distinction is characteristic of the communicative practices of a 

heavily gendered cultural order.  

This is, however, romance. ‘Angelic’ Nell is presented as near-perfect – so 

perfect, in fact, that she both tolerates Blake’s initial social rejections, and sees it as 

necessary to break through his social reserve: to redeem him from self-imposed social 

exile.  This modern representation of women as capable of managing both cultures – 

professional work, imminent motherhood, extended social hostessing and community 

service, and creating a lovingly domestic environment in the face of stubborn 

resistance – may be inspirational, but sets up impossible standards.  Nell is a doctor, 

“worth her weight in gold” (25) according to her colleague in Sydney Central 

Hospital (a suspicious Blake checks her credentials before deciding whether or not to 
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let her stay).  As well as being devoted to her job and heavily pregnant, Nell is also a 

domestic whiz, a superwoman.  She achieves everything with relative ease, even if 

she does find herself a little tired.  This is hardly surprising.  The qualities that 

produce her ideal feminine self are demanding ones.  She relates well to people, even 

the difficult ones; she deals with Blake’s tantrums; she cooks; she cares for pets; she 

decorates and creates a comfortable home environment.  Nell is the ideal community 

woman and wife and mother – and doctor and professional colleague.  How then is 

Blake so resistant?  What is it in Nell that, at least in the early stages, leads him to 

reject and even fear her presence?    

The answer lies in the perennial problem of miscommunication.  Both Dixon 

and Flesch, and Janice Radway in her study of romance readers, note that issues in the 

communication between hero and heroine are essential to the readers’ enjoyment of 

romance novels.  The hero’s actions and words are often mismatched, confusing for 

the heroine, at least until the final resolution where the couple are able to harmonise 

their understandings – but a delight for the reader, whose experience in the genre 

allows them to decode the garbled messages.  Dixon believes that this mis-cueing 

means that the romantic heroine has control over the interactions.  She will not accept 

the hero until he has recognised and apologised for his inner turmoil, verbalised his 

love for her, and – presumably – transformed into a coherent and perfectly 

communicating new self.  Other critics see the debacle as merely a dramatic device: 

an excuse for the hero to act like an arrogant and selfish brute, as he  grapples with the 

intensity of the feelings exerted by the new experience of a ‘true love’.  This novel 

establishes Blake as struggling with his feelings through an objective outsider to the 

relational chaos – the author, Lennox.  Blake, it seems, simply needs to communicate 

with Nell, and eventually learns how to do that.  The proposition is paradoxical: Nell, 

directed towards domesticity and intimacy, doing all the practical arrangements, and 

Blake, the professional medical authority, having to interpret and regulate his own 

anger and tantrums.  When he does finally take the one action towards which the 

novel’s plot is directed, proposing to her on Christmas Day, he still cannot do it with 

the levels of emotional intensity he has been portrayed as experiencing: “‘What do 

you say, Nell McKenzie?  Will you be my Christmas present for fifty years?’” (182).   

It is this incapacity to communicate which means that Nell must be the first to 

verbalise her feelings, firstly through the practical codings of food, comfort, and 
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domestic order, and only then by declaration.  Only after she confesses to loving him, 

is Blake safe to expose his feelings to her.  Otherwise, there is very little meaningful 

communication between Nell and Blake – an indication of the depth of the problem 

revealed by socio-linguistic research, and a key to the success of the romance 

formula, which plays upon precisely this absence in its elaboration of relations 

between men and women.  In order for there to be a final resolution, the romance hero 

must tell the heroine that he cares for her.  According to Dixon, this indicates that the 

hero must accept the feminine world and acknowledge his feelings for the heroine 

(Dixon 47).  The readers in Radway’s study, and also in Crane’s, reported that they 

appreciated romance novels precisely because the hero communicates sensitively with 

the heroine, in a feminised way.  Although readers recognise that these novels are a 

kind of fantasy, they desire the same kinds of open and emotionally expressive male/ 

female communication in reality.   

According to Dixon, it is female space in the romance genre which is the 

centre of power, where women can connect with men and educate them.  Nell’s 

contact with Blake in their shared space (the doctors’ residence but also to a certain 

extent the hospital) offers, at least in the Mills & Boon world, a pressure which is 

going to force Blake to acknowledge his feminine side.  Blake’s inner and voiced 

protests to acceptance of Nell are presented as denials of the truth of his inner 

feelings.  Alone in the doctors’ residence, he sees no need to make it his home (27); 

he is denying any need for a feminised space.  At the same time, he is unwilling to 

have any other male presence in that space.  His interest in Ernest whenever he is 

mentioned shows that he is on some level jealous of another male being in Nell’s life, 

and that he does, in fact, desire female company.  Blake is shown as unnerved by Nell 

(26), shaken by her (6), and unable to articulate the feelings, even to himself.  Denial 

is insufficient.  He tells himself he is not going to think about Nell (31) – but does 

anyway.  He finds her amusing despite himself (37).  He feels a loss when she leaves 

the room (38).  He tells himself he would normally run a mile from the situation (38).  

There is something about Nell that compels him, something he does not understand 

(17).  Although he constantly and consistently tells himself he does not want a woman 

in his life, his inner dialogue and his actions betray his true feelings for Nell.  His 

hesitation is explained as fear and confusion: the incomprehension of the male 

suddenly out of his (emotional) depth.   
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Within the Mills & Boon romance genre, men’s attempted resistance to 

emotional engagement is generally presented as fear of commitment, often resulting 

from earlier personal tragedy.  Heroines overcome the trauma and heal the wounds, 

communicating first in indirect, culturally coded ways: creating a female space as an 

environment where the hero can open up to emotion and acknowledge his feelings 

(Bemrose & Atherly 2).  No man in Mills & Boon romances can ever be just ‘not 

interested’ in women.  Once the hero is immersed in the heroine’s world and learns to 

accept his feminine side he inevitably finds that he does, in fact, love her – and learns 

to both acknowledge the fact, and express it.  Blake’s confused inner dialogue may 

show the reader that he loves Nell, but he himself takes longer to arrive at the same 

conclusion.  Readers know that Nell’s patience will, in the end, allow Blake to see the 

truth: “It is not the power of male wealth that Mills & Boon novels emphasize, but the 

power of female love” (Dixon 161-162).  Women’s persistence tames the manly 

beast.   

It is the difference in communicative styles which produces the conflict 

between Blake and Nell.  Despite their common professional interests and training, 

they operate in completely different spheres, and totally different ways.  He is 

reserved and she is animated.  It is made obvious to the reader, though, that Blake has 

to get over his male pride: that he is the one who must change.  Readers are cued to 

the possibility of final resolution when he is shown as capable of this as part of his 

medical practice.  When Nell interferes with his diet plan for Ethel Norris Blake 

admits that it was a necessary act: “It took a big man to admit he was wrong but 

maybe…” (23).  Blake is capable of change if he sees evidence reasonable enough to 

make him alter his perceptions.  Accepting Nell in his life, however, is not something 

that can be achieved through logic.  He feels as though his life is being taken over 

(39).  He finds women bossy, nosey, and interfering (49).  Nell’s presence is 

disturbing: “It was weird, coming out of the water and finding her there.  It felt like a 

huge intrusion into his personal space” (54).  She makes him feel trapped (55) and he 

does not want to share any of his life with her (59).  Threatened by Nell (60), and by 

almost any domestic situation (63), he claims that he does not “do” love (83), and 

after Nell and Blake kiss (130) he immediately withdraws, stating to himself that he 

does not want any involvement with her.  He wants her to move out of the doctors’ 

residence (135), because he needs to be alone (143).  He agrees to go to her Christmas 
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dinner, but reluctantly.  This is a man who sees no role for himself in the ‘woman’s 

world’ of emotion.  Only when baby Michael is born does Blake recognise a role for 

himself in all of this new relationalism.  While Nell knows she has fallen in love with 

Blake much earlier on (130), his recognition of the need for a commitment comes 

only once he sees the completed family unit in place: mother and child, and so “my 

Nell” – a permanent part of his life. 

Significantly, once Blake can admit to his feelings, Nell is portrayed as both 

less dominant and less interfering.  Blake’s vision of her now begins to infantilise her, 

comparing her to a kitten, and thinking that she looks around ten years old (179).  In 

taking up the role of protector/ father; he has become the “big man.”  Blake is now 

moved to stride across the room and gather Nell into the “safety” of his arms, so that 

Michael is “cocooned” by Blake and Nell (181).   

The ‘truth’ and permanence of this relationship are carried in the word-choice 

of the novel, terms such as “forever,” “always,” and “together” repeated throughout 

Dr Blake’s Angel.  The emphasis is on a long-term, lasting, monogamous relationship 

with Blake as protector of his family.  Blake tells Nell that he keeps his Christmas 

presents for a long time, and, seeing that she is his Christmas present, he intends to 

keep her for fifty years (182).  In the last chapter, Nell is once again highlighted as 

Blake’s possession.  Instead of being the cat that got the bird, he is “‘the Blake that 

got Nell’” (184), and smugly content about it.  He has been the one to catch and claim 

her (185).  Nell is his possession, submitting to this new discursive framing because 

she loves him.  Having done all of the communicative ‘work’, Nell now submits to 

Blake’s vision, and occupies the role his new view of reality writes for her.   

 

Part Six: The Other Woman 

 
The evil or ‘other woman’ is a common archetype in literature.  In the 

romance genre, the Other Woman serves as a contrast to the heroine, and in Dr 

Blake’s Angel, Nell’s goodness and purity are contrasted to Blake’s first wife Sylvia's 

drug addiction.   

Traditionally, what differentiates the heroine from the Other Woman is sexual 

experience or sexual assertiveness (Ostrov Weisser 278).  The Other Woman is not 

afraid to go after whom and what she wants.  She is attractive, and persuades other 



 187 

people into liking her – including the hero.  The heroine partly admires the Other 

Woman’s assertiveness, envying her self-assurance.  Ultimately, though, the Other 

Woman’s qualities are not what the hero desires.  He wants a strong woman, but one 

who is not too pushy, selfish, demanding, or bitchy.   

Women's behaviour in romance fiction is judged as either good or bad – a 

problem for writers and critics alike in seeking to broaden the range of female 

behaviours and values inside the romance frame: “While the Bitch appears in the 

narrative to be the obstacle to the heroine’s freedom to choose what she desires, in 

fact the rigidity of these roles is the unacknowledged source of oppression” (Ostrov 

Weisser 278-279).  These novels perpetuate notions of traditionally feminine 

behaviour as the ‘correct’ behaviour for women.  The heroine is limited to the more 

passive modes of femininity, outlasting the hero’s early rejections of her, or, like Nell, 

resorting to symbolic modes of expressing affection.  The Bitch, however, is licensed 

to use masculine techniques of aggression, assertiveness, and deception.  With only a 

certain type female behaviour communicated to readers as legitimate, and that a 

particularly passive type, the genre becomes limited in its capacity to represent new or 

even exciting female behaviours:   

In the end the figure of the Bitch constructs a stable, reassuring picture of a 
 world rigidly hierarchical yet structured as a kind of emotional meritocracy: 
 one (deserving) wins only at the loss of the other (alluring but, fortunately, 
 undeserving).  (Ostrov Weisser 279)  
 
The traditional femininity of the heroine is always going to triumph over the offensive 

and frightening – yet alluring and entertaining – behaviour of the Other Woman. 

In the world of the romance novel, women's rivalry and mistrust of each other 

are strongly emphasised.  In Dr Blake’s Angel, Nell’s rival is Blake’s deceased first 

wife, who, even though she cannot speak for herself is still an unwelcome presence in 

Blake’s life.  In some ways Sylvia is a convenient bitch figure, making it easier for 

Nell to prove her goodness (“The Bitch is Who I Am Not” [Ostrov Weisser 277]), but 

her abstract form cannot easily be dismissed.  Also a doctor, Sylvia was bright, funny, 

attractive, and wild.  It was part of her wildness and ambition that led her to drug 

addiction, ending in serious malpractice suits while working in Europe.  Sylvia flees 

back to Australia to seek Blake’s help.  Knowing nothing of Sylvia’s misconduct, he 

vouches for her professionalism and competence as a doctor, and the couple end up 

working in the same hospital.  Drugged almost to unconsciousness, Sylvia causes the 
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death of a six year old boy when she cannot be roused by the nurses.  Sylvia then dies 

in a car accident after Blake confronts her about her drug addiction.  Not only does 

Blake lose his wife, and suffer the guilt of his own part in the immediate 

circumstances of her death, Sylvia’s behaviour reflects badly on Blake as a doctor.  

He has been hurt both personally and professionally.  His reaction is to withdraw from 

life, retreat to a country town, and overwhelm his frayed emotions with work. 

Nell’s rival is the memory of a dead woman, who has left Blake angry, bitter, 

and unwilling to enter into any relationships.  Whilst Nell does not have to contend 

with a physical Other’s interference – no lies, violence, or deception – she does have 

to deal with the consequences of Sylvia’s treatment of Blake, and with an intangible 

person who cannot be made to go away: “‘[I]t was like Sylvia had left a shadow – a 

ghost I couldn’t exorcise’” (114).  This does mean, though, that the differences 

between Nell and Sylvia can be emphasised – mostly to Nell’s advantage, although it 

may not seem so at the outset.  Sylvia is described as “‘gorgeous, intelligent, funny’” 

and everything Blake thought he wanted in a wife (113).  Nell, too, is attractive, but 

the doctor at Sydney Central describes her as “‘a mousy little thing’” (25), and Blake 

does not see her as another wife.  Nell is studious; Sylvia liked having fun.  Sylvia 

was careless with patients, but Nell is not: “‘She’s extremely competent and decisive 

and very, very kind.  The patients love her’…‘If you have Nell McKenzie wanting to 

work with you, then you hang onto her with everything you have.  She’s worth her 

weight in gold’” (25).  Until Sylvia’s ghost is exorcised, however, that message is 

unlikely to get through to Blake.  

Demonised and made into a one dimensional character, Sylvia is the barrier to 

Nell’s relationship with Blake – once again the woman held to control the man’s 

emotional state – even in death.  Nell, though, very much alive and determined to help 

Blake overcome his hatred of women, tells him candidly, “‘I made a fool of myself 

over a man, and you did the same over a woman.  But I took off my wedding ring and 

threw it into the middle of next week.  You should do the same’” (119-120).  Nell 

wants to cure Blake’s broken heart, and stop him working himself to death.  Her 

selfless motives are contrasted with Sylvia’s selfish and destructive behaviour; Nell is 

more worried about Blake’s wellbeing than she is about herself.  Sylvia’s wild, fun-

loving, nature caused her downfall.  Nell’s domesticity, quiet confidence, and love for 

community successfully win Blake’s heart.  What results is, more than ever, a very 
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Australian form of romance, where an unusual romantic heroine – a heavily pregnant 

one – wins out through her social worth and energetic embrace of community.  It is 

continuity which is stressed: the need to ‘soldier on’ in adversity, the need to re-

establish family and heal rifts, and above all, to guarantee the next generation and 

transform failure into a new beginning.  If transformation is the core of romance, 

transformation born of emotional attachment which transcends all previous social 

relations, then in the Australian context the change must, it seems, be in the direction 

of the restoration of the family unit, its value asserted within the wider community. 

  

Conclusion 

 
 While an Australian romance novel will obviously focus on an instance of 

romance and so perpetuate its most central myths, the ideologies behind romance in 

the Mills & Boon formula have just as much impact as the romance itself.  These may 

not, however, be immediately evident, their import coded in various ways, as part of 

the novel’s action, plotting, or characterisation, as much as in any direct form of 

dialogue or commentary.  Here, for instance, Nell’s focus on food as a means to create 

community and convey affection reinforces already-strong associations between 

women and food.  A part of the production of culture, food preparation and serving 

become romantic in ways well beyond the conventions of exotic courtship or 

sophisticated seduction: they are core activities of the domesticity which guarantees 

the Australian heroine’s credentials as potential wife and mother – a central part of the 

romantic discourse of connection, with both hero and community.  Those women 

positioned outside this discourse, more concerned with the consumption of pleasure 

and assertion of their own desires, rather than in building connection with others, are 

negative exemplars, used to throw into relief the virtues of both heroines, and the 

solid citizens who make up everyday community.  Meanwhile, those males whose 

capacity to recognise and articulate the emotional connectedness upon which family 

and community can be built has been injured in earlier encounters, or has never 

otherwise been developed and released, must be brought to communicate this one, 

central ‘truth’ of romance’s view of ‘human nature’.   Sullen responses, 

unreciprocated social advances, and even downright rejection from a male – very 

much the central repertoire of Australian male communicative style in response to 
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women if the socio-linguists are correct in their analysis – can then be interpreted as 

denial, rather than any real lack of interest.  It is then the cultural ‘work’ of women, 

and most notably the altruistic and ‘caring’ women who are the right stuff for 

romantic heroines, to cultivate in these recalcitrant males the attitudes and behaviours 

and values which will produce successful relationships: successful meaning openly 

expressive, domestically centred, and emotionally harmonised.  This is the kind of 

femininity that gets to achieve happiness through a relationship.  For all its seeming 

modernity; its admission of failed relationships in previous encounters, even for hero 

and heroine; its portrayal of ongoing professional work commitments, and its central 

use of the expressivity problems of the Australian male in particular, it maintains a 

highly domestic monogamy at the core of its ideological positioning, inviting the 

question: what next?  Is there any way forward from such a formula – and how can it 

be made attractive to women readers of the twenty-first century, whose lives and 

social relations are even broader in their sexual encounters, the demands made of the 

working lives, and social alternatives offered as life destinies?  

 The next chapter of this thesis explores what has become called the ‘chick-lit’ 

novel of the ‘post-feminist’ young woman, examining once  again how those 

ideologies central to the romance myth continue to control women’s behaviour, 

directing it, no matter the social opportunities of the day, towards conformity to 

traditional conservative ideals. 
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Chapter Six:  Three Wishes: Chick-lit and the ‘Post- 
  feminist’ Problem 
 
 
 
Part One: Chick-lit 

 
 Three Wishes (2003), by Liane Moriarty, an Australian ‘chick-lit’ novel, is a 

useful example of how a newly emerged literary genre approaches the love story.  

While not as popular as the formula-romances of Harlequin Mills & Boon, chick-lit, 

written for yet another in the series of  ‘new women,’ sexy, strong, and powerful, has 

rapidly gained an enthusiastic readership.  It addresses the contradictions of  social 

freedom and autonomy versus traditional roles for women, but ultimately still 

supports conservative social relations vested in the heterosexual monogamous 

relationship, coded once again into a ‘happy ever after’ ending.  Three Wishes 

represents romantic love as directed only towards monogamy, as being central to 

female cultural preconceptions, and as aimed at achieving a stable and secure 

domestic partnership.  Perhaps more surprisingly, these novels emphasise how 

domineering women – those most powerful and successful in the pursuit of their 

careers and public lives – ruin their relationships. 

  The immediacy and depth of market response to novels such as Bridget 

Jones’s Diary and television shows like Sex and the City revealed a new taste for 

contemporary fiction focused on women’s struggles to find identity within the new 

‘information professional’ culture of urban consumerism (see especially Lury 1996).  

Having achieved high enough levels of education access and disposable income to 

live independently, women of the 90s and beyond are presented as confronting 

another social irony: a lack of ‘suitable’ men.  Single, middle-class women have the 

job, the clothes, the friends, and would like the man – even if they are quick to point 

out that they do not need him.  Chick-lit and its media spin-offs show such women 

struggling to make sense of the opportunities available to them, and especially with 

the contradiction between an apparent freedom, and the retention of certain cultural 

demands and restrictions.  Chick-lit novels examine life and love in more realistic, 

earthy, and even humorous ways than romance novels, but the lightness of tone and 

the accumulation of contemporary reference – much of it related to branded 
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consumables – conceal a treatment of serious social and sometimes psychological 

issues relating to female identity.  Monica Harris claims that in the chick-lit genre 

mainstream titles are often funny, gossipy, dramatic, weepy or scandalous.  
These novels offer readers less formulaic story lines, so the language can 
include profanity, sexuality can be fully explored, and emotions such as 
jealousy and vengeance can be examined in a way that won’t violate the 
reader’s expectations.  The satisfaction for the reader comes when the heroine 
finds all her battles are won, all her lessons are learned, and she feels strong 
enough to shape her life the way she wants.  (Harris 15) 
 

Chick-lit emphasises the importance of women making their own choices, and, 

significantly, although there is always a man – or several – involved, the heroine 

always has the choice of staying with her love-interest, or not.  Imelda Whelehan, 

however, says of the heroines in chick-lit: 

Once the ‘snogging and shagging’ of the early years are over and she has 
reached a certain level in her career, the biological imperative to ‘nest’ takes 
over.  It is only then that the singleton realises her success in other fields has 
been at the expense of the one thing that ‘really’ matters – finding a man.  
(Whelehan “Did Bridget Jones Really Liberate Us?” 27) 
 

To Whelehan, these novels are not doing anything to enhance women’s perception of 

their position in society, since choices still revolve around the family.  But, as Farrin 

Jacobs has stated, “Chick-lit bashing is nothing new.  Even the nice reviews often 

state the equivalent of ‘this is pretty good… for a chick-lit book’” (Jacobs 58).  Many 

readers of chick-lit appreciate something more substantial than a romance novel, but 

less challenging – and less depressing – than serious/ resentment literature.  Nor is 

this a minority group.  Chick-lit has developed a loyal readership.  One of the 

participants of the Chick-lit Forum on www.chicklit.co.uk believes that chick-lit is 

starting to evolve on its own terms:  

I think it is changing and moving forward.  I don’t think people want the same 
stuff they read about 5 years ago.  We’ve all grown up and want something a 
bit meatier/with a bit more grit to it.  I think we’re all fed up with the sex and 
shopping, the boy and the girl….It’s been done so many times now you don’t 
need to read the book anymore!  (Chick-lit Forum, faithg, November 7 2005) 
 

These ideas are echoed by the editor of www.chicklit.co.uk, who agrees that many of 

the novels are “either badly written, boring, or still [revolve] around the ‘can’t find a 

man’ routine” (www.chicklit.co.uk), but states that many other good novels are 

emerging (although these ‘good’ novels are not identified).  Because of its popularity 

– and perhaps inevitably, given its own obsession with consumerism and cult objects 
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– chick-lit has become a formula commodity, marketed much as romance novels are, 

with brightly coloured jackets and pictures of cartoon handbags/ shoes/ shopping 

bags/ pets/ men, coding the particular femininity the genre espouses.   

The look of these books has been reported as putting some people off: once 

again, overtly female formula writing reputed to have a bad reputation, but still these 

novels sell extremely well.  Some of the more well-known titles, for example, such as 

Bridget Jones’s Diary (Helen Fielding), The Devil Wears Prada (Lauren Weisberger), 

and Almost Perfect (Dianne Blacklock) established as minor classics of the form, 

known even to those who do not favour the genre.  Chick-lit has even managed to 

move into the highly conservative Christian market, suggesting that there is 

something to the formula, beyond sexual exploration and intense consumerism.  

Ramona Richards explains that it is the relational impulse, the focus on friendship, 

and more, which makes these novels appealing to contemporary women: 

[C]hick lit really is about women’s hearts and the incredible friendships that 
can grow between them as they struggle with the ordinary issues in life – men, 
work, stress.  Christian women readily relate to these topics, especially if the 
story also shows how faith drives a woman’s choices in fashion, fun, and 
friends.  (Richards 51-52) 
 

Christian chick-lit focuses more on faith than on sex and alcohol and partying, aiming 

to show that having strong Christian beliefs can be fun as well as spiritually 

rewarding.  It is proving a hit with women not interested in fast-paced sex and scandal 

(Richards 52).  The Islamic world too has chick-lit writers, even if their books are not 

always approved for publication in their home country.  Copies of Rajaa al Sanie's 

novel The Girls of Riyadh are, in Saudi Arabia, “selling up to 10 times their cover 

price of $10” (The Dominion Post B3).  

 Chick-lit is beginning to seem like a literary sensation.  The chick-lit label can, 

however, occasionally disappoint or even offend an author.  Lynn Messina, author of 

InStyle, which was labelled chick-lit despite her claims that she was not in any way 

aware of the phenomenon, says “‘It hurts me now to realize that every one of these 

books has people sitting in swank bars drinking cosmopolitans’” (cited in Weinberg 

49).  Chick-lit’s obvious appeal to women, its easy marketability, and its similarity to 

romance novels mean that it is not, generally, taken seriously: “‘I like reading chicklit 

but it’s a bit like reading a dirty book: I’d rather not tell anyone what I’ve got in my 

bag’” (cited in www.chicklit.co.uk).  But if the genre itself is not considered 
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significant, the ideas and values it communicates are.  As with romance, chick-lit 

perpetuates conservative social ideals, even as it confronts controversial, feminist, or 

non-traditional issues – as in The Girls of Riyadh, where aspects of the Islamic world 

are questioned.  Enjoying many sexual partners whilst single is no longer a 

controversial subject (in the Western world at least), and is a core element of the lives 

of chick-lit heroines – but heterosexual monogamy is presented as the only legitimate 

long-term arrangement, even if it is critiqued.  Serious issues, such as rape, infidelity, 

or the death of a partner are dealt with honestly and with understanding (in Three 

Wishes Gemma’s fiancé is hit by a car and killed and Cat has a miscarriage), but in 

most of these novels marriage, or something very like it,  is the goal of the mature 

heroine and her circle of friends.  Whelehan observes that “Ideologically, women are 

still positioned as the makers of relationships, the people who need marriage and 

children while men are the dysfunctional breakers of them” (Whelehan “Sex and the 

Single Girl” 37).  Feminist ideals of women’s independence and strength may be 

absorbed into the chick-lit narrative, but it sill presents romance discourse in ways 

continuous with earlier forms of love-story.    

 

Part Two: The Market and Chick-lit 
 
 Racy plots with happy endings still sell books.  Chick-lit has quite quickly 

proven yet another cash-cow for publishers, as Rebecca Vnuk comments: “Sexy, 

funny, and sharp, chick lit is one of the fastest growing fiction genres today” (Vnuk 

42), and chick-lit books have been particularly popular “with women in their twenties 

and thirties who want to be reassured that they are not alone in screwing up their 

lives” (Vnuk 42).  Most interesting though, is Vnuk’s comment that readers also want 

to be reassured that “screwing up doesn’t preclude a happy ending” (Vnuk 42).  The 

happy ending which, of course, ensures that the girl gets not just the boy, but the one, 

true love around whom a life can be built, is still very much in demand. 

Chick-lit’s target audience is not a straight-forward or simple demographic, 

which means that these novels are often contradictory.  While women want to be 

assured of finding a long-term partner, they do not want to be thought of as love-

struck girls, dependent on a romantic relationship.  The chick-lit novels, then, “at once 

ventriloquise feminism and yet express pleasure in embracing the unreconstructed 

longings expressed within classic romance formats” (Whelehan “Sex and the Single 
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Girl” 28).  Readers may have expressed the desire for something more significant to 

read than romance, but the expectation of a happy ending is also being articulated.  To 

sell, chick-lit has to be upbeat, witty, ironic, and point towards a successful, (most 

often) heterosexual, monogamous relationship.  The heroines may appear to be 

successful and content with their independence, but in the end ‘the relationship’ 

becomes all-encompassing.  As Whelehan has noted, “The truth universally 

acknowledged by singleton literature appears to be that singleness is an unhealthy 

state and any single woman who claims self-possession…is clearly deluded” 

(Whelehan “Sex and the Single Girl” 28).  The ‘cure’ for singleness is often what 

readers are looking for.  Readers want sassy heroines who, whilst perfectly capable of 

taking care of themselves, are not afraid to admit they want the love of a good man. 

The heroines in these books are easily recognisable to readers: women very 

similar to themselves.  The reader must be able to identify with the lead character (or 

with the lead character’s experiences) for the novel to be successful: “contemporary 

readers of the singleton novel seem only to want to encounter themselves” (Whelehan 

“Sex and the Single Girl” 31).  Also, as Rebecca Vnuk comments, “The genre’s aim 

of eliciting a response of ‘I’m exactly like that’ or ‘That just happened to me!’ has 

really struck a chord” (Vnuk 42).  It seems to be important for women to see their 

own insecurities articulated and validated, and possible ‘solutions’, positive and 

negative, modelled.  Chick-lit’s focus on those women who miss relationship 

opportunities but eventually end up with a man appears to be an important message. 

 Red Dress Ink, a subsidiary of Harlequin Mills & Boon created in 2001 

specifically to tap into the chick-lit craze, initially had a cool and critical reception, 

with a number of unpopular books produced as authors and editors struggled with the 

formula.  Critics of Red Dress Ink were bored by the constant bed-hopping of the 

heroines: relationships which did not ever seem to lead to any personal transformation 

or change of behaviour.  The new ‘no-man’s land’ chick-lit, too embedded in girls-

out-together frolics and endless ladies-who-lunch post mortems on the night before, 

appeared to ignore women readers’ desire for a more permanent relationship.  While 

the sales of Bridget Jones’s Diary suggested that women were indeed looking for a 

new kind of fiction, there was disenchantment with heroines who could not strike a 

suitable balance between freedom and wanting a traditional happy marriage.  Some 

books were simply not well received.  The market, “young women in their twenties 
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and thirties” (Vnuk 42), likes “a big helping of pop culture – great shoes, trendy 

drinks, celebrities, jobs in publishing” (Vnuk 42) and a typical, traditional marriage.  

The focus for the love story in chick-lit, remains, at core, heterosexual monogamy. 

 

Part Three: ‘Post-feminism’ and Chick-lit 
 
 Post-feminism is a controversial term because it seems, at least at first sight, to 

imply that feminism is something from the past, as Summers observes: 

We are said by many to be living in a post-feminist world, where women's  
issues are passé, where 'girl power' reigns and 'girls can do anything' and 
where any talk about equality, let alone feminism, is redundant. (Summers The 
End of Equality 259)   
 

Many – perhaps most – women today know little to nothing of the history of 

feminism and its relationship to the advances in women’s social position.  To them, 

this is a post-feminist world, all the advances already made, and the social analysis 

which would enable them to see how far much remains to be done, no longer part of 

their ideological perspective.  If ‘post-feminist’ seems to mean living in a world of 

full social equality, then many will use it with pride, and little further thought.  

Looked at from a feminist standpoint, the ‘design’ of chick-lit aims at a narrative 

genre which can examine the new range of social conflicts emerging out of 

feminism’s triumphs, acting to inspire oncoming generations to take on the struggle in 

their turn.  Chick-lit has been described as a narrative format that allows 

contemporary women to discuss the effects of living the independent and liberated 

lives won for them in the late twentieth century: to deal with the increased perception 

that merging freedom with relationships did not seem to work.  As Laura Zigman has 

explained, “‘We had a lot of freedom and a lot of choices, but there was a price.  

People were lonely’” (cited in Weinberg 48).  For many women feminism has been 

too successful: there was no longer a place for men – and since feminism had not 

overthrown patriarchy, the centrality of men in women’s lives remained a central 

theme.  Natasha Campo points out that “Blaming feminism for women's unhappiness” 

is a common strategy in the media (63).  The ‘post-feminist’ world is popularly 

represented to contemporary women as empty, joyless, and confusing: the result of 

feminist tampering with the ‘natural’ order, and their defiance of women’s ‘innate’ 

sensibilities.  Early Australian feminism, Campo argues, in fact believed that 'having 
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it all' was the problem, not the solution (Campo 65), but in a classic move on behalf of 

consumerism, the mainstream media – books, magazines, television, movies, and 

news programmes – present 'having it all' as something that feminism promised. 

Exacerbating the problem is the fact that popular and mainstream culture is far 

more relevant and accessible to women than feminism, which has, for the most part, 

become the territory of academics and specialist policy writers.  Feminism does not 

currently enjoy much media attention, no longer particularly newsworthy, and deeply 

“politically uncool” (Summers The End of Equality 262).  Its ongoing significance for 

all women is not always obvious to them.  Popular culture, on the other hand, 

continues to reproduce a populist brand of feminist thought, notably focused on 

maximising public awareness of obvious sexism and a general acceptance that women 

were – in the past – oppressed.  Juliet Mitchell, a major figure in second-wave 

feminism, has commented that “The contemporary relative inactivity of political 

feminism is matched by its successful proliferation and assimilation into a natural 

discourse” (Mitchell “Psychoanalysis and Feminism at the Millennium” 3-4).  Popular 

culture may continue to make feminist issues visible, but inevitably it simplifies them, 

obscuring the contexts in which they remain viable.  Sexism, for instance, is 

represented as if not a problem – except in individual cases.  Both feminist ideology 

and any attempt at activism are either ignored or condemned, making it appear as if 

women always had access to twenty-first century freedoms – and that these are now 

uncontested, and do not need a vigilant defence.  As a result, the same images and 

ideas that have always confined women are reinforced, albeit packaged in a modern 

way, rather than questioned – and, in particular, the love story discourse has remained 

in place.  As Whelehan has observed, “Representations of women, from the banal to 

the downright offensive, have a way of replicating themselves across the decades as if 

they tell us some fundamental ‘truths’ about femininity” (Whelehan Overloaded 11).  

 One issue in relation to TV sitcoms, such as Home Improvement, helps 

demonstrate the point.  Home Improvement has been criticised as inherently anti-

male, making handyman character Tim Taylor look like a buffoon, while his wife, 

Jill, is portrayed as the long-suffering damage-control manager (Nathanson & Young 

40).  Presenting men as helpless without their wives, though, is by no means a new 

idea (for example, refer to Chapter 3, the discussion on 1940s Australian Women's 

Weekly fiction).  It has long been used to encourage women to take better care of their 
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husbands, and to ensure that their homes are happy places.  Nathanson and Young 

describe Home Improvement as ‘misandrist’: part of a culture responsible for making 

men feel inadequate in contemporary society (Nathanson & Young 40-41).  Feminism 

is thus viewed as both dead and irrelevant, and alive and causing havoc:  

[A]t the same time that the media sounds the death tenet on feminism, other 
 commentators want to stress the extent to which feminists have seized power 
 over the way we think, suggesting conversely that feminism is alive and well 
 and successfully ruining our lives. (Whelehan Overloaded 19) 

 
In mainstream/ popular media feminism and relationships are represented as not 

compatible, with feminism held to be anti-family.  Even in chick-lit, romance for 

today’s independent career women, while acknowledging that marriage is not the life 

‘career’ it once was, characters still consider the ideal heterosexual monogamous 

relationship as the most important aspect of a successful woman’s life.  Finding Mr 

Right is still a priority, all the narratives centring on “the emotional relationships and 

gendered perceptions of self – which steer our interpretations of the role of women in 

the twenty-first century” (Whelehan “Sex and the Single Girl” 38).  Television, 

movies, and magazines directed at the young single career woman all carry the same 

message: “In short, women have been complicit in keeping alive the old forms of 

femininity, albeit in a new guise” (Coward Our Treacherous Hearts 9).  Women may 

succeed in business and in education, but the rules change when they look for 

heterosexual relationships.  Chick-lit presents a world where it is possible to have it 

all and hold onto it, and where ‘having it all’ means that marriage and motherhood 

must be somehow accommodated alongside high-end consumerism and the brilliant 

career. 

In fact, the myth of ‘having it all’ is itself a media construct, as Virginia 

Haussegger points out in Wonder Woman: The Myth of ‘Having it All’ (2005).  It is, 

she claims, a myth that causes heartache and disillusionment for many professional 

women.  Haussegger explores how women are still ultimately defined by biology: 

either mothers or non-mothers, despite a wide range of achievements or successes 

(Haussegger 8).  Before writing her book, Haussegger wrote an opinion piece for The 

Age in Melbourne expressing her anger about being childless (Haussegger “The Sins 

of Our Feminist Mothers”).  Here she describes how instead of focusing on family, 

she developed a career, believing she would be able to have children later on.  

Haussegger’s article generated an enormous response, most of the comments 
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revealing a significant lack of understanding about feminism, or its history, goals, and 

achievements.  Many believed Haussegger was blaming feminism for her childless 

state.  Some commented that she had made her choices and now had to live with the 

consequences.  Haussegger’s point, however, was that mainstream media make 

‘having it all’ appear easy and natural, when in fact it is exhausting and out of reach 

for most.  Haussegger found that in Australia the more educated a woman is, the less 

likely she is to have children.  The more money a woman earns, the less likely she is 

to have children.  This is not necessarily due to choice; establishing and maintaining a 

career take time and energy. 

Three years earlier than Haussegger, Sylvia Ann Hewlett examined the same 

phenomenon in an American context in Creating a Life: Professional Women and the 

Quest for Children.  The women she spoke to expressed deep regret over their 

childlessness, but explained that if you wanted to launch a successful career it was 

impossible to take time out for children – or, in some cases, find time for a stable 

relationship (still considered necessary by most women wanting children).  Women, 

Hewlett says, are happiest when they have both children and a fulfilling career – yet 

there are few support systems in place to support this.  Work and family are 

ideologically at odds. 

While Hewlett calls for women to have children earlier and catch up with their 

careers later, Haussegger says it is time for women to demand a better deal.  Women 

should not feel guilty for wanting it all; they should feel ripped-off by politicians who 

define women as breeders first and citizens second.  Haussegger cites Peter Costello, 

Treasurer in the neo-conservative Howard Government in power in Australia from 

1996 to 2007, who, on Federal Budget day 2004 told Australia to procreate: 

‘Go home and do your patriotic duty tonight,’ he told the dozens of reporters 
 before him.  The message was unambiguous: the country needs your babies! 
 (Haussegger 141) 

 
In response to what was then represented as ‘Australia’s fertility crisis’, “Furrowed 

brows are cocking their disapproval at women who are childless” (Haussegger 143), 

yet little was being done to change structures that made it virtually impossible for 

women to juggle career and family.  It remained more important for women to be 

wives and mothers.  There is a “political and media obsession with families” 

Haussegger argues (274), as well as an understanding that women want to work.  
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Social policy, though, at least under the Howard Government, saw women only as 

mothers or potential mothers, and not “as women in their own right” (Haussegger 

275). 

 In contrast to conservative government policy, retail businesses have 

increasingly been recognising women's importance in society as consumers, targeting 

them instead of men.  Economic trends across the twentieth century and accelerating 

into the twenty-first suggest that women are more likely to make major financial 

decisions, regardless of whether they are married or not.  For example, since the early 

1990s in Australia, women have outnumbered men in the purchase of first homes 

(Matusik cited in Metcalf 4).  Information such as this has led to the interpretation of 

contemporary culture as undergoing a form of feminisation, “a feminization that is 

often perceived to be linked to the ways in which contemporary culture is 

predominantly figured and defined as a consumer culture” (Adkins 674).  While this 

might at first glance seem an assertion of power, women flexing their new-found 

economic muscle in the marketplace; the matter is rather more complex.  Purchasing 

power has in many ways become devalued, once it is seen that it is women doing the 

shopping.  It is trivialised – in some quarters considered indulgent, and even immoral 

– despite its growing importance to, and precedence over, productivity (see especially 

Castells 1996; and Flew 2005).  Cultural ‘feminisation’ has extended to the workplace 

– the traditional male domain (Adkins 683) – since the rise of the information 

industries in the 1990s, with women for the first time advancing beyond men in the 

employment statistics in some advanced economies.  While this alone has had a major 

influence on the social structuring of the private and domestic spheres, it has been 

promotional culture, advertising, body-image industries, and popular media, including 

publishing, which has carried the burden of cultural adaptation.  Feminisation is most 

recognisable, for instance, in the newly-established market for male cosmetics, with a 

sleeked and trimmed-down ‘executive’ masculine image linked to success (Cook 

2000).  There is, however, little discussion of these major social, economic and 

cultural shifts in popular media – or in politics.  Highlighting women's financial 

independence and their successful entry into male domains emphasises the fact that 

women are no longer exclusively interested in marriage and motherhood.  Moves such 

as those by the Australian Federal Government in the Howard years seeking to return 

women to ‘the home’, a strategy now impossible to achieve short of redesigning the 
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entire socio-economic structure, indicate how unwilling patriarchy is even to 

acknowledge the extent of women’s economic involvement in productivity in real 

terms (Summers The End of Equality 22). 

 Much the same refusal is evident in popular ‘entertainment’ genres such as 

chick-lit.  Janet Batsleer et al. (1985) noted Roger Bromley’s (1978) view that 

“fictional formulas that are repeated again and again” may act as “a systematic 

misrepresentation of the basic conflicts of capitalist societies” (88-89).  They cite the 

historical romances of UK popular novelist Catherine Cookson, which, they argue, 

displace discussion of class struggle in favour of family saga.  In the context of this 

study, chick lit’s focus on smart, sassy young women who have great careers, but who 

also strongly desire a husband and children, ‘misrepresents’ the social pressures of an 

entire social and economic order, drafting women out of the private sphere and into 

direct economic production – without diminishing in any way their purchasing role: 

thus the saturating interest in branded consumables, or in any way ‘replacing’ their 

responsibility for the home and family.  Popular commentary argues it as if produced 

within women’s own – innate – desires:  “Of course these women – the gorgeous 

epitome of singledom – don't need a husband, a long-lasting mate or a committed 

love.... Do they want one?  You bet!” (Haussegger Wonder Woman 185).  In chick-lit, 

while career and independence are important to a heroine’s self-worth and identity, 

ultimately, acquiring a family becomes far more important.  The love story is essential 

because the end result is a family.  The same discourse is evident in both fiction and 

social dialogue: women are wives and mothers, or potential wives and mothers – even 

as their economic role becomes a social necessity.  Again, Gee’s activities, identities, 

relationships, and connections are especially prominent. 

 

Part Four: Three Wishes – Aussie Chick-lit 

  
Three Wishes follows a year in the life of a set of triplets: Lyn, Gemma, and 

Cat Kettle.  Lyn and Cat are identical, while Gemma is the odd one out, having red 

hair instead of blonde.  The novel describes the triplets’ relationships and how they 

cope with each crisis that arises, and as with all chick-lit, Three Wishes is quite 

consciously centred on men, morality, and motherhood.  The same model of 

femininity is presented through the triplets’ different characters: to be truly successful 
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as ‘women’ they somehow need to be less dominant than men, while achieving the 

same levels of social autonomy, financial independence, and professional recognition.  

All three women are successful and capable, but the essential message is one of their 

‘need’ for emotional dependence on a man.  The three glamorous, beautiful, tall, slim, 

and successful sisters have one main defect; they are too independent.  Lyn, the 

sensible triplet, battles her perfectionist, over-controlling personality.  Gemma, the 

unreliable ditzy one, tries to persuade herself that she ‘does not want’ a long-term 

relationship.  Cat, the feisty red-head, is too strong, self-assured, aggressive, and over-

confident.  Although the novel is funny, sensitive, and moving, it also naturalises 

‘women’s desire’ to find contentment within a subservient, heterosexual, 

monogamous union.  Even the triplets’ long-time divorced parents end up remarrying 

– but only when mother Maxine learns to be a ‘softer’ woman. 

  

Catriona (Cat) Kettle 

  
As the deterioration of Cat and Dan’s relationship is the central crisis in the 

novel, beginning when Dan reveals he has slept with another woman (Angela), Cat 

can be seen as the main character.  The novel presents Cat’s life as not revolving 

entirely around her marriage, because her sisters and her career are also priorities, but 

it is made clear that her confidence is due to her absolute belief in the stability of her 

marriage.  Not until the end of the novel does Cat realise that her marriage no longer 

exists, and that this is her own fault.  She simply is not meek enough.  As in the 1940s 

Women’s Weekly fiction, Cat has to recognise that she is the one responsible for the 

relationship’s maintenance.  Cat’s trust in Dan and her certainty that their relationship 

is sound is exposed as a selfish abnegation of her own duty of emotional care, and 

since her expectations continue to centre on a monogamous relationship and 

motherhood as her ultimate goals, she is brought to see the need to ‘work’ on these 

goals.  The couple’s marriage ends, however, because Dan simply falls out of love. 

Being in love, feeling in love, is presented as the essential ingredient for successful 

relationships: an uncontrollable element of human experience, which arrives and 

departs at its own whim.  This is the last female vulnerability: the one element of 

uncontrol for the autonomous woman, so that the monogamous relationship which it 

‘misrepresents’, to use Bromley’s argument, and the patriarchal social structure it 
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supports, remain unchallenged.  It is a relationship which requires, of course, a 

reversal of all the values, attitudes and behaviours chick-lit heroines have learned in 

their new role as independent women.  Cat’s aggression is contrasted, for instance, to 

Angela’s soft femininity.  Dan’s assertion of his own desires is meanwhile 

represented as justified by her own shortcomings as a wife.  His one-night-stand with 

Angela is labelled a “vile humiliating thing” (19), but to Cat it does not signal the end 

of the marriage.  Dan’s infidelity represents merely a glitch, another problem to be 

solved, and it makes Cat review the aspects of her life that she assumed to be stable 

and solid: 

She stared with new eyes at their living room….The bookshelf, lined with 
photos, each one carefully selected and framed as evidence of their happy, 
active lives.  Look!  We’re so loving and cosmopolitan, so fit and humorous!  
Here we are smiling and hugging in our ski gear!  Here we are having a laugh 
before we go scuba diving!  (15) 
 

The acute observation of the principles of interior domestic decor, and of the 

semiotics of modern representation, entirely characterise the cultural moment, and 

underscore the ‘late modernity’ of Cat’s response to Dan’s infidelity.  Having sex 

with someone else is not seen as interfering with the essence of the relationship.  Dan 

has merely created a mess that needs to be cleaned up.  His one-night-stand confuses 

Cat’s perception of her life, and so she is furious, but she never calls into question the 

solidity of her marriage.  She believes in it wholeheartedly.  Sociologist Vincent 

Jeffries explains that a history of positive experiences often outweighs the presence of 

a bad experience, leaving spouses living in anticipation of the return of happy times 

(Jeffries 233).  Cat believes the one-night-stand will not significantly damage the 

marriage, since the rest of her experiences have been, in her opinion, positive.  The 

problem is that infidelity is something that happens to less perfect people, not her.  It 

is an issue of uncontrol.  Dan is wrong because he has made her feel bad.  His reasons 

for sleeping with another woman do not matter to Cat; all she focuses on are his 

physical actions, and the thought of him being naked with another woman: “His guilt 

was inflating her, making her powerful with righteousness.  He was the criminal and 

she was the cop” (15).  Cat’s instinct, though, is to immediately cover up the vulgarity 

of the situation – in typically chick-lit consumerist ways: 

She felt ugly.  In fact she was ugly.  She put her hand to her chin and felt the 
pimple.  Make-up!  She needed make-up.  She needed make-up, wardrobe, a 
hair stylist and an airconditioned set.  Then she’d feel clean. (17) 
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She punishes herself – and perhaps also arouses her own desires, wallowing in the 

unreality of her husband with someone else:  

Cat lay in bed and imagined her husband having sex with another woman.  
She was right there, under the covers with them, watching his hands, her 
hands, his mouth, her mouth.. She couldn’t stop.  She didn’t want to stop.  It 
was necessary to imagine every excruciating detail.  (19) 

 
Cat is working to justify her own self-righteous pain.  The disclosure of Dan’s one-

night-stand is presented like a soap opera event, reframed in slow motion flash-back, 

leaving her “bruised and swollen” and “strangely fragile” (18), allowing her to play 

the part of the suffering saintly wife and admitting no blame for the situation.  Cat 

quite clearly presents herself as the wronged party: Dan’s feelings are unimportant 

(just as Elinor in Spidercup feels wronged by Ivan).  The reader sees only Cat’s 

interpretation of his verbal and non-verbal cues: “Now his mouth was doing 

something strange.  He looked like a guilty little boy caught doing something 

disgusting” (13); “He looked at her beseechingly” (15); “Dan’s face was pasty white” 

(16).  Cat’s experience is real to the reader; Dan’s experience is not.  Cat’s feelings 

are justified, but Dan is “Dastardly Dan” and a “fuckwit” (53).  He is responsible for 

Cat’s misery, and it is his fault that things now need to be fixed.  

Cat and Dan’s relationship has turned into an inconveniently broken thing that 

has to be repaired, and so to fix it Cat insists that the couple seek marriage counselling 

– but only because she is sure that she is in the right, and wants professional 

validation.  Cat is in fact mostly upset because “Now they were the losers” (64).  

Instead of being the successful and happy young couple in the living room snapshots, 

she and Dan have become imperfect, necessitating quick measures to put them back 

together again.  Cat’s mistake is presented as having wanted to ‘win’ at all costs.  

Conflict management may be considered an essential part of a successful marriage in 

late modernity – as if it were just yet another industrial problem (Jeffries 231) – but 

Cat believes that since she has not done anything wrong she does not need 

counselling.  Dan does.  She makes fun of the ‘loser’ counsellor:  

Their ‘homework’ – Annie’s plump fingers had formed exaggerated inverted 
commas in the air – was to think of a memory from their childhood when they 
had observed their parents dealing with conflict.  ‘We’re going to look at the 
role models in your life!’ Annie had cried.  (72) 
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The sessions become another chance for Cat to make herself feel superior and Dan 

feel guilty.  She even competes for the counsellor’s pity: 

Cat was looking forward to submitting the famous story of Kettle Cracker 
Night 1976.  There was no material in Dan’s boringly happy childhood that 
could possibly match it.  She would win the battle for most psychologically 
damaging childhood hands down. (72) 
 

Cat’s behaviour is sulky and aggressive, and decidedly unfeminine.  It does not 

produce reconciliation, and she is shocked when Dan becomes irritated rather than 

cowed: “‘You’re actually getting pretty fucking boring, Cat’” (68).  Cat truly believes 

that Dan loves her, genuinely wants to stay married to her, and will accept her 

treatment of him as punishment for his wrongdoing.  All she has to do to fix the 

problem is to forgive Dan: “Perhaps she could just choose to stop being angry, as 

recommended by Lyn’s self-help gurus.  She felt a sense of wonderful well-being at 

the thought” (74).  Once she decides that Dan has had enough punishment, everything 

will go back to normal.  That ‘normal’ becomes suddenly far more important to Cat, 

however, when she finds out that she is pregnant.  The idea that a baby can solve all 

marital conflict and cement a relationship is a cliché of traditional nuclear family 

ideals, and even Cat feels comfortable asserting it – to herself – as a truism.  She sees 

no reason to leave Dan, and does not believe that he wants to leave her, and so she 

never thinks to question his motives for the one-night-stand.  His clichéd “‘It didn’t 

mean anything’” (16) seems, on the one hand, tacky and belittling, but, on the other 

hand, she believes it entirely. 

 It soon becomes apparent, however, that Dan is more deeply involved with 

Angela than Cat realises, fuelling the depression brought on by her miscarriage. The 

realisation that she is not going to get her own way is a shock:   

She looks at him.  Full in the face.  Right in the eyes. 
He looks at her. 
And there it is.  She wonders how she missed it and for how long. 
He’s already gone.  He’s already looking back at her, politely, coolly, a little 
sadly, from some other place far off in the future. 
He’s gone. (209) 
 

Dan admits that he thinks he’s in love with Angela, and to Cat “It felt as if he’d 

thrown a bucket of icy cold water at her” (247).  Suddenly, Cat is isolated and 

vulnerable.  She begins to lose interest in life.  The certainty of her marriage has been 

taken away – she has discovered that her perspective was wrong: “Dan didn’t love her 
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anymore.  All the rules that mattered had already been broken” (250).  Husbands are 

supposed to love wives, but Dan is not in love with Cat, so nothing matters to her 

anymore.  The lie of the marriage suddenly becomes apparent:  

She felt as if she’d committed a social gaffe of gigantic proportions.  Had their 
relationship appeared bitchy and cruel to the world, instead of sexy and fun?  
Had Dan been lying beside her each night, separated by an entirely different 
reality? (246) 
 

Cat’s clever, aggressive behaviour is not as endearing, or as valued, as she had 

thought.  In contrast, Angela makes Dan feel good about himself – as a good woman 

should.  Angela (‘angel’ – like Dr Blake’s Angel) is soft and warm, not harsh and 

flashy like Cat.  As in the Women’s Weekly fiction, aggressive and independent 

women do not get the man.  Cat’s independence, competitiveness, and strength are 

seen as barriers to forming a truly close (subordinate) relationship.  Dan has an affair 

with Angela because of the way she makes him feel.  He does not have to compete 

with Angela; she is feminine and safe.  When Dan says to Cat, “‘I do love you.  I just 

think maybe I’m not in love with you any more’” (247), he is shattering the romantic 

connection between them, and that is what destroys Cat and makes the reader 

sympathetic to her.     

Pathetically, Cat stubbornly clings onto the possibility of reconciliation, right 

up to the moment Dan tells her that he and Angela are moving to France: a move that 

makes Angela the style trophy, and Cat the left-at-home abandoned loser.  When Dan 

asks to meet with Cat, she becomes hopeful: “He saw her, smiled, raised a hand in 

greeting and it came to her in a matter-of-fact way that she still loved him” (341).  She 

lets herself believe that his motives are reconciliatory: “And for one wild, heart-

pumping moment she thought he was going to say that he’d made a mistake, he 

wanted to come back home, fix things up, try again” (341).  She is, then, devastated 

when Dan announces his move to France with Angela.  Only at that moment does Cat 

finally realise her marriage is over, that love is a privilege, not a right.  She believes 

indeed that her whole life is over, having equated life with marriage, its one central 

purpose and the core of all its activity (again like Elinor in Spidercup). 

Cat’s depression is a result of her disillusionment with marriage and the faith 

she had in its permanence.  Her life no longer has meaning. Because the relationship 

no longer exists she does not want to exist either, to the extent that she becomes 

suicidal: 
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There were moments when she thought she might survive.  And there were 
other moments when she would catch herself thinking about her life as if it 
was a party she couldn’t wait to leave….You could stop pretending to have a 
good time when you were dead.  (253) 
 

Although Cat has had a happy and successful life outside her marriage, the dissolution 

of that marriage has destroyed her desire for a future: “How could she not be with 

someone who shared such a major chunk of her life?” (258).  Cat’s pain over her loss 

encompasses everything: “I feel nothing, I feel nothing was her new mantra” (340).  

The novel emphasises how far this pain is necessary in order for Cat to learn some 

humility before entering into another relationship.  The separation from Dan has 

devastated Cat, turned her into a “knife-welding maniac” (262), someone she does not 

recognise.  It is important for her to shed some of her aggressiveness before she can 

move on.  Cat is humbled by the realisation that, without her partner, she is empty and 

miserable: “bereft” (254) without a husband and the promise of a family.  Love is 

what is needed to become a complete woman. 

 Alternative relationships present an unattractive choice.  When Cat ends up 

drunk and in bed with her boss, she is appalled at herself and humiliated, thinking, 

“How much lower could her life sink?  Self-disgust filled her mouth.  Dirty grey 

misery wrapped itself around her” (265).  Instead of accepting the incident, Cat 

berates herself.  Graham is presented as bizarre and perverse, asking Cat if she would 

be interested in a polyamorous relationship – both Graham and his wife are 

polyamorous.  Cat informs him that she believes in monogamy, and is not interested 

in any kind of relationship with him.  Graham is visibly disgusted with Cat’s defence 

of monogamy, which he considers outmoded and dull.  Cat’s own morality, however, 

is described in ways that reveal how far it too is built around style, rather than moral 

substance.  Graham is viewed as “not unattractive,” a double negative, rather than the 

more positive ‘attractive’, which diminishes any real appeal he might have had. 

Polyamory appears disturbing and sinister: Graham’s proposition is both ridiculous 

and immoral, and only adds to Cat’s depressing circumstances. She is reduced from 

successful wife to the sexual plaything of others. 

 It is interesting to note that Cat thinks of herself as a staunch feminist.  What 

feminism means to her, though, often conflicts with her attitudes, values, and 

behaviour when it comes to relationships – and it is also seen as outdated, especially 

when dealing with Lyn’s stepdaughter, Kara, who is fifteen and is struggling to find a 
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suitable identity for herself.  Cat offers Kara advice about body shape and the 

propaganda of women’s magazines, but Kara’s response to the generational gap is 

terse: “‘And don’t talk to me about how the media tries to make women feel bad 

about their bodies and it’s a feminist issue and blah, blah, blah.  I know all that stuff!  

It doesn’t make any difference’” (144).  Kara is struggling with the same 

contradictions as Cat.  Despite the knowledge that the media portray images of 

women that are unrealistic, Kara is still upset by the idea that her body does not live 

up to the ideal represented as most desirable to boys/ men.  Feminism, it seems, does 

not have any practical use in the real lives of teenage girls, where the only thing that is 

important is how girls are perceived by teenage boys.  When Cat waits at the doctors 

with Gemma, she notes that the articles in the women’s magazines still focus on body 

image: “Cat sighed, picked up another magazine and started flicking the pages a little 

feverishly. ‘Oh good, I can drop a dress size by Saturday night.  I can’t believe they 

still run this sort of article.  It’s no wonder Kara and her friends are so mixed up’” 

(308).  Although feminism is acknowledged as something important, it does not seem 

to have had much impact, and it does not help women achieve relationships: still so 

widely represented as their one authentic desire and social goal.  In the sort of trivial 

incident perennially used to re-assert women’s ‘essential’ orientation towards male 

approval, Cat gets whistled at by a truckie, and is flattered, not outraged:   

The passenger, his arm resting along the windowsill and his feet up on the 
dashboard, glanced down at her and gave a relaxed wolf whistle.  Cat looked 
up and met the guy’s eyes.  He grinned.  She grinned back.  (357) 
 

The truckie’s wolf-whistle validates her as a sexualised woman, and, more 

importantly, as an available woman.  Because Dan now has a girlfriend and “A 

girlfriend sounded so much younger, sexier and prettier than a wife” (259), the 

truckie’s attention makes Cat feel wanted and sexy, the way ‘a woman’ should feel 

when she gets the attention of a man: 

You do know why you’re feeling a little bit happy, don’t you?  It’s because that 
guy whistled at you!  Instead of feeling objectified like a good feminist should, 
you’re actually feeling flattered, aren’t you?  You’re feeling PRETTY! (357-
358) 
 

A “good” feminist would have been both insulted, and able to use the incident and her 

own response to analyse the social conditioning behind both.  Cat ordinarily would 

have reacted aggressively.  However, the newly humble Cat needs to receive the 
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admiration of a man in order to prove that the healing process has begun.  Angry 

women are unattractive.   

 The difficulty here lies in the complex negotiation required to exist within a 

cultural mode in which what are powerful social, economic and political forces – the 

working out of ideology – are largely left to work through the popular consumption of 

commodities, social activities, media texts, and promotional materials such as 

advertising.  Chick-lit – which gathers into itself all of these elements – grapples with 

issues far bigger than its scope suggests.  Maya Linden summarises the difficulties 

confronting women as they negotiate lives filled with contradictory influences and 

demands, using these indirect and contesting materials as advisory guides: 

 [A]n aesthetically pleasurable narcissism and eroticism, alongside a desire for
 male approval, must also be recognised as legitimate in women's fiction, as
 undeniable elements of women's bodily experience, and as contributing
 positively to women's self-definition. (Linden 129)   
 
Linden claims that narratives of a female heterosexual character enjoying the 

attentions of a man should not be criticised.  Feminists, too, seek sexual gratification.  

Cat's recovery must involve male recognition.  As a feminist, Cat might abhor the 

articles about body shape and beauty that society is inundated with, but it is clear that 

being attractive to men, or being ready to receive male attention, is the sign that she is 

ready to move on with her life.  Her physical attractiveness helps her gain confidence 

and speeds along her emotional recovery.  Humiliated and shamed by Dan’s rejection 

(341), for her only a man can restore her social dignity.  Cat cannot simply be Cat. 

She has to be a woman in relation to a man.  In the closing stages of the novel, Cat’s 

full recovery from her depression is represented by her asking a man out on a date. 

The lesson learned about over-confidence does not reverse a more equalised social 

etiquette.  Instead it is about becoming more pleasant and loving in her social 

relations - like Angela. 

 

Gemma Kettle 

 
Gemma is the free-spirited and creative triplet, constantly bullied by her more 

pragmatic and assertive sisters.  The novel slowly reveals that she runs from 

relationships rather than facing the demands of intimacy and commitment because of 

her past experience of an abusive relationship.  Cat and Lyn perceive Gemma’s 
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fleeting relationships as a general lack of interest in anything long-term that leads her 

to break up with her boyfriends, but in reality it is Gemma’s desire to control the 

relationship for fear of finding herself in another abusive situation.  As with Cat’s 

story, the emphasis is on Gemma accepting her own faults before she can find a 

partner and become a ‘whole’ person.  Most importantly, Gemma’s perspective on 

relationships changes when she gives birth.  When Gemma becomes pregnant to 

Charlie (Angela’s older brother), she is terrified by the implications of commitment, 

and so decides that the perfect solution is to let Cat adopt the baby.  By the time 

Gemma goes into labour, though, she has decided to keep the baby and tell Charlie he 

is the father.  It is the existence of baby Sal that restores Gemma’s faith in men and 

relationships. 

 To build a successful relationship with Charlie Gemma has to analyse and 

come to terms with Marcus and his abuse of her.  Gemma’s self-confidence has been 

sapped by Marcus’s physical and emotional outbursts.  When they were together, she 

believed his charges that she was clumsy and stupid.  The relationship with Marcus 

became like an act; they each played the role of a loving couple in public, but at home 

the roles were completely different: 

She leant over to look in the drawer and suddenly he slammed it shut, so she 
had to pull her hand back fast.  He yelled so loudly that it was physical, like a 
blow to her chest, ‘For fuck’s sake, Gemma, where did you put it?  I’ve told 
you at least five fucking times where it goes!’…‘Why,’ she asked and it was a 
bit difficult to breathe, ‘are you yelling?’  The question enraged him.  ‘I’m 
not,’ he yelled, ‘fucking yelling, you silly bitch!’ (233) 
 

Instead of seeing the incident for what it was, Gemma accepted Marcus’s explanation 

that she was simply overreacting.  Because of Marcus, she believed that “she was 

forgetful and annoying and clumsy and selfish and hopeless and boring” (236).  

Gemma has not told her sisters: “there was no need to ruin the lovely picture she 

could see reflected in her sisters’ eyes by telling them a silly story about a bottle 

opener” (235).  The pretence of normality and happiness (the typical love story) is 

much more important to Gemma than revealing Marcus’s abusive nature.  When 

Marcus is hit by a car just before their wedding, Gemma’s first reaction is to hope that 

he is dead.  Marcus does indeed die, and so she escapes an abusive marriage, but not 

through her own power.  Her personal healing, which does not come until she accepts 

Charlie and the baby, centres on the need for self-forgiveness for having stayed with 
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Marcus and letting herself be abused, but more importantly it reflects the desire to 

maintain a relationship. 

 Gemma comes to realise that the relationships she has after Marcus are each 

still haunted by his abuse.  She was too placid with Marcus, but now she has become 

too controlling.  Any angry outburst or any criticism of her by a boyfriend causes 

Gemma to retreat, leaving them bewildered and hurt.  Her defence mechanism is to 

avoid contact, rather than to sort through the problem: to seek freedom rather than 

possible imprisonment.  Independence viewed solely as the lack of commitment to 

one person, is the only way Gemma can maintain control over her own life: 

On the way home Gemma yawned and said, ‘You know, Hamish, I don’t 
really think this is going anywhere, do you?’  Hamish was shocked.  He hadn’t 
seen it coming.  He cried when they said goodbye, ducking his face against his 
shoulder to wipe away his tears on his sweetly uncool checked shirt.  Gemma 
felt terrible.  But somewhere deep inside she felt a tiny hard kernel of pleasure.  
(243) 
 

Being able to walk away gives Gemma the feeling of power that she never had with 

Marcus, and this feeling becomes addictive: control feels good to her.  Even with 

Charlie: ‘the one’, and the kind of man you have to hold on to, Gemma decides to 

break up with him the first time she sees him angry: 

Charlie compressed his lips and puffed out his cheeks, drawing his eyebrows 
together.  And there it was.  That feeling.  The icy breeze whistling through 
her bones, except this time is was combined with a nausea clutching at her 
stomach.  ‘I don’t think we should see each other any more.’  (296) 
 

It is only after Sal is born that Gemma starts to work through her fears: 

Sometimes she still felt the beginning of that icy breeze whistling around her 
bones, but now she had a cure.  She simply thought back to the night when Sal 
was born and she was in the ambulance listening to Charlie’s voice on the 
mobile telling her how a light bulb worked. (373) 
 

It is the love between her, Charlie, and Sal (the traditional family ideal) that keeps the 

relationship going. 

 Gemma does not end up becoming a working mother.  Despite having trained 

to be a teacher, Gemma has preferred to earn money house-sitting, but once Sal is 

born, she relinquishes her transient lifestyle, gives up her job as a house-sitter, and 

moves in with Charlie.  Full-time mothering is presented as the normal course of 

action.  In Three Wishes, the working mother is not seen as ideal.  Maxine, the 

triplets’ mother, has worked while a solo-parent, and it turns her into a hard, bitter and 
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unlovable woman.  The triplets escape turning into their mother.  Cat loses her baby; 

Gemma decides to rely on Charlie after Sal is born.  Lyn is happily married, and so 

able to have a career because her husband helps out.  It is inevitable then that Gemma 

tells Charlie about the baby just in time for them to form a family.  Anything else 

would be a less-than-ideal situation, like Maxine having to cope on her own with 

three children.  Gemma and Charlie have to be a team, because the discourse makes it 

clear that children are best raised by a mother who is always available and a father 

who works hard to provide for his family. In chick-lit, despite the constant assertion 

of what is chic, elegant, and culturally cool in the commodity, design and lifestyle 

line, the most conservative of suburban ‘working-family’ lives emerge as the ideal. 

 

Lyn Kettle 

 
Lyn is physically identical to Cat and constantly competes with her.  Tall, 

blonde, slim, and ambitious, Lyn runs a successful business, has a wonderful husband, 

a daughter and a step-daughter, lives in a large, modern home with harbour views, and 

teaches aerobics in her spare time.  Her life is enviable, and she appears to be an 

excellent example of how women can 'have it all'.  Interestingly, Lyn’s husband, 

Michael, was still married when they starting seeing each other, paralleling the 

situation between Cat, Dan, and Angela.  Lyn, though, is presented as a better match 

for Michael, whose first wife was a “vindictive bitch from hell who deserved to have 

her husband stolen from under her nose” (35).  In the novel, however, it is Lyn's 

obsession with control that is emphasised.  Ambition in women is unattractive if taken 

too far.  Availability to the family is presented as more important.  Lyn is portrayed as 

pedantic and over-the-top; her over-zealous self-management leads eventually to 

panic attacks and illness.  Although she is successful, Lyn’s need to regulate every 

minute of her day and be super efficient is presented as unattractive and unhealthy.  

Lyn’s success is to the detriment of her own wellbeing and, it is implied, her 

relationships with others, particularly her husband. 

Lyn sets herself apart from her sisters by being known as the reliable, sensible 

triplet.  She needs to be in control, and gets irritated when others do not display the 

same kind of discipline.  Gemma’s lack of orderliness is particularly annoying to her, 

as is Cat’s lack of self-control – “So Lyn became a highly effective person on her own 



 213 

– and it worked.  It worked like a charm” (81).  Not only does Lyn become different 

from her sisters, she also becomes socially and financially successful.  Lyn attributes 

her success to the ‘to do’ list, which she writes every morning, and relies on heavily:  

When Lyn was in her final year at university, she had a profound, almost 
religious experience: she read The Seven Habits of Highly Effective People.  
Every page brought a new epiphany…. She didn’t have to be a Kettle girl!  
She could be whoever she wanted to be!  ‘Oh, you’re so lucky!’ people said of 
her success.  Well, she wasn’t lucky.  She was effective.  For the last twelve 
years, she had begun each day with a strong cup of coffee and a brand new ‘to 
do’ list.  She had a hard-bound notebook especially for the task…. She loved 
that notebook.  It gave her such a soothing sense of satisfaction as she drew a 
neat, sharp line through each new priority – check, check, check! (81) 
 

Lyn’s ‘to do’ list is her security and her safety.  It makes her feel capable of achieving 

any task she undertakes.  Efficiency and productivity are highly valued in a society 

ruled by the demands of industry and bureaucracy, but taken too far they can cause 

enormous problems – especially for women who try to ‘have it all’.  In popular 

culture, being able to combine work, children, and marriage is seen as the ultimate 

success story, but damaging if the woman’s main focus is no longer the family.  

 This is an issue which goes to the heart of media misrepresentations of 

feminism as the source of the modern woman’s main dilemma: the view that it is 

feminism’s demands that women be afforded access to paid employment outside the 

home and full social participation that have brought about the current ‘crises’ in 

domestic relations: “The fact that the feminist critique was premised on the belief that 

women could not 'have it all', and indeed identified overwork as a key factor in 

women's oppression, [has] been forgotten” (Campo 65).  Popular fiction, along with 

most forms of media, has performed most of the cultural work of ‘forgetting’ – and 

chick-lit is as guilty as most of representing women themselves as exerting too many 

unreasonable demands.  Lyn is a negative example of an overworked, ambitious 

woman with an obsessive desire for efficiency.  

 Lyn's need for control is so overbearing it is also apparent in her personal 

relationships.  She notes it on her daily listings: “Sex with husband.  Check” (34).  

Any interruption to her daily routine causes intolerable stress, which she tries to 

manage as efficiently as she manages everything else: “Lyn took a deep stress-

management breath through her nostrils” (36).  She will go to extraordinary lengths to 

make up for breaches in routine: 
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Due to the distressing and frankly shocking news about Dan, last night’s drink 
with Cat and Gemma had gone three hours longer than scheduled.  That meant 
today’s ‘to do’ list was longer than usual.  She’d been up since 5:30 am. (31) 
 

Underneath the efficiency, though, is terror at not being able to do everything: 
And beneath all those thoughts was a flicker of concern, a long buried, knotty 
little worry that she was refusing to bring out and dust off, just in case it 
looked really bad. (31) 
 

Lyn will not admit that she may be incapable of doing everything.  It has become 

crucial that she maintain an image of efficiency.  Her desire for perfection is 

presented as obsessive, unrealistic, and harmful.  Lyn refuses to believe that she 

cannot accomplish every task she sets herself, and this is creating serious levels of 

stress:  

Just recently, however, she’d noticed the tiniest, quickly suppressed blip of 
panic whenever she began a new list.  She found herself thinking unproductive 
thoughts like, what if it was simply physically impossible to do everything? 
(81)   
 

Instead of admitting to others that she does not have time, Lyn will reorganise her life: 

A friend from university had called recently, complaining that Lyn never kept 
in touch, and Lyn had wanted to scream at her, ‘I have no time, don’t you see, 
I have no time!’  Instead, she had done a spreadsheet and listed all her friends, 
categorised by importance (close friend, good friend, casual friend), with 
columns for dinners, lunches, coffees, ‘just called to see how you are’ phone 
calls and emails. (81-82) 
 

Lyn cannot escape her desire to have control over every aspect of her life.  Her need 

for organisation is excessive, but it is the pleasure she finds in it that makes her look 

particularly obsessed.  She is addicted to the praise and admiration that accompany 

recognition of successful and efficient people, as well as the image of the self-

sacrificing and generous martyr – something she learnt as a child (154; 219): “What 

an uptight child she'd been” (366).  The thought of having to deal with a crisis is 

something that comforts Lyn, even when she is feeling extremely anxious: “Lyn 

twisted her head from side to side.  I am suffering from stress, she thought.  I am 

suffering from profound stress.  The thought made her feel better for some reason” 

(158).  Lyn is constantly rewarded for her martyrdom, which endlessly gains her other 

people’s admiration.  In Three Wishes, Lyn has recently had a gushing article written 

about her in She magazine, in which the author comments that “While most of us find 

it incredibly difficult to juggle career and family, some women seem to have hit up 
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upon that elusive magical formula” (36).  Lyn is proud of her hard work, 

effectiveness, and enviable lifestyle (82), and she wants others to acknowledge her 

success. 

 During the novel, though, Lyn starts to lose confidence (82).  Her over-

efficiency stops working.  The stress starts to manifest as panic attacks.  The first one 

she has in the car with her daughter, Maddie, in the back: 

And that’s when it happened.  She forgot how to breathe.  One second she was 
breathing like a normal person, the next she was making strange choking 
sounds, crazily gasping for air, her hands clammy and cold against the steering 
wheel, her heart hammering impossibly fast.  (217) 
 

Lyn’s martyrdom and desire for perfection are suddenly more than a pressure 

headache or irritation at her sisters.  Her need to control becomes potentially life 

threatening.  While Lyn does have it all (career, motherhood, marriage, and a social 

life), her success has come at a price.  The implied message is that it is not possible 

for women to be entirely independent.  If they seek autonomy, they will inevitably 

hurt themselves and others around them.  Lyn's husband also has it all, career, 

children, marriage, and a social life, but Lyn has the extra pressure of being a woman.  

She runs a successful business, maintains a good relationship with her husband, is 

raising two children, finds time for her family, and follows her own interests, such as 

teaching aerobics.  Lyn is also stressed, anxious, easily irritated, and, as her mother 

says, looks “‘absolutely dreadful’” – like “‘a skeleton, all pale and drab and 

miserable’” (39).  In addition to the panic attacks, Lyn is so physically worn down 

that she gets chickenpox. “Lyn woke up the next day to find an army of weeping, 

seeping spots had ravaged every part of her body” (285), forcing her to stay in bed 

and rely on others.  It also forces a confession about her panic attacks: “‘OK!  I’ve 

been having these ridiculous panic attacks in car parks and I’m frightened I’m turning 

loony like Nana Leonard’” (289).  Rather than admit defeat or ask for help from 

family, Lyn has tried to sort out the problem herself, emailing an ex-boyfriend who is 

living in the US.  She does not want anyone close to find out about her inadequacies. 

 The message is that it is impossible for women to be totally independent or 

overly efficient.  Lyn needs to learn that she cannot have complete and absolute 

control of her life, but must accept limitations – the difficulty being that these 

limitations are here expressed as her own inadequacies.  It is precisely here that 

feminism focused its concern, seeing the conflicting demands of marriage and career 
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as a social problem – not yet resolved.  As Batsleer et al. argued of romance in 

general:  

 Unless romantic fiction is seen as part of the sexual divisions of society, its 
 conventions cannot be understood. Further, if we do not see those conventions 
 in their relation to wider ideologies of femininity and masculinity, we shall not 
 understand their popular appeal. The power of those fictions is directly related 
 to their ability to represent structural features of the position of women in 
 relation to men. And just as that position both changes and exhibits deeply 
 persistent features, so too do romantic fictions show elements of change and of 
 profound continuity. (88)   
 
Here, social change is accurately represented – lives like Lyn’s are being lived 

everywhere.  The problem is that the fictional resolutions operate as if retreat to 

earlier paradigms were still possible, while the aspirations inculcated through the 

promotional media remain directed towards the allure of the new independent woman. 

The dilemmas this raises can amount to a form of personal tragedy.  In Time (2002), 

Nancy Gibbs outlines the difficulties involved in choosing when to have children 

since women's fertility declines at age 27, but many women believe they can defer 

pregnancy well into their 40s, and are then heartbroken when they find they cannot 

conceive.  James Poniewozik (Time 2002) compares the lives of families who choose 

to have children first with families who choose to have children after careers are 

established.  Women lose out financially in both instances.  

 In Management Today (2003), Mark James discusses the economic problem of 

women leaving careers to have children: 

 Although Australian organisations are investing heavily in their employees,
 they are losing some of their best and brightest female talent.  Women in the
 prime of their working lives are withdrawing their skills and knowledge and
 leaving to have children. (James 15)  
 
This “phenomenon” means that women are not advancing professionally as quickly as 

their male counterparts – but that is a feminist perspective.  James records the more 

fundamental issue of economic loss of a corporate ‘investment’ in expert staff.  

Discrimination against pregnant women and new mothers in the workplace is also 

cited as a problem (James 16) – again, one discussed for decades in feminist circles, 

yet still not a feature of workforce planning or social services provision.  Veronica 

Schmidt (2005), in a Sunday Magazine article, writes about women who are desperate 

for children but do not have (or do not want) a partner.  Single motherhood may not 

yet be seen as an ideal, but is now a possibility which many attempt.  Single parenting 
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remains hard work and financially taxing, given that both social and economic 

arrangements are still founded on the patriarchal family.  Joanne Black (Listener 

2006) discusses the pitfalls of women returning to work after having children.  

Support systems are not readily available, despite the many claims that workplace 

environments are becoming more flexible.  Childcare is an obvious answer, but 

extremely expensive, and not organised to operate at convenient hours or locations 

(Black 17).  Given the retention of ideal family models, leaving a child in the care of 

someone else can induce feelings of guilt.  Author Susan Fogarty, whose novel 

centres on the strain of being an at-home mother, comments that she felt socially 

isolated after giving up her job to become a mother, and this experience is common to 

a lot of women: “'They wake up in the morning and they hate their kids, and they 

think they're the only ones.... When the Mormons came I let them stay, and invited 

them back the next day'” (cited in Jacobson The Dominion Post 2006 D4).  Fogarty 

also reminds her readers that motherhood is plain hard work, and not at all glamorous.  

The notion of being capable of finding time for everything is an obvious fiction, but 

instead of answers involving real social and economic change what gets repeated is 

the belief that it is impossible for women to 'have it all'.  The same questions continue 

to be asked, and the same answers are repeated.  Women cannot do it alone.  In Three 

Wishes, Lyn works hard and is highly efficient; however, she is living an impossible 

life, and so she suffers. 

 On one hand, it is important to let women know that financial independence, 

marriage, and motherhood are extremely difficult to obtain.  On the other hand, it is 

interesting to note that so far, solutions are not available.  Anne Summers, in The End 

of Equality, discusses how in Australia it has become virtually impossible for women 

to work and have children.  She is strong in her criticism of the Howard Government, 

which took away most of the support structures for women who wanted to work:  

“Howard is a self-confessed social conservative who believes women belong in the 

home” (Summers 125).  The same idea is echoed in Three Wishes, with the portrayal 

of Lyn as unnaturally controlling.  Women wanting to organise everything are not 

normal, or attractive.  In order for Lyn to become a better woman, she must learn to 

accept help from others: “One of Lyn's new goals was to ask the people in her life for 

help more often” (361).  Lyn is pleasantly surprised at the results:  
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 Everyone was so pleased to be asked (her mother-in-law almost cried with joy
 when Lyn asked her to bring a dessert to dinner) and occasionally their help
 actually was somewhat helpful.  (361) 
 
Lyn has also decided to “take a calmer, more relaxed approach to life” (361).  In order 

to be a healthier person, all Lyn needs to do is not be so efficient or effective.  She 

even gets herself a new assistant for the business, who is professional and not at all 

annoying (367).  Relational dilemmas may be the core of the difficulties experienced 

by the women in this novel – but they are also, it seems, the one means of their 

salvation.  Autonomy, which each seeks in her own way, may be a current social goal, 

but at heart what women ‘want’, and ‘need’, is social connection.  It is perhaps less of 

a surprise in chick-lit than in romance, given this genre’s tendency to work from 

multiple character perspectives, granting as it were ‘Three wishes’; but is still used to 

normalise both monogamous relationships and home-and-family as the core values of 

a worthwhile life.  If, as Germaine Greer put it in 1971, “The domestic romance 

remains the centrepiece of feminine culture” (188), even those emergent formats like 

Chick-lit, which seem to promise something new, ultimately return to the central 

formula, and reassert the same social values.  

      

Conclusion 

 
 Three Wishes shows contemporary women living what popular media 

represent as the successful feminist destiny: three different women, each in her way 

intelligent, attractive, style-conscious, popular, independent, financially secure, and 

with children (even if Cat’s are still in the future).  Love, still the central relationship 

in each narrative strand, remains monogamous, domestic, and an urgent female 

obsession.  Cat, Gemma, and Lyn each have to learn, however, to conform to a 

particular kind of femininity in order to achieve relational happiness – always and 

only via a family-oriented heterosexual relationship.   

 Behaviours or characteristics which do not fit these aspirations must be 

overcome and eliminated.  Cat needs to be less competitive in order to gain a 

husband.  Gemma has to trust men more.  Lyn has to learn that she cannot do 

everything herself.  All three women are intelligent and confident in their own 

abilities, but it is important for Three Wishes to include three monogamous 

relationships – four if you count the triplets' parents remarrying.  In the novel, 
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individual success means very little, compared to having a husband to share your life.  

Alternative relationships, such as the polyamorous union Cat's boss offers her, are 

dismissed.  It may be possible to be a single parent, like the triplets' mother Maxine, 

but it is not desirable.  Single parenting is shown to turn women into drained and 

bitter people.   

 In arriving at this new vision, feminism is an important source of cultural 

interpretation and political opinion, and is explicitly embraced as part of the identity-

formation of each of the main protagonists – however, it is also presented as having 

very little to do with the everyday reality of young women.  Lyn's step-daughter, 

Kara, and her friends are confused about the contradictions in society: the knowledge 

that women are objectified does not appease their need to be desired by men – and 

they are not the only ones.  Ultimately, each of the Kettle triplets learns that pleasing 

men – and rebuilding their wider social connections – leads to a successful and happy 

life, founded once more on the heterosexual monogamous relationship in a secure 

domestic situation.  The trappings of chick-lit ‘singleness’, sexual adventure, style 

culture, hyper consumerism, celebrity and careerism, all fall before the challenges of 

love and of family. Pleasing one’s self becomes re-defined, once again, as pleasing 

others: a desire that will be further explored in The Tower of Ravens (Chapter 5), a 

modern fantasy novel, where romantic love is presented as undying devotion.  How 

far these re-workings of the romance myth through the chick-lit genre prove a form of 

contemporary fantasy, will be examined there.  
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Chapter Seven:  Fantasy and Fulfilment: The Tower of 
   Ravens 
 
 
 
Part One: The Importance of Fantasy 

 
Like romance novels and chick-lit, fantasy novels have a large and loyal 

female readership, and it is fantasy's popularity that makes it essential to explore the 

ideals and ideas being expressed to readers.  In The Tower of Ravens the love story 

around which the plot is organised centres on a relationship which is monogamous, 

magical, and male dominated: the female holds a subordinate position.  The narrative 

structure mimics that of the love story in the other novels discussed, and while the 

discourse has many distinctive features, it too is close to that of romance. 

Fantasy is defined as “imagination unrestricted by reality, a creation of the 

imagination” (Collins Concise Dictionary), and is typically thought of as bearing very 

little relation to ordinary everyday existence.  Fantasy novels are considered the least 

realistic of all fiction, in that their action, settings and characters are not restricted by 

the requirement that they appear real.  Although today’s popular fantasy genre has a 

widespread following and its own specialist category in most bookshops, it has been 

given minimal academic attention.  It has not attracted the popular media commentary 

afforded romance or chick-lit, and it is not seen as a distinctly female genre.   

In many ways this is a genre which is difficult to pin down.  Irwin comments, 

for instance, that “though fantasies have been written in many periods, fantasy has no 

history, that is, no continuous developmental movement” (182).  It is often considered 

nothing but escapism – an artificial world, unlikely to contribute much to social or 

cultural analysis.  Irwin comments that it is the logically-arranged presentation of 

something that cannot happen in the known world: “a narrative is a fantasy if it 

presents the persuasive establishment and development of an impossibility, an 

arbitrary construct of the mind with all under the control of logic and rhetoric” (Irwin 

9).  Ruddick views it purely as a commercial product: “a specific publishing category 

of non-realistic popular fiction” (3).  He differentiates popular fantasy from fantasy 

literature (literature of the unconscious) and fantastic literature (myths, beasts, fables, 

cyber-punk and splatterpunk) (Ruddick 3).  Both Irwin and Ruddick, though, see 



 221 

fantasy as arousing an enhanced imaginative state: Irwin referring to Romanticism, 

and Ruddick to the surreal dream state.  Fantasy fiction, then, is not limited by the 

usual set of rules that typically makes narrative convincing, including rules which 

normalise our understandings of time, space, gravity, real people, and a familiar 

natural world.  There are, however, elements of fantasy which do preserve known 

conditions, and central to the considerations of this study is its preservation of what is 

called here, following Gee, a relational discourse: the way it portrays interaction 

between characters.  Relationships are vital, especially the male/ female love 

relationship. 

Some generalisations relating to fantasy fiction can be made.  Fantasy explores 

the realms of make-believe in imaginative ways similar to fairy tales (Irwin 92), with 

fantasy novels generally set ‘long ago’ or in worlds that are technologically primitive, 

where people are more open to magic – or some are post-Holocaust, where modernity 

has been largely destroyed.  While this excludes many contemporary authors, such as 

Kelley Armstrong, Keri Arthur, Kim Harrison, Laurel K. Hamilton, and Charlaine 

Harris, who write urban fantasy novels, set in the present day, there is a strong 

tendency towards the archaic, and very often medieval or pseudo-medieval settings.  

There are usually fairy creatures drawn from folklore, including monsters, unicorns, 

dragons, werewolves, and vampires, but also new-created animals: ones that authors 

invent, rather than borrowing from mythology or fairy tale.  ‘Human’ characters come 

in an assortment of races and hybrids, as well as shapes, sizes, and even colours; 

generally, though, the heroes and heroines are either conventionally human or 

physically resemble humans, but with enhanced powers.  Both heroes and heroines 

are athletic and physically strong and skilled, command some form of magic, and are 

handsome or beautiful.  Often, there is a ‘rags-to-riches’ story of social 

transformation, where the underdog hero/ heroine’s ‘true’ nature/ talent is not 

revealed until he/ she comes-of-age or faces and overcomes a life-threatening 

situation.  Social and even political power is a central theme in fantasy: downtrodden 

people rise up in justified vengeance against cruel leaders – although most often in the 

cause of restoring a ‘lost’ but benevolent hereditary monarch.  This aspect of the 

genre is considered one of its major appeals.  Susanne Fendler explains that  

 the vogue of fantasy literature is just one aspect of the discontent with 
 civilized life in which challenges on certain levels are lacking and in which 
 most people feel that their life and their deeds are completely irrelevant.  (108) 
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The alienation common in a modern, urban life leaves many seeking adventure – and 

the fantasy plot obliges.  Fantasy novels transport readers into an imaginative or 

romantic state beyond the limitations of everyday experience, even beyond what is 

plausible.  Fendler discusses how fantasy draws readers' interest because of its 

opportunities for role-playing – readers become the hero/ heroine who is not restricted 

by mundane normality and imaginatively take part in all their adventures (Fendler 

107).  Both psychoanalytic theory – which sees all literature as akin to dream – and 

Jungian mythopoesis or archetype theory, which views narrative as fulfilling the 

needs of the psyche’s ‘individuation quest’ in search of a significant self, endorse the 

view that such texts help readers play out deep-seated psychological needs and drives.  

The only surprise is that this is an adult genre: that this form of cultural ‘play’ is 

enacted well beyond childhood and even adolescence.  The genre does, however, 

promote the view that wrongs may be righted, and lost causes reclaimed.  In fantasy 

novels, readers are able to mentally transport themselves into situations where the 

underdog emerges as the victor and there is seemingly unlimited power to prosecute 

their cause.  So, as in romance novels and chick-lit, fantasy can provide women in 

particular with hope and inspiration, putting female characters in positions of real 

power.  Importantly, in fantasy, such power can operate in destructive and punishing 

ways: something not permitted in the ‘feminised’ moral universe of romance and 

chick-lit.  Even more than in crime novels (discussed in the next chapter), fantasy 

heroines are allowed to get angry without being punished, and the consequences of 

incurring their anger can include death and various forms of suffering.  

 The fantasy genre also appeals to men, nostalgic over the loss of male heroes 

in modern society.  Bowles argues that fantasy provides a last, safe, cultural space for 

hyper-masculinity and an “escape from the confines of political correctness” – a right-

wing conservative-backlash term for anti-feminism (Bowles 207).  With fantasy 

novels so often set in a medieval environment where men are warriors and women 

wives, mothers or sacrificial virgins, the patriarchal social order gives men the 

opportunity to assert power in sometimes violent ways.  In the fantasy genre, physical 

violence is an essential part of defeating evil, so that a muscular ‘man's man’ is 

usually taken for granted.  Raymond E. Feist’s Magician (first published in 1982), for 

example, has several heroes who each play a part in the final victory.  The female 
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characters, however, remain minor, appearing as wives, sisters, and daughters only: 

even the Elf Queen is, in the end, relegated to being a wife and mother.  At the 

beginning of the novel, Princess Carline is described as a silly little girl who throws 

tantrums and bewilders the boys, but of course becomes beautiful.  When she is older, 

she learns to use a sword and kills a few enemy soldiers.  For the most part, though, 

Carline is a love interest and contributes little to the main plot.  Similarly, little 

Princess Anita, six years old when first introduced in the novel and already having her 

future marriage prospects discussed, grows up to be the love interest for Prince 

Arutha, and the classic damsel in distress (she needs to be rescued from the enemy).  

The gendered distinctions extend down the social hierarchy, largely unchanged. Only 

the levels of romantic detail change.  When the feisty Katala kicks Pug, he decides he 

likes her and they end up sleeping together.  Pug notices that Katala is intelligent, 

since “He only had to explain something to her once, and she understood” (380) – she 

is clever enough to retain the knowledge he chooses to give her.  She is described as 

strong-willed and temperamental, but when Pug gets taken away by the magicians she 

does not seek another husband.  She is a good woman, a loyal wife, and, therefore to 

be trusted (521).  Katala addresses Pug simply as ‘husband’ and says to him, “‘When 

I am with you, everything is as it should be’” (592).  Patriarchal monogamy, it seems, 

holds true, even in the working-class households of fantasy.  So too does the beauty-

myth of romance.  The Elf Queen, Aglaranna, despite being centuries old, appears 

young and beautiful.  She is the ruler of the Elves only because her husband has died, 

and if she marries again will have to give up her rule.  Aglaranna may be described as 

wise, but falls in love with Tomas, who has been possessed by the original and violent 

rulers of the Elves.  She has no will to resist Tomas, saying she belongs to him, even 

though he completely disregards her feelings (534).  As is typical of conventional 

romance, Tomas himself overcomes his dark side and becomes a loving husband to 

Aglaranna.  The female characters in Magician are thus all insignificant in terms of 

the narrative action.  They are there because the heroes need wives: part of the proof 

of their manly virtues and central to the mystic marriage union which closes the 

individuation quest and launches that of the next generation.  The wandering and 

adventurous men of fantasy, however, have little need or time for wives, and perceive 

them as a burden to their questing (502). 
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 Gender relations appear to maintain socially conservative forms across the 

genre.  Comedy-fantasist Terry Pratchett’s Disc World novels, for instance, are not 

insensitive to feminist issues, but still manage to present a world that is gender 

unequal.  Witches and wizards have different kinds of magic, with witches’ magic 

kinder and gentler than wizards’ magic.  In Equal Rites, Esk, a nine-year-old girl, 

seeks entry to the Unseen University to become a wizard – but only boys are eligible, 

and both Esk and Granny Weatherwax are ridiculed and laughed out of the university.  

Esk does get training in the end, but witches’ and wizards’ domains remain strictly 

segregated, and men and women have gender-typical roles. 

There is thought to be some cross-over between male readers of fantasy and 

those of science fiction, which attracts a predominantly white, single, male readership 

(Bowles 207).  Science is still typically thought of as masculine, and as a genre, 

science fiction presents both detailed use of scientific and pseudo-scientific theory 

(imagined science and technology of the future) and enhanced heroic plots of the 

‘boys’-own-adventure’ type.  The distinctions from ‘pure’ fantasy are interesting.  

Like other masculine cultural phenomena, science fiction is known for having a well-

documented history: a feature which means that it tends to dominate and so obscure 

the presence of fantasy, with book-stores and libraries often categorising them as one, 

eclipsing the differences between them.  Little critical attention is paid to fantasy – 

except for novels that make it to the screen, such as Lord of the Rings and Harry 

Potter.  While television fantasy series such as Buffy the Vampire Slayer and 

Charmed have achieved both vast popularity with young women, and a great deal of 

critical attention from academic analysts, fantasy novels are more or less ignored.  

Science fiction novels, considered more realistic because their science must be 

plausible and even theoretically possible to carry the readers’ interest, have long been 

considered opportunities for writers to examine difficult and controversial topics.  

Racism, sexism, unfair social structures, and religious prejudice have all been raised 

within science fiction stories, with many becoming minor classics, including Aldous 

Huxley’s Brave New World and George Orwell’s 1984.  Writers who position this 

critical tendency towards what has been termed ’social science fiction’ inside fantasy 

rather than scifi., as does for instance Ursula Le Guin, are relegated to the status of 

children’s literature or adolescent fiction.  
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In literature, having the freedom to imagine an alternative world allows writers 

to challenge and dismantle current social structures.  But this does not occur in 

popular fantasy.  Feminist writers, for instance, have certainly used the science fiction 

genre to explore conflict-ridden topics and to introduce modified social structures as 

alternatives to patriarchy, designing either utopian or dystopian scenarios (Crosby 

125).  As Anne Cranny-Francis comments, 

Fantasy and science fiction were used extensively to envisage societies and 
 subjects which were not defined sexually by patriarchy – and, in the process, 
 were used to deconstruct the practice of patriarchy in contemporary society. 
 (Engendered Fictions 118) 

 
The tendency often leaves these works uncategorisable, and so likely to spend long 

periods out of print.  Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, for instance, comments on the 

cruelty of  human nature as well as on the dangers of an uncontrolled science, but has 

for the most part had her social and ethical commentary stripped away, in favour of 

her creation of a new form of bogey-man ‘monster’.  All-female or gender 

indiscriminate communities have been presented to readers by female authors, from 

Catherine Helen Spence’s Handfasted  to Marge Piercy's Woman on the Edge of 

Time, but remain known only to specialist readers.  Women writers have highlighted 

contemporary feminist positions on the performativity of gender (Joanna Russ’s The 

Female Man and Ursula le Guin’s The Left-Hand of Darkness), “exposing the 

illusions of patriarchal ideology” (Wagner-Lawlor 114) – yet these, rather than 

achieving popular success, tend instead to be read in feminist theory classes.  There 

are undeniable advantages to fantasy fiction for feminists.  Comparing a world that is 

not affected by gender discrimination to the reality of modern society emphasises the 

masquerade of femininity and alerts readers to the ongoing realities of female 

subordination.  The idea of a 'typical' femininity becomes deconstructed.  For women, 

historically denied social influence and agency, fiction has satisfied the desire for 

authority.  Fantasy fiction, where the possibilities are limitless, has been an ideal 

format – but in its popular product at least, has rarely delivered.   

Contemporary Australian fantasy writer, Sara Douglass, believes that fantasy 

gives people hope, as readers “continue to yearn for the mysterious and unexplained”.  

Science, she argues, is a sterile and ill-understood way of looking at the world 

(Women in Fantasy Sara Douglass).  Janice Crosby comments that “What remains 

clear is fantasy’s ability to interrogate pleasure, sexuality, and identity in our society 
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through the exploration of alternate realms” (Crosby 142).   The idea that life could be 

something more than it is can be very appealing.   Romance novels, too, achieve much 

of their success because they allow female characters to be at the centre of the action, 

the objects (subjects) of desire.  In fantasy fiction, the centrality of female characters 

is taken further.  Women here can be significant, desirable, and extremely powerful.  

They create the action and defeat evil monsters.  Colette Dowling suggests in The 

Cinderella Complex (28) that women wait for some outside force to transform their 

lives because they are influenced by those narrative discourses which deny them 

direct agency: which endlessly portray them as the ideal, passive heroines who expect 

to be rescued.  In feminist fantasy novels, heroines transform their own lives.  Naomi 

Wolf too has commented that “women tend, in the dreamy, feminine way in which we 

have been taught to think about our own volition, to have a kind of rescue fantasy 

about our rights” (55).  Fantasy fiction can provide female protagonists who continue 

to fight, and who never give up until they achieve their goals.  The problem is that for 

the most part, inside the popular fantasy narratives supposedly engaging the dream-

worlds of today’s and tomorrow’s citizens, such heroines do not appear.  

This absence is significant, because of the social and cultural modelling 

undertaken in narrative fiction and its screened adaptation.  Fantasy fiction provides 

an outlet for unfulfilled desires, including aspirations towards power, wealth, social 

standing, and even love.  Cawelti believes that formula fiction “may well be one 

important way in which the individuals in a culture act out unconscious or repressed 

needs, or express latent motives that they must give expression to but cannot face 

openly” (Cawelti Adventure, Mystery and Romance 26).  The heroines are “typically 

better or more fortunate in some ways than ourselves” (Cawelti Adventure, Mystery 

and Romance 18).  As Fendler says, like romance fiction, fantasy provides readers 

with wish-fulfilment and hope.  Contemporary fantasy fiction does this in interesting 

ways.  It makes it acceptable for women to be tough and yet female, for instance, 

without the voyeurism or sexual-fantasy projection of much male science fiction and 

fantasy, where stereotypically sexy and usually half-naked wild alien women are 

common.  As Cherland states, many mainstream narratives (non-fiction as well as 

fiction) portray girls and women as victims (Cherland 62) or as risking ostracism if 

they do not conform to typical images of femininity (Cherland 66) – and with such 

images divided between victim or vixen, as it were, the sacrificial virgin or the 
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‘phallic female’ dominatrix, there is often little room for manoeuvre, or at least for 

female imaginative engagement.  With analysts such as David Novitz arguing that 

readers rethink their worlds and learn from fiction (Novitz 9), it is psychologically 

important for women to see female characters who do not conform to typical social 

norms.  Since, as we have seen, romance and other popular narrative forms uphold 

prevailing social arrangements (Christian-Smith 9) and continue to perpetuate the idea 

of a universal and essentialist female, genres such as fantasy become culturally 

important.  

 In fantasy novels written by Australian women (for example, Sara Douglass, 

Jennifer Fallon, Trudi Canavan, and Keri Arthur), the heroines are typically magical – 

but depart from relatively ordinary origins.  They tend to accidentally discover their 

special powers, or to find out that their ‘true identities’ have been hidden from them.  

These heroines are wild and uncontrollable, initially at least lacking awareness or 

finesse.  Part of their journey/ destiny involves learning restraint. They have a 

tendency to act without thought, and usually no role models or preceptors to follow.  

Their outbursts, however, are condoned, so that it becomes clear that expressing 

strong emotions or ‘urges’ (such as anger) is an acceptable part of being a ‘strong’ 

woman and a leader.  These women lead armies of burly warriors, with the good girl/ 

bad girl dichotomy under challenge. Such heroines are not restricted by conservative 

social or cultural ideals.  If they make mistakes, they deal with the consequences, but 

are never labelled ‘unfeminine’ or ‘unwomanly’ in dealing with wrong-doing or 

exacting vengeance.  This is, however, a physical heroism – and the heroines are 

always young and strong.  This is a literature directed, it seems, to youth: a new form 

of individuation myth perhaps, but still not directed towards the construction of a full 

social order, inclusive or respectful of age, of disability, or of social relations other 

than those of command.  Tested against, for instance, the range established by Propp 

(1928) for the traditions of European folktale as an evolved form of cultural fantasy, 

this Australian use of the genre by women writers is still only partially developed, and 

displays many of the influences of the still-more-powerful and popular romance 

genre.  
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Part Two: Love and Fantasy 

 
The love story discourse within contemporary Australian fantasy novels is 

consistent with that in other genres.  Once again, romantic love mostly endorses the 

heterosexual monogamous relationship.  In The Tower of Ravens Rhiannon’s ‘true-

love’ bond with Lewen centres the action, and continues to do so across the entire 

Rhiannon’s Ride trilogy.  Fantasy novels may touch on alternatives to the typical 

romantic love structure, but most often end up returning to the conventions of the 

discourse.  

Sara Douglass, in her Axis trilogy (BattleAxe (1995), Enchanter (1996), and 

StarMan (1996)), uses strong female characters to battle against ruthless authoritarian 

male leaders.  Whilst Axis is the hero of these novels, it is made clear that he is 

doomed to failure without the help of Azhure and Faraday, and, even though both 

women love him, they are friends and allies, and not bitter rivals.  Both are magically 

powerful, saving Axis on several occasions, so active instead of passive.  Similarly, 

Trudi Canavan, in her Black Magician trilogy: The Magician's Guild (2001), The 

Novice (2002), and The High Lord (2003), creates a determined female character who 

is the only one in the country strong enough to defeat evil foreign sorcerers.  Sonea 

begins as a poor slum girl, but soon becomes the most powerful magician in the 

Magician’s Guild.  Guided by male teachers, she is stronger than all of them put 

together, extremely intelligent, and more resourceful.  Jennifer Fallon's Demon Child 

trilogy, Medalon (2000), Treason Keep (2001), and Harshini (2001), again has a 

female holding considerable magical power.  R'shiel is the only person capable of 

destroying the Incidental God Xaphista.  Instead of being manipulated by the Primal 

Gods, she makes it clear that she will do things her way rather than be a pawn.  

R’shiel craves revenge, and does not hesitate to hurt or destroy those who have hurt 

her or her companions.  She is an angry heroine, licensed to express her anger 

(almost) at will. 

 It still appears necessary, though, for these heroines to fall in love.  A love 

triangle is at the centre of the Axis trilogy, and is, significantly, the reason why Axis 

is able to defeat the enemy.  The ability to love is in fact what differentiates the good 

and evil sides.  Axis almost kills Azhure when he believes she is a traitor, but she 

continues to love him: constancy and fidelity are tests of worth, as in the romance.  
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Plot events in abstraction closely resemble those of romance. Axis allows Faraday to 

believe that she is the one, true love, when it is really Azhure.  Betrayed, Faraday pays 

for her love of Axis with her life, leaving Azhure to bring up Faraday's son. While the 

scenario may be more epic, even operatic, in scale, the resolution is typically 

romance-plotted.  

  The Black Magician trilogy is slightly more unconventional.  Although Sonea 

is monogamous, she has a variety of men and is alone and pregnant by the end of the 

trilogy.  Sonea is interested first in Cery, then in Dorrien, and finally Akkarin, but 

barely has time to consider the possibility of marriage – which very much still exists 

among fantasy heroes – before Akkarin is killed in battle.  Sonea may be left 

pregnant, but all she needs is female advice from her Aunt Jonna: neither husband nor 

partner is necessary.  The Demon Child trilogy also has a love interest, Tarja, but 

R'shiel and Tarja become lovers because the goddess of love has interfered with their 

lives.  Here love is not naturalised or normalised, but seen as something remote, 

uncontrollable, and even flawed.  When the Warlord Damin marries Princess Adrina 

for political purposes, it is obvious that the two are fond of each other, but they do not 

use the word ‘love’ to describe their relationship.  When R'shiel acknowledges her 

love for Tarja, she understands that it is Kali's divine interference that controls how 

she feels.  After her relationship with Tarja ends, R’shiel sleeps with Brak, knowing 

that he has made a bargain with Death – his life instead of hers.  There is no hope of a 

long-term relationship forming.  The ethnic Harshini (R’shiel and Brak are half 

Harshini) do not believe in long-term relationships. They live for centuries, and, as the 

Harshini say, no one could be fond of the same person for centuries. 

 While in these novels love is still part of life, its centrality is troubled by many 

other urgent forces, and heroes and heroines play out their destinies at the behest of 

other equally – or more – powerful demands.  Sexuality remains mostly heterosexual 

– in The Black Magician trilogy, there is a homosexual relationship, but the magicians 

consider homosexuality deviant.  Monogamy is typical albeit serial-monogamy.  

Thus, whilst readers are shown active, intelligent, and powerful women, they are also 

presented with the ‘naturalness’ of male/ female monogamous relationships.  The 

significance of motherhood, too, is highlighted.  Azhure has five children and is a 

good and loving mother, as is Faraday, who continues to spend time with her son even 

after she has metamorphosed into a doe.  Sonea, it is implied, will become an 
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excellent mother because she is caring and will do anything to prevent suffering.  

R’shiel is alone at the end of the Demon Child trilogy, but, as she will live for 

centuries, has plenty of time to have a relationship and become a mother.  The 

implication is that motherhood is part of destiny, not a deliberate choice.  These 

novels present ‘woman’ and ‘motherhood’ as a natural link.  Heroines become 

excellent mothers, and since their warrior status is somehow never an impediment to 

motherhood, they are the ultimate ‘superwoman’ working mothers.   

The relationships, and the relationship problems, in these contemporary 

fantasy novels thus mimic the changes and pressures inside contemporary society.  

Multiple partners, homosexual liaisons, the multi-focus of working mothers, and the 

existence of unmarried mothers are subjects introduced for the most part without 

judgement, as unquestioned social phenomena.  Only the love story discourse, it 

seems has remained stagnant, showing little development from traditional romance 

models. 

Despite the romance mini-plots, Sara Douglass, Trudi Canavan, and Jennifer 

Fallon’s heroines are independent, physically and psychologically powerful, and 

inspirational.  Kate Forsyth’s Rhiannon, however, more closely resembles a Mills & 

Boon heroine because of her devotion to true love, and so to Lewen, making The 

Tower of Ravens just as much romance as fantasy.  The Tower of Ravens is slightly 

different from other fantasy novels because of the romance at its heart.  Categorised 

as Sci-fi/ Fantasy in libraries and book stores, it also has an unmistakable cross-over 

with romance.  For Fendler, fantasy typically includes romance.  She sees fantasy 

narratives as “sword and sorcery” love stories, “placed in a world that resembles a 

medieval world, [where] restrictions in technical possibilities are overcome by magic” 

(Fendler 107).  Obstacles are always overcome, and at the end the hero and heroine 

are always safe, much as in the fairy tale.  Fairy tales, also described as fantasy, are 

psychologically important to children, who learn from them that all difficulties can be 

overcome (Zipes 49; see also Bettelheim).  Like fairy tales, fantasy fiction provides 

hope, embodied in the heroes and heroines and their capacity to defeat evil.  In The 

Tower of Ravens, however, as in romance novels, it is ‘correct’ female behaviour, and 

not magic, which resolves the problems.  Rhiannon is wild and unladylike, so Lewen 

tries to mould her to fit in with civilised society and his idea of a suitable partner.  

Rhiannon may be a strong and magically gifted young woman, but she relies heavily 
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on one man, completely dedicated to him and to their love bond.  Instead of focusing 

on the attainment of power, The Tower of Ravens is thus a love story which happens 

to be set in a magical environment.  As in a romance plot, the main female character 

has some power and control, but is otherwise completely devoted to her lover.  As in 

fairy tale, the lovers are driven apart by evil characters and crises, but prevail.  Like 

romance, The Tower of Ravens assures readers that Lewen and Rhiannon ‘belong’ 

together: the characters’ actions and relationship building make this clear.  How far 

then is fantasy founded on romance?  Where, if anywhere, do the distinctions lie, and 

what do they say of the conditions of the monogamous heterosexual relationship in 

contemporary society? 

 

Part Three: The Tower of Ravens   

 
The Rhiannon’s Ride trilogy, and the six book series The Witches of Eileanan 

which precedes Rhiannon’s Ride, are set in a primitive and wild environment, typical 

of fantasy novels.  Even though the characters speak with Scottish accents, the land is 

not supposed to be Scotland, as Forsyth comments:  

The Witches of Eileanan is based on the premise that a group of Scottish 
witches fled the persecution of witches in the 16th century to discover a new 
land where they could worship their pagan, pantheistic religion and practise 
their magic in freedom. It draws strongly on Scottish folklore and history, 
though is not in any way meant to be set in Scotland. (The Official Kate 
Forsyth Website) 
 

Also typical of fantasy fiction written by women is a strong heroine with magical 

powers; in contrast to other fantasy novels discussed, however, the Rhiannon's Ride 

trilogy does not develop Rhiannon’s powers.  Instead, the love bond between Lewen 

and Rhiannon centres the narrative and drives the action, to the point where, in the 

midst of Lewen and his family being attacked by Rhiannon, the suggestion of a 

budding romance is slipped into the text.  Lewen becomes the only person that 

Rhiannon trusts.  He in turn thinks of her as like a drug – impossible to resist (129).  

Lewen and Rhiannon's relationship is the centre of the novel.  Significantly, Kate 

Forsyth makes it obvious that only a certain kind of female behaviour leads to true 

love.  The Tower of Ravens, clearly a fantasy, filled with flying horses, fairies, sea-

people, wood-people, and satyricorns, otherwise reads very much like a romance 

novel, constantly emphasising the significance of the love story. 
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It is, for instance, important to note how Rhiannon comes to be named, 

because it foreshadows her role in the novel as Lewen’s devoted partner.  Since 

Rhiannon is ethnically – or perhaps in fantasy, ‘specie-cally’ – satyricorn, she does 

not have a name.  The herd insultingly call her ‘No-Horn’, so an appropriate name has 

to be chosen.  Rhiannon has no knowledge of names, though, so cannot choose one 

herself.  The name is chosen for her by Lewen, who recounts the fable for her: 

‘She rides past the king and he is so smitten with her beauty that he sends his 
cavaliers galloping after her, to bring her back to him.  But she rides so swiftly 
none can catch her.  The king canna forget her, and so day after day he returns 
to the same place in the forest, hoping to see her again.  At last she gallops 
past and he pursues her.  But not even his great war-charger can catch up with 
her, and so he calls out to her, telling her he has fallen in love with her.  So she 
turns and reins in her horse, and lets him come near, and he makes her his 
wife.’  (91) 
 

Rhiannon is pleased with the name because the girl in the story rides too fast to be 

caught.  However, even this early on in the novel, the message seems obvious.  The 

king cannot keep up with the girl, and she does not want to be caught.  The king’s 

only hope is to implore her to stop, so he tells her he loves her.  Then he makes her his 

wife.  At first a wild and independent girl, Rhiannon will be tamed and brought into a 

monogamous, dependent relationship with a man of power and status. (This becomes 

more apparent in the second novel, The Shining City).  Significantly, it is Rhiannon’s 

desire for heterosexual, monogamous love that tames her, turning her into a more 

appropriate woman, and marking her out – explicitly through the power of folk-myth 

– as the ideal love-match.   

 

Part Four: Rhiannon and Lewen 

 
 The Tower of Ravens very quickly establishes Lewen and Rhiannon as the 

love interest of the novel by highlighting Lewen's immediate physical attraction to 

Rhiannon.  As soon as they meet (and he realises it is a young girl riding the winged 

horse and not a boy), Lewen is infatuated with her.  Rhiannon may be covered in 

blood and dirt, but Lewen cannot help notice her physical features. As in both 

romance and fairy tale, nobility and destiny shine through: no degree of disguise, 

from magic or from mud, can conceal the ‘true essence’ of a character.  So, Lewen is 

immediately attracted to her: 
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She was so dirty and bloody it was hard to see much of her face, especially 
with all that black, matted hair straggling all over it, but her figure was tall and 
lithe with a deep curve from breast to hip, and her mouth had as sweet a shape 
as any he had seen on a girl. (50) 
 

From her “sweet” appearance, Lewen and his parents are moved to do everything they 

can to help the injured girl, but Rhiannon’s reaction is to strike.  Despite the violence 

of Rhiannon’s attack, all Lewen can do is stare at her and feel “hot and uncomfortable 

in his skin” (61).  After being assaulted many times by Rhiannon, tending her 

wounds, and washing her feet, he finds he is besotted with her, his head “so full of the 

girl that he had to stand outside the door in the darkness for a while to clear his head” 

(63).  This mixes sexual arousal with emotional confusion, a typical romance trope – 

and is equally typically played out through the ‘rescue’ scenario, which both forces 

the attraction and enforces the ‘correct’ gendered power relation.  Lewen’s desire for 

the girl is based on both her physical attractiveness and her desperate situation.  He 

does not think of her as a person, but rather as a damsel-in-distress, a vulnerable 

young girl who needs his protection.  Initiating 'traditional’ gender roles, his instinct is 

to protect her, regardless of the fact that he knows nothing about her.  Lewen behaves 

as if Rhiannon is helpless and weak, and not a violent and dirty young woman 

covered in blood.  His infatuation originates from his idea of her as delicate and 

powerless. 

Lewen is aware that Rhiannon may have killed a member of the king’s guard, 

but becomes extremely defensive when his parents suggest that her background might 

be unsavoury.  Even though Rhiannon has the king’s guard’s gear, and he has seen on 

her the tell-tale calluses of a person used to shooting a bow and arrow, he chooses to 

ignore the evidence (68).  He prefers to think of her as innocent, naïve, and beautiful.  

He is surprised and hurt when Rhiannon is suspicious of his motives for helping her, 

and storms off thoroughly offended (75), but he is immediately soothed by her 

apparent weakness: “She looked so young and vulnerable his anger melted away” 

(75).  To him, Rhiannon is not capable of murder (despite her violent tendencies); she 

is a young girl who needs him to be her hero.  He forgives her faults, chastises himself 

for wanting her to be different, and continues to think the best of her: “She was what 

she was, and he should not want her to be different just because she had a mouth that 

fascinated him” (78).  He does admit that his attraction to Rhiannon is physical, but 

claims that he wants to understand her.  Her attractiveness, though, is not something 
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he can ignore: “Despite himself, Lewen's eyes were drawn to the womanly swell of 

her thin cotton nightgown.  He forced himself to look away” (82).  He is disappointed 

when he finds out Rhiannon is a satyricorn: “wild and fierce faeries indeed” (81), but 

what he sees is a beautiful young girl. 

The narrative is peppered with Lewen's physical adoration of Rhiannon.  At 

the level of love story the novel is about his passionate desire and longing for her.  He 

is constantly embarrassed and awkward around her: his chest constricts painfully and 

he has many erections.  He is disappointed when Rhiannon claims not to need him, 

feeling his own attraction as a form of addiction: 

His body ached, his skin was hot, his mind was all confusion.  He had heard of 
 men addicted  to moonbane, who kept on tasting it for its sweet, giddy 
 delirium when all the time they knew it was poisoning their blood and 
 destroying their reason.  Rhiannon was like moonbane, he thought, and 
 already it was too late for him.  He was addicted.  (129) 

 
Completely fascinated, he cannot think of anything else, even though Rhiannon might 

be “poisoning” his blood and “destroying” his reason.  While his desire to control his 

urges keeps him the honourable hero of romance, the explicitly sexual nature of his 

attraction effectively objectifies Rhiannon.  It is more about him than about her – but 

this is not how he represents it and explains it to himself.  He would like to have sex 

with her, as his erections testify, but sees this as a problem sourced in her, rather than 

in himself: “'Rhiannon, do ye ken what ye do to me?'” (143).  In his eyes, she is the 

one exerting the attraction.  Although Rhiannon is not embarrassed to talk about the 

members of the herd mating, she is still innocent of human sexual practice.  

Significantly, she is pure.  Only the fact that Lewen resists his sexual desires gives 

him the purity which can achieve a ‘true love’ bond, and not just a sexual encounter.   

 Interestingly, Lewen’s attraction to Rhiannon is associated with blood.  The 

first time the couple meet, Rhiannon is covered in blood and mud.  The first kiss, too, 

occurs amidst blood and muck.  The group have been attacked by wild dogs, and 

followed by zombies, narrowly escaping death.  Lewen is moved to show his 

attraction to Rhiannon when she is thrown from her horse and a wild dog is bearing 

down on her: 

 Lewen bent his head and kissed her.  The world went still and quiet, all the 
 clamour of snarling dogs, stampeding horses and jolting caravans fading away.  
 Rhiannon reached up  her hand and cupped it round the back of Lewen's head, 
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 fingers threading through his curls. Lewen's breath caught and he pressed his 
 mouth down harder upon hers, feeling her body curl into him.  (266) 
 
Right in the middle of a fight Lewen finds the time to kiss Rhiannon, even though 

“her hands and face and body were smeared with blood and mud” (267).  The scene 

adds an earthy physicality to the writing which is often absent from contemporary 

romance, allocating it across gender, licensed by both the tribal ‘clan’ medievalism of 

the setting and Rhiannon’s mixed ethnicity.  Instead of revulsion, Lewen is said to 

feel “the hot clench of desire” (267) – an expression of the sorts of ‘animal spirits’ 

introduced by writers such as D. H. Lawrence into the novel, part of his drive to 

represent explicit sexual activity.  In an era where sexual action has become 

commonplace in fiction, even clichéd, this introduction of new forms of inter-species 

exotica works to reintroduce intensified levels of desire.  

 When the couple first have sex, Lewen is unaware that Rhiannon is a virgin – 

even though he consistently thinks of her as young and innocent: “To his surprise he 

left rust-coloured streaks on the warm creaminess of her skin.  He looked down, and 

saw blood trickling down her thigh” (449).  Rhiannon's wildness is closely linked to 

blood and to destruction; she is violent and dangerous.  Blood, though, is also linked 

with birth.  Rhiannon's entry into civilised society is marked by blood, meeting Lewen 

and his family in the aftermath of a raid, as is her entry into human romance (first 

kiss) and human sexuality (first sexual encounter).  Lewen is helping Rhiannon’s 

symbolic rebirth into human society, and yet it is his attraction to her uncivilised, wild 

side that makes this possible.  In terms of the plot, it is the blood associated with 

Rhiannon which links her to the guard she has killed to save her mother.  She both 

literally and figuratively has blood on her hands.  Not long after the couple have had 

sex, Lewen discovers Rhiannon's necklace of the guard's teeth and accuses her of 

being a murderess (451).  Typically, his anger at her is short-lived.  He knows her as a 

good, kind person, “brave and loyal and loving too” (467) and wants a life with her 

(495).   

 The love bond between Rhiannon and Lewen is, however, also characterised 

by ownership.  At the beginning of the novel, Niall and Lilanthe try to explain that 

living beings – people and animals – cannot be possessed.  Rhiannon and Lewen, 

though, are extremely possessive of each other.  Lewen dislikes the other boys' 

interest in Rhiannon, and Rhiannon does not like the way the girls flirt with Lewen.  
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As in the story of the king and the girl, Lewen tries to tame Rhiannon, almost forcing 

her to feel affection for him: “Lewen tried to draw Rhiannon back into his arms.  She 

resisted violently” (419).  After their first kiss, Lewen is ashamed of himself for 

taking advantage of her, because she  

 was like a wild creature caught in a trap, ready to bite any who tried to free 
 her.  He knew she needed gentleness and patience before she could be tamed, 
 not the urgency of desire that sometimes threatened to overwhelm him. (274) 
 
He never considers that perhaps she might not be interested in him; true love will 

tame her.  He forces her to kiss him because it will make her easier to deal with: “She 

was still in his hands, her face sullen.  He bent his head away, determined to kiss her 

into pliancy” (435).  During sex, he asks her to keep still because he wants to prolong 

his pleasure. “She smiled up at him and obeyed” (448).  Although he apologises for 

taking her virginity, he tells her that he is pleased that it was him (450) – that she has 

not had sex with anyone else.  Interestingly, it is Rhiannon and not Lewen who 

articulates possession: “'Ye mine now,' Rhiannon whispered. 'Do ye hear me? Mine.'” 

(450).  Not satisfied, Lewen forces her to say she loves him: “'Say it,' he commanded. 

'Say, “I love ye, Lewen”'”(450).  Once again, Lewen defines the relationship in the 

discourse of romance – and seals it with words.  All Rhiannon has to do is submit, 

like a wild creature, grateful for regular meals and a warm bed.  The romance plot 

greatly undermines Rhiannon's strength as a character.  Although she is described as 

independent and powerful, the romance plot continually renders her passive.  Is this 

then a victorious re-emergence of romance discourse, limiting the potential of the 

fantasy genre to produce alternative social and cultural formations in relation to 

gendered behaviours?  The key to this lies in the degree to which fantasy extends the 

range of female behaviours within its narrative action, and maintains them as 

important in their own right, and not merely as ways of ‘rating’ their social value and 

sexual allure for the hero.   

 

Part Five: The Satyricorns and Other Females: Female Power? 

 
 The female characters in The Tower of Ravens conform to a good girl/ bad girl 

dichotomy, emphasising which behaviours are desirable in females – of whatever 

species.  As is also common in science fiction, and especially in cyberpunk, the 

central defining feature is emotional expressivity and responsiveness.  People 
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incapable of romantic love are presented as without value – even evil.  The satyricorn 

herd are flawed examples of femininity, as are the spoilt witch apprentices Rhiannon 

encounters, and the vicious behaviour of human females, Rhiannon discovers, is both 

more difficult to detect and more dangerous.  Nina and Lilanthe are good women; 

Lewen's little sister Meriel, and Maisie, the tubby apprentice, are good girls.  

Rhiannon is the only character who cannot easily be categorised.  She is a wild 

satyricorn, but also a good girl.  It is made clear in the novel that once she learns how 

to fit into civilised society and overcomes her wild, wilful, and violent behaviours, her 

courage and heart will make her a noble and true heroine.  Most importantly, she is 

shown as already set apart: marked by a ‘natural’ predisposition towards civilisation – 

despite the paradox that this implies.  Rhiannon does not like her satyricorn origins, 

and has little physical resemblance to the ferocious satyricorn herd, presented as 

fierce, ugly, and distinctly non-human:   

Not one of the satyricorns was the same.  Some had antlers like a stag, 
others thin twisting horns.  One had ten stumpy horns like a goat's all over 
her head; another had two long, outward-curving horns above her ears and 
two small, curving horns above her eyebrows; yet another had three sets of 
down-curving tusks framing her face.  They had all discarded their long 
hide cloaks, some running naked, some wearing short skirts of animal 
skins.  All of them were tall and muscular, with a ridge of coarse, wiry hair 
running down their backs and ending in a long, tufted tail.  Necklaces of 
bones and teeth bounced on their six bare breasts.  (15-16) 
 

The herd on a hunt are bloodthirsty, and bear a distinct likeness to devils.  They are 

naked, have horns and tusks, and hooves instead of feet.  They have up to six breasts, 

which they leave uncovered.  The satyricorn matriarchal social structure is shown to 

be cruel and merciless, implying that female strength, particularly physical strength, is 

flawed and dangerous.  The lack of monogamous familial relationships proves that 

satyricorn culture lacks restraining institutions, and so is dangerous and evil.  Instead 

of being nurturing and safe, as it would be under patriarchy, this female environment 

is frightening and destructive.  The satyricorns have a fiercely defended hierarchical 

structure, with aggression the main skill needed to stay on top: “Battles of supremacy 

were to the death” (9).  Such behaviours are of course familiar enough – but justified 

within a patriarchal human order by the ‘need’ to protect the familial home.  That the 

satyricorns operate an entirely parallel ethics, simply allocating its tasks to a different 

gender, remains unexamined in the novel.  Instead, herd members are shown to 
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distrust one another, and there is a fine line between being strong enough to avoid 

being picked on and weak enough to avoid the notice of the First-Horn.  There are no 

bonds between mothers and daughters or siblings, no mentoring, and no security: 

“The satyricorn were in general rather self-absorbed, and paid little attention to 

anything outside their immediate concerns of hunting, eating, sleeping and fighting” 

(11).  Under patriarchy, such behaviours cannot belong to females.  Women who 

think only of themselves are evil and immoral, while powerful women ‘need’ to be 

tamed and made docile – as Rhiannon ultimately is. So why are the satyricorn 

organised as they are?  The answer lies in the herd structure: a nomadic and mobile 

existence, not subject to the property-and-inheritance systems which Engels (1892) 

identified as producing the patriarchal family unit as a control over women and 

children, in the interests of males. The female satyricorn dominate the herd because 

males are scarce – indeed, as in all herds, genetically superfluous, only a few ever 

achieving breeding success and so necessary to survival.  Males, and not females, are 

thus the objects of desire in satyricorn society.  The few males mate with many 

females, causing endless conflict: “Boys were rarely born to satyricorns and so were 

very highly prized.  Once their horns grew, showing they were old enough to mate, 

their favours had to be shared among the many women of the herd, which led to many 

quarrels” (13).  The culture as a result becomes sexually predatory – but in an inverse 

way.  The lack of satyricorn men means that the herd needs to capture males 

whenever possible because, it is made clear, no one willingly mates with a satyricorn: 

“the women were always looking for men of other races with which to mate.  There 

were few contenders for this honour” (13).  Mating and procreation are practical, not 

emotional.  Sexual activity is not sentimentalised to entice the most compliant – and 

therefore desirable – women into the conjugal home, but is simply a matter of 

reproduction.  Female satyricorns are expected to mate and reproduce for the good of 

the herd: it is the collective, and not the individual, whose interests are served.  

Monogamous relationships are impractical, and even undesirable: the herd needs to 

produce as many offspring as they can in order to survive.  These females may be 

strong and independent, but they are also, at least in terms of a patriarchal human 

social order, heartless, selfish, thoughtless, and bloodthirsty – interestingly, very 

much the qualities shown to trouble most romantic heroes, who have to be ‘tamed’ 
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into recognition of the ‘softening’ emotionality inside themselves, by the ‘true love’ 

they find with a ‘good woman’.  

 Rhiannon is the daughter of One-Horn, the female leader of the satyricorn 

herd (First Horn), but her mother is disgusted by her human-looking daughter: “She 

cast her daughter a look of seething dislike” (19).  Rhiannon is too different from the 

rest to be given any status at all: “The girl's sleeping furs were close to the prisoners, 

for she was nearly as low in prestige as they were, and not permitted to sleep near the 

fire” (9).  Because Rhiannon looks human, the satyricorns consider her deformed and 

continually scorn her.  She is weaker, slower, and smaller, and since satyricorn 

hierarchy depends on physical strength, Rhiannon knows she is lucky to be alive at all 

(19).   Rhiannon has feet instead of hooves, is more or less hairless, has only two 

breasts, does not have a tail, and has no horns: a satyricorn failure.  The only way 

Rhiannon survives in the herd is through cunning, being able to hunt, and winning 

treasures by gambling – “for in feats of strength and speed she would always be the 

loser” (15).  Rhiannon learns that survival in the herd depends on an individual's 

ability to cope with violence.  Because her mother is First Horn, Rhiannon is awarded 

a small degree of protection, but One-Horn is not fond enough of her daughter to save 

her in a fight. 

Significantly, Rhiannon separates herself from this loveless society.  Her 

deformities leave her vulnerable to attack from other members of the herd, an issue 

explored through her own potential for violence and the herd- culture demands made 

on her to comply.  When she unties a prisoner, she knows he will be killed if the herd 

catches him again.  The prisoner knocks One-Horn off her feet and threatens to kill 

her.  If One-Horn dies, Rhiannon's life will be in danger, but if she kills the prisoner 

she will have taken a human life – always a central moral issue in fiction, and in 

science fiction at least, the test for human as opposed to robot or cyborg origins.  

Rhiannon, caught between two cultural perspectives, falters: “she teetered on that 

moment of decision, seeing with a strange anguish all the possible ramifications of 

letting the arrow fly.  The prisoner would be dead but her mother would be alive and 

perhaps even grateful” (18).  For self-preservation, Rhiannon chooses to kill the 

prisoner, but feels “sudden inexplicable nausea rising in her throat” (18), the sign of 

her increasing sense of human affiliation, “She had killed before, but never a creature 

that walked on two legs as she did, and spoke to her in a language she could 
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understand.  It seemed to make a difference” (20).  Again, it is language that signals 

to Rhiannon that she has crossed over from the animal to the human: the classic 

Freudian entry to the symbolic which completes the journey into the social.  The 

harsh reality for Rhiannon is that she must kill or be killed.  It is her desire to leave 

the herd that makes her decide to kill the prisoner, cut off his finger, and hack out his 

teeth: ritual objects made into a necklace, which Rhiannon wears as a trophy (21), 

giving her power over her own humanity, even as it asserts an element of both phallic 

and female menace, in its associations with the castrating vagina dentata or the skull 

necklace of the Hindu deity Kali.   

 The idea of a matriarchal society may be appealing from a feminist 

perspective, but The Tower of Ravens presents a female social structure based on fear, 

conflict and hostility.  The satyricorn herd defies stereotypes of female behaviour, 

rewarding physical strength and not human physical beauty, with men prized only for 

their reproductive capabilities, and the human male prisoners holding the lowest status 

in the herd.  Their powerlessness feminises them in more ways than one: they are the 

only ones to show kindness to Rhiannon, whose father, now dead, was a prisoner of 

the herd.  Reamon, the elder of the prisoners, befriends Rhiannon and shows her how 

to use a bow and arrow.  He also teaches her – more significantly – how to speak 

basic English, so that she enters human society through both tool-use and language.  

In the herd, the power and gender roles have been reversed: the female satyricorn at 

the top and the human males at the bottom.  The result, though, is that it is now 

female power that looks uncontrollable and destructive.  The men, meanwhile, are 

presented as disciplined and cultivated.  Rhiannon learns that men, not women, can be 

trusted: she identifies with human values, with civilisation vested in men.  In other 

words, despite the gender-role inversion, social order and civilisation remain male 

constructs.  Power may be redistributed, but the parts that count, ethics, emotional 

warmth, and interpersonal relatedness – conventionally feminine behaviours and 

values – are here the features marking humanity as represented by men.   

In contrast to the satyricorn herd, the human females Rhiannon comes into 

contact with are not physically aggressive.  The first woman to show kindness to 

Rhiannon is Lewen’s mother, Lilanthe, who displays feminine nurturing towards the 

girl.  Rhiannon's instinctual reaction is to attack, since among the satyricorn 

helpfulness comes at a price, motivated always by self interest: “With a vicious snarl, 
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the girl was on her feet, knocking Lilanthe over with the violence of her movement” 

(50).  Rhiannon thinks herself in danger, and so acts defensively.  She has as yet no 

knowledge of the human social convention that women are ‘typically’ kind and 

gentle.  Rhiannon has to learn that violence in women, is unacceptable (in most 

situations).   

 Lilanthe, shocked by the scuffle, seeks comfort and protection from her 

husband, Niall (52), but as a woman and a mother still feels that it is her duty to look 

after Rhiannon.  She tries, once again, to clean Rhiannon’s wounds, but “the girl 

lashed out, raking Lilanthe's cheek with her filthy nails.  Lilanthe gasped and shrank 

back, blood beading on her cheek” (56).  Despite the attacks, Lilanthe gives Rhiannon 

a nightgown, blankets, and food.  Although Rhiannon trusts no one but Lewen, 

Lilanthe continues to make an effort to nurture her, saying, “'Sleep well, lassie.... Do 

no' fear.  Ye are safe here.  This house and garden are well protected.  None will harm 

ye here'” (61).  Rhiannon acknowledges Lilanthe's speech, but does not thank her.  

She neither recognises nor understands motherly behaviour, even when Lilanthe 

explains that living with people is different to living with the herd, and that caring is 

important and love necessary (136).  It is a lesson she never quite learns. Throughout 

The Tower of Ravens, Rhiannon displays a deep mistrust of female companions, 

relying solely on Lewen for comfort and support.  At no stage does she understand 

female friendship. 

 Rhiannon’s inculcation into human society and its social behaviours and 

values, like Nell’s re-introduction to the small town community of her childhood in 

the romance offering Dr Blake’s Angel, is managed through the offer of food, and the 

social-relational work it encodes.  Lilanthe and her daughter, Meriel, have prepared a 

special farewell dinner for Lewen, part of which they offer to Rhiannon because she is 

tired and hungry.  In the satyricorn herd, Rhiannon is forced to fight for food or be left 

with scraps, so she is unused to being offered food, viewing it with suspicion.  She 

has no understanding that in the human world it is females who prepare and present 

the food.  In the herd, the women hunt, and then meals are first-come, first-served.  

Lilanthe’s offer is an act of care and nurture, a mother’s care for others.  Lewen tries 

to feed Rhiannon but he cannot make the porridge properly, and Lilanthe has to take 

over (79).  Men control the home, but not the hospitality, which is women’s role: part 

of their femininity.  It is a man’s unspoken power and control which makes the rituals 
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of free-access to food and comfort possible – so that when Rhiannon attacks Niall at 

the table, he explains the rules: “'Ye do no' attack a man at his own table, after ye 

have broken bread and tasted salt with him.... Ye may have been raised as a 

satyricorn, but ye are among men now, and ye must and will learn our ways'” (italics 

added, 86).  To be among men is to be civilised and instructed in the ways of men.  

The female wildness of the satyricorn herd is incompatible with male society, which 

means Rhiannon has to un-learn her instinct of attacking when threatened.  Table 

manners, too, are new for Rhiannon.  She stuffs food into her mouth and talks with 

her mouth full: “She wiped jam away from her mouth and reached for another 

griddle-cake” (80); “The girl ate and drank greedily, wiping her mouth on her sleeve” 

(83).  Rhiannon, at first, does not take care to watch how others at the table eat their 

food.  It is enough for her that there is food available.  She has no sense that the 

civilised world is dictated by rules of behaviour, and that she is acting inappropriately 

– and especially for a female.  While her behaviour is clearly bad-mannered, it is all 

the more shocking because she exhibits typically male traits.  She is inconsiderate, 

greedy, and ferocious.  Men's civilised, and civilising, rules determine how women 

should behave: not like men.  Rhiannon must follow the rules or she will be 

ostracised. 

 Personal hygiene and appearance are part of the formula: she is “nonchalant” 

about being seen by Lewen in her nightgown and “careless” about her appearance 

(76).  She does not yet understand that this kind of behaviour is unsuitable for young 

females.  In the meantime she is filthy and her hair is matted.  Slowly she begins to 

comprehend that, for a female, being unclean and messy is not acceptable in a 

civilised society, an indication of both poverty and powerlessness.  The only way 

Lilanthe can persuade Rhiannon to stay still for her bath is to convince her that she 

will be turned into a tree if she keeps on fighting (94), but even that does not stop her 

believing that this insistence on constant washing is peculiar (137).  As the clothes 

Rhiannon was wearing are torn and dirty, Lilanthe gives her a dress to wear to make 

her presentable to their guests.  Far from being grateful, Rhiannon’s response is to 

scowl at the way it constricts her mobility: “'Me dare no' move in case it busts'” (96).  

She finds putting on her new clothes complicated, the shirt and trousers she is given 

especially troublesome, and, much to the distress of Lewen, she is not too concerned 

if the clothes are not fastened properly:  
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 The shirt she pulled over her head without too much trouble, managing to 
 work out front from back eventually, but she could not tie the laces at the front 
 and so left them loose, untroubled by the way the neckline hung loose, 
 exposing the curve of her breasts. (138) 
 
Lewen has to explain that leaving flesh visible means that men will think she is 

offering herself sexually (139-140): in this society, sex without love is unacceptable.  

Lewen explains that only “whores” (140) expose themselves in such a fashion.  

Rhiannon is pleased that her new clothes are soft and comfortable, but does not realise 

that clothing controls how a person is perceived.  Her lack of attention to her own 

appearance immediately labels her immoral, uncivilised, and unfeminine in the eyes 

of Felice and Edithe, richly-dressed women, whose grooming makes them desirable 

companions.  Rhiannon soon discovers that many women obsess over their 

appearance, aware that they are constantly being judged, and she learns quickly that 

she is at risk of being judged badly because of her old clothes.  Despite travelling long 

distances on horse-back, both Edithe and Felice are careful about what they wear:   

 One was richly and fashionably dressed in a mud-spattered crimson velvet 
 riding habit, brown leather boots and gloves, and a wide-brimmed brown 
 velvet hat with a curled red feather.... Riding close behind her was a haughty-
 faced blonde girl dressed in dark brown the exact colour of her high-stepping 
 nervous mare. (100) 
 
Edithe, in particular, is extremely conscious of her appearance, finding Rhiannon's 

obviously second-hand dress distasteful and offensive (115).  But, because clothes are 

a new luxury to Rhiannon, she sneers at the uncomfortable dresses worn by Edithe 

and Felice: 

 She was aware of scornful glances cast at her by the two other girls, who were 
 dressed again  in their ridiculous tight dresses with their hair in unnaturally 
 perfect ringlets, like nothing she had seen before. (147)  
 
At this stage, Rhiannon finds girls’ dresses “ridiculous” and their hairstyles 

“unnatural”, and sees comfort as more important than appearance.  Her clinging, 

green silk dress is impractical and irritating, and she cannot understand why women 

submit themselves to the dictates of mere appearance.  The males, however, 

appreciate the newly-dressed-up Rhiannon: “all three of the young men showed a 

marked inclination to sit next to Rhiannon at the dinner table.  Openly eyeing the 

voluptuous curves threatening to split the seams of her dress” (118-119).  Clothes, 

then, are not for the wearer, but for the (male) observer: women are the objects of 
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male desire.  Rhiannon may prefer trousers and shirts, but the young men notice her 

when she is wearing the figure-hugging dress.  It does not take long before Rhiannon 

feels inferior in Lewen's old clothes, wanting to dress more like Felice and Edithe: 

“Though she pretended not to care, it bothered her that she had to wear hand-me-

down boy's clothes when Edithe and Felice were always so beautifully dressed in 

fabrics as soft as thistledown” (194).  Rhiannon even succumbs to Felice's attempts to 

make her more feminine, desperately wanting to fit in: 

 By the time Felice had finished fussing, Rhiannon's hair hung in long, dusky 
 ringlets to the  small of her back, and her mouth and cheeks had been subtly 
 rouged.  Looking at herself in the mirror, a device she had never before seen, 
 Rhiannon smiled, and for the very first time  saw the flash of her dimples in 
 her cheeks. They surprised her and, after a few more tentative smiles at herself 
 in the mirror, pleased her.  (323) 
 
This kind of femininity is presented however as artificial.  Although Rhiannon is 

happy with the results, Lewen is unimpressed, relegating her to the same category of 

attention-seeking femininity as Edithe and Felice.  Rhiannon finds Lewen’s obvious 

distaste extremely confusing.  Too much vanity, it seems, attracts the wrong kind of 

attention: only a natural beauty finds ‘true’ romantic love.  Rhiannon knows that 

shirts, trousers, and plain hair-dos are more practical for a journey, but she begins to 

realise that, for women, fashion and appearance can overrule common-sense.  Once 

again what is clearly culture – the learned behaviours that Felice and Edithe apply to 

the task of attracting male attention – are held up as ‘natural’: the true romantic 

heroine may attract her man entirely unassisted, but this is against the cultural grain.  

Social hierarchies, too, are not always obvious to Rhiannon, and she finds 

them difficult to navigate.  Edithe and Felice may have ornate clothes, education, and 

important, wealthy families, but it is Nina and Lilanthe who represent authority, and 

not only because they are older.  Their abilities, actions, courage, and compassion set 

them apart.  For Rhiannon, the civilised world is confusing and overly-subtle.  

Satyricorns sort out their differences with a simple fight, but Rhiannon learns that she 

cannot react to Edithe’s insults by threatening her with a knife. Violence is 

unacceptable (152).  Power is expressed through behaviour and conversation.  As 

Bourdieu argued in Language and Symbolic Power, it is a euphemised and culturally-

encoded form of conflict, where words cannot ever be taken at face value.  Although 

Edithe smiles and makes polite conversation, she delights in openly mocking 
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Rhiannon (126).  Rhiannon is confused and distressed by the insincerity, not 

understanding the complexity of Edithe’s behaviour:  

 Many of these humans said one thing with their words, and quite another with 
 their faces and bodies and voices.  It was exhausting and bewildering trying to 
 decipher it all....There were so many threatening undercurrents to the things 
 that they said, so many traps in their words.  (131-132)   
 
While satyricorn social conventions are not ideal, they are never insincere as in 

human society.   The only reprimand Edithe gets is a verbal rebuke (116 & 152) – 

which does nothing to curb her behaviour.  To Rhiannon, the satyricorn system of 

punishment appears much more honest and practical (if a little ruthless).  Rhiannon's 

perspective alerts us to the ways in which the civilised world is both better and worse 

than the satyricorn society – and certainly more complex.   

 Unaware of the social conventions in play, Rhiannon has difficulty relating to 

other females, and especially to Edithe and Felice: “'Tell that girl to no' be so mean 

and me no kill her'” (152).  Violence in a civil environment is always unacceptable, 

but female violence is particularly abhorrent to the well-brought-up girls.  They are 

equally appalled, however, at Rhiannon's lack of manners: “Edithe and Felice 

exchanged a horrified roll of the eye when they saw her cramming her food into her 

mouth with both hands” (119).  Her ignorance of issues that matter to them – such as, 

clothes, the royal court, and Lucescere, (the biggest city and centre of the royal court) 

– may make her an outsider, but Edithe and Felice also find themselves jealous of 

Rhiannon when they see that Rafferty, Cameron, and Landon all find her attractive 

and exotic (118).  Rhiannon has no money, family, education, or understanding of 

magic, and yet the men find her fascinating.    

 Rhiannon is in fact presented in a far more positive light than Edithe or Felice, 

who are seen as shallow and self-centred.  Their superficiality outweighs any humility 

or compassion.  They are over-impressed by social status, flirting with Lewen once 

they find out he is a squire to the Righ and his mother is a close friend of the 

Keybearer, one of the most important witches (118).  Lewen is uncomfortable, but the 

girls are persistent: 

 He pulled out a chair for her and then tried to make his escape, but she was 
 ruthless, pulling him down to sit next to her.  Felice at once took the seat on 
 his other side and both young ladies spent the whole meal laughing at every 
 remark he made, leaning close to him so he could smell their perfumed hair, 
 and generally making him very uncomfortable.  (119) 
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Edithe and Felice dress nicely and are proper young ladies, but their behaviour with 

Lewen is self-servingly offensive: the Ugly Sisters to Rhiannon’s Cinderella.  

Rhiannon might show her breasts and cram food into her mouth, but she does not flirt 

or set out to seek attention from the boys.  Her naivety and innocence are preferred to 

aristocratic manners.  At Fettercairn Castle, Edithe is in her element talking to the 

Laird, at last in an environment where it is acceptable to flirt and to discuss marriage 

prospects. It is the role of an aristocratic woman to establish good connections.  

Edithe considers the Laird a “'most charming and cultured man'” (383), enjoying his 

company and hospitality, but her judgement is proven catastrophically wrong.  He is a 

murderer.  Edithe’s judgement, based on clothing, his castle, and his manners, is 

altogether faulty, never achieving any true depth of penetration, and so unable to 

make the kinds of absolute connection offered in the ‘true love’ mutual recognition of 

hero and heroine.    

 Here Rhiannon is once again able to allow the satyricorn-nature that first 

attracted Lewen to take the lead.  Despite her disgust at Edithe’s flirting, and his own 

distaste at Rhiannon’s own attempts at make-up, Lewen is pleased and excited when 

Rhiannon takes the lead in regard to sexual activity: “‘Since we are so tightly 

shackled together, do ye think Iven would notice if we slipped away to the forest?  I 

have had enough o’ ghosts and death.  I want some warmth and loving’….‘Ye’re a 

forward lass,’ [Lewen] said approvingly’” (532).  Lewen might have rejected Edithe’s 

flirting, but is excited by Rhiannon’s propositioning him.  To this extent the incident 

escapes the usual bounds of the romance convention – even accommodates something 

new to its formula.  Because this couple have a love bond represented as strong 

enough to cross cultural – even species – bounds, Rhiannon’s behaviour is not 

interpreted as wanton or whorish.  She is merely expressing her love in the wilder-

than-usual ways of her kind.  To this extent her impulses are shown to be ‘natural’: 

essentially part of herself, however complex and odd that self might be, and so firmly 

inside the romance convention of an uncontrollable love which must inevitably be 

expressed, recognised, and reciprocated.  Edithe’s intentions, signalled in flirtation, 

attention to clothes, and putting on make-up, are deceptive performances. Rhiannon’s 

declaration is a sincere and ‘true’ expression, rewarded with a love match.  For all the 
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exotic detail of gender-inverted behaviours and imaginary beings, the love story 

discourse remains the main focus of this fantasy novel. 

Femininity in The Tower of Ravens, despite the added range afforded by the 

fantasy setting, ultimately has distinct boundaries that determine whether or not 

women will be rewarded with love and romance.  Women who are frivolous, selfish, 

and superficial are flawed in their femininity.  Good women are courageous, 

compassionate, and independent – qualities signalled in a ‘natural’ beauty which will, 

inevitably it seems and against all odds, identify them to the hero.  Cultural difference 

may trouble the progressing of the plot, but in the final analysis, produces no more 

disturbance to the central love story and relationship than the usual perturbations of 

romance. Fantasy is, in this instance at least, romance in imaginary locations.    

 

Conclusion 

 
 The Tower of Ravens focuses squarely on the relationship between Rhiannon 

and Lewen, drawing its narrative power from the difficulties in resolving their 

romance, and placing very little significance on magical events.  Romantic love is 

presented, as always, as monogamous, natural, and male dominated – even though 

Rhiannon initiates at least some of the sexual moments.  Rhiannon’s growth as a 

character depends on her ability to fit into Lewen’s world, and she is given little 

opportunity or motivation to demonstrate her potential as a person on her own terms.  

She rescues Nina’s son for instance, because she wants Lewen to like her.  The Tower 

of Ravens fails to develop Rhiannon fully – because it is not essential to the plot.  As 

in romance, the relationship between hero and heroine is more important than creating 

a well-rounded woman – in fact in this case can be seen quite clearly as getting in the 

way.  The only motivation Rhiannon is given for any of her actions is her love for 

Lewen and her need to please him – impulses disturbingly close to her decision to kill 

a prisoner of the satyricorn, to preserve her own position with the herd leader.  Once 

introduced to human society – ‘rescued’, in the classic manner – Rhiannon’s 

‘education’ into the ways of her new society shows what kinds of femininity are 

acceptable and what kinds are false.  Negative exemplars are everywhere.  The 

powerful satyricorn matriarchy is cruel and bloodthirsty.  The shallowness of well-to-

do spoilt girls is pathetic and self-defeating.  Only those down-to-Earth and non-
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materialistic women who serve their menfolk and run households and families are 

seen as good women.  Witches might not typically adhere to social conventions, but in 

The Tower of Ravens the only relationships shown are heterosexual and monogamous 

‘love matches’ centred in the patriarchal family. 

 The fact that Rhiannon's magical ability is not developed in this novel, or in 

the trilogy as a whole, makes her an odd fantasy heroine.  Other female heroines may 

save the world or, at least, their country.  Rhiannon's magic is altogether less 

significant than her development as part of a couple.  She herself does not believe in 

happy endings: “Satyricorns believed in dark walkers and fearsome gods.  Happy 

endings were not part of their mythology” (532) – indeed, the novel ends with, the 

possibility of Rhiannon being hanged still unresolved – yet the last words of the novel 

focus on the love between Rhiannon and Lewen: “Hand-in-hand they went away from 

the flames and into the darkness of the wood, the chain swinging between them” 

(532).  After all the tragedy, this couple still have each other.  For fantasy, it seems, 

that is enough. 
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Chapter Eight: Sisters in Crime: Writing with Malicious 
  Intent  
 
 
 
Part One: Is Crime Fiction an Anti-romance? 
  

Of the genres of narrative prose fiction discussed in this thesis, crime writing 

has the broadest readership, the most dedicated and loyal followers, and is in general 

the least likely to be dismissed as ‘mere entertainment’.  Crime fiction has a 

comparatively well-established place in university English programmes, with 

substantial amounts of academic research, adding to the numerous websites, blogs, 

academic journals, specialist magazines and even Writers’ Festivals dedicated to it.  

Crimeculture.com is an online academic journal that focuses only on crime fiction.  

Crime Fiction Dossier is a website that provides reviews, blogs, information about 

conferences, and many other links to specialised material and information.  There are 

several groups specifically for women and crime fiction.  Sisters in Crime is an 

American-based organisation, formed in 1986 by crime writer Sara Paretsky, with 

branches all over the world, including Australia.  Sisters in Crime was founded to 

bring together female writers and readers of crime novels, with the aim of creating a 

strong community of women who support and inspire each other’s interest (Dilley 7), 

as well as to help combat discrimination in the publishing industry, increasing access 

to publicity for women crime writers and demanding more reviews of crime novels 

written by women.  The Australian website states that  

Sisters in Crime Australia has over 500 members and plays an active role in 
promoting women's crime fiction and in correcting the imbalance in the 
treatment of women writers in the field.  (Sisters in Crime Australia) 
 

As Walton and Jones (1999) have observed, popular fiction reflects changes in 

society, including the ways women are encouraged to perceive themselves (13).  

Female investigators in crime novels have “virtually exploded onto the popular fiction 

market” (Walton & Jones 1), many of them seemingly immune to romantic 

relationships.  If there is such a thing as ‘women’s crime fiction’, it is altogether less 

likely than most genres to even include, let alone centre upon, a love story.  Dilley 

(1998) believes that because crime novels are easily accessible to readers, their 
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function is educational, and although many are not overtly feminist they do “introduce 

a multiple of feminist issues” (Dilley 143), using for instance protagonists who are 

neither heterosexual nor monogamous.  In many ways the narrative direction of crime 

fiction, and the type of investigative action it has produced, militate against the 

marriage-and-family focus of romance.  Few crime heroines manage the role with 

husband and children in tow – and even sustained relationships can be placed under 

considerable strain by the demands of criminal investigations. If, as classic Marxian 

theory holds (see especially Althusser, 1971), fiction ‘leaks’ ideas into mainstream 

society, then “The conventional, mass-produced, formulaic genre of mystery fiction 

provides a rich venue for women to challenge and critique their place in gendered 

society” (Dilley 135).  Jackson (2002) has suggested that the crime genre overall has 

been important in the development of Western social structures.  She argues that 

“Detective fiction represents a broad pattern of literary and cultural significance.  

Because the genre reflects and in turn shapes our culture, it deserves to be better 

understood” (Jackson 2).   

 In part the importance of this narrative genre as it relates to women rests on 

the intensity of focus it produces, in its approach to the issues at stake in its plotting.  

Male investigators do not get sidetracked by anything: their tenacity and dedication 

are keys to their ultimate successes.  Romantic interests, if and when they appear, are 

brief interludes – in the ‘hard-boiled’ or ‘mean streets’ subgenres at least, the shorter 

and more cavalier the better.  So central is this to the success of the crime formula, 

that it has been carried through into the representation of female investigators, many if 

not most shown as either entirely outside any possibility of long-term heterosexual 

relationships: for example, wounded in previous encounters, lesbian, careerist, and 

even, as in the case of Liza Cody’s ‘Bucket-nut’ series, emotionally damaged.  In 

many cases they live as well as work outside the domestic ‘norms’ produced by 

heteronormative monogamy, renting or owning small and unusual dwellings, such as 

lofts, garages, or back-offices inherited from dead business partners.  The crime 

investigator, by narrative necessity an outsider, one able to stand above and so assess 

the social and cultural predispositions of others, provides in the case of a female 

protagonist at once a huge conceptual challenge, and a clean palette for creative 

design.  Nor is the passivity proverbially afforded heroines in romance a remote 

possibility in the plotlines of crime fiction.  The protagonist must, by definition, 
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accept the challenge introduced by the mystery, with female detectives taking an 

active, even dangerous role in solving the crime, pursuing the criminals, and moving 

through every level of society to do so.  Contemporary female detectives in crime 

fiction have both physical and intellectual power, at levels sometimes asserted within 

the romance formula, but never deliverable within a patriarchal order.  In crime 

fiction, the female investigator acts outside gender: not quite as a man, but by 

deploying at least the deductive and analytical faculties once thought intrinsically and 

characteristically masculine.   

Here then is a formula where romantic love simply is not necessary.  It may, in 

fact, get in the way of the plot – and it certainly limits the powers of the investigator 

to resolve it.  Worse, both love and lust are frequent motives for murder and violent 

crime, destructive and deadly, threatening both victims and the detective, their 

existence destabilising the social order in ways which the crime narrative structure 

must always put right (see especially Belsey, 1994).  As Munt comments, “In some 

ways the crime novel functions as an anti-romance, in its constant return to violent 

death, signifying the ultimate loss” (Munt 149).  Fictive female investigators, 

especially those in series – and so many are – may strive to maintain those 

relationships in which they are involved, but these are not by definition romantic 

relationships.  Female investigators draw emotional support from friends, neighbours, 

colleagues, family – and even pets, from Rottweilers to hamsters.  They are neither 

dependent on nor held back by the people in their lives.  On the contrary, it is always 

made clear that these people support and help the detective in any way needed.  

Female investigators in fiction are rarely loners, like their male counterparts.  In some 

way they are always part of a community.  They have pasts, a present, and a future – 

part of the tendency to always exist in a series, rather than a stand-alone publication.  

They care about what happens on their turf (Dilley 23), rarely ‘passing through’, as in 

the hyper-masculine espionage genre, leaving whatever degree of human and social 

wreckage behind.  To this degree women’s crime fiction has taken a notably male 

genre, and made it work in favour of women.  
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Part Two: Re-gendering the Crime Genre: Women Writers Finding a New  
 Model  

 
 Originally, crime was considered a male domain.  Two of the most famous 

early detectives, created by Edgar Allan Poe and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, were 

designed with qualities which rendered them perpetual bachelors and social misfits.  

C. Auguste Dupin and Sherlock Holmes, each in their way undomesticated, and 

resistant to romance, made a particular kind of detection plot the prototype for all 

subsequent crime stories.  The challenge at core was both heroic in its action, and 

heavily intellectual in its plotting.  Readers were not expected to be able to resolve the 

crime: the detective’s superior intellect dictated the outcome.  But if logic and careful 

investigation had replaced brute force, why could a woman – especially the ‘new 

woman’ of the new century – not meet the requirements of successful detecting?   

Female detectives did indeed appear – from the outset portrayed as outside the 

stereotypes of typical heroines of romance.  In 1897, American poet Anna Katherine 

Green produced amateur detective Amelia Butterworth, a 50-ish spinster (Warthling 

Roberts 8) and a trailblazer, active when women were supposed to remain passive 

(Warthling Roberst 9), but receiving “far more respect in fiction than she would in 

reality” (Gregory Klein The Woman Detective 76) and ending her career once 

married.  British writer Catherine Louisa Pirkis's Loveday Brooke was also a spinster, 

but altogether too feminine to handle the criminals she pursued.  Men often had to 

come to her rescue (Gregory Klein 72).  Canadian born Australian, Mary Fortune 

(1833-1910), was one of the first women in Australia to write detective fiction, but 

wrote mostly about male detectives (Sussex “The transvestive bushranger from 

Bundoora: the beginnings of Australian crime fiction” 1).  Ellen Davitt (1812-1879) 

wrote the first known Australian mystery novel in 1865, but with the genre still not 

fully formed, mixes its action with that of more conventional romance.  According to 

Sussex, the novel revolves around a love triangle (Sussex 14).  Miles Franklin wrote a 

crime novel with female protagonists, Bring the Monkey (1933), but was more intent 

upon highlighting the depravity of the aristocracy than with creating a female super 

sleuth, the crime being incidental (Munt 11).   

For the most part a female investigator, even a fictitious one, was considered a 

contradiction in terms: “If female, then not detective; if detective, then not really 

female.  Or perhaps I should say she either is or is not Woman” (Gregory Klein 



 253 

“Habeas Corpus” 174).  As P. D. James indicated as late as the 1970s in her creation 

of Cordelia Grey, being a detective was unsuitable behaviour for a woman (Knight 

162).  Kathleen Gregory Klein does not consider the early crime novels written by 

women to be true detective stories.  They do not strictly adhere to the formula, by 

necessity adapting the action to what is socially possible for the woman protagonist.  

This, she believes, sacrifices “both independent women and the genre to reinforce 

traditional sex roles” (Gregory Klein The Woman Detective 79).  Knight disagrees, 

claiming that “The creators of the early women detectives were trying, against the tide 

of the male magazines as much as against social attitudes, to offer different and 

inherently subversive positions and values for detecting crime” (Knight 80).  There 

was very little social space for early writers to manoeuvre their protagonists, but the 

interfering spinster at least – a character well outside the romance formula and so 

readily available for deployment - became immortalised by writers like Sayers and 

Christie in the early-to-mid twentieth century’s ‘golden age’ of crime fiction (Knight 

79). 

 Agatha Christie, Ngaio Marsh, Josephine Tey, Dorothy L. Sayers, and 

Margery Allingham were, and are, extremely popular writers of detective fiction 

(Dilley xi), but their female investigators tended to be amateurs; middle-class ladies 

good at solving mysteries in their spare time, or elderly spinsters sticking their noses 

into other people's business.  The professional investigators – even in these novels – 

were still male.  Nor were male writers abandoning the detective genre, their work 

achieving vast popularity by mid-century, especially in the United States, where it 

crossed media boundaries to achieve success on radio, in film, in comic-books, 

magazines, and on television, as well as in the paperback novels of the popular 

market.  The male tradition of detectives was if anything intensified in works such as 

Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon (1930), which introduced Sam Spade as a 

rough, tough, misogynist, lone-hand PI: the kind of man who was not at all 

intimidated by the New Woman.  Within male PI novels (written by men), women 

were either helpless victims or femmes fatales; women were used and discarded, 

either vectors of crime or innocent victims of casual brutality.  As Gregory Klein 

comments, “The golden age of detective fiction...codified so much of the genre's 

structure [and] reaffirmed the old rules for women's behaviour” (Gregory Klein The 

Woman Detective 121).  Lee Horsley suggests that it was Hollywood which insisted 
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on typecast characters, while “The novelists of the time…were free to play much 

more extensively against stereotype” (Horsley 2).  Horsley argues that the formula in 

fact allowed a new breed of female protagonist into the mix: “The tough tart who 

seems able to survive in a male world better than most men in fact becomes a familiar 

figure in both American and British pulps of the time” (Horsley 3), but this “tough 

tart” was inevitably one of the bad guys.  In contrast to the femme fatale, female 

amateur investigators were typically genteel, never straying too far from the 

traditional image of women – apart from being extremely intelligent, and always 

enjoying the incompetence of male professionals.  Slowly, more women appeared in 

crime novels as the central protagonists – solving the mysteries, rather than being the 

sexy bad girl, killed off in furtherance of the plot.     

In the fallout of second-wave feminism in the 1970s, to provide an alternative 

to the then-dated amateur lady detective, Marcia Muller, followed by Sue Grafton and 

Sara Paretsky, created female PIs.  The formula they evolved contrasted the 

misogynist, dirty-talking, hard-boiled male PI stereotype (Walton & Jones 20).  

Working women, struggling with the usual sexism of the workplace, began dealing 

with the dangers of catching the 'bad guys' themselves.  Kinsey Milhone (Sue 

Grafton), Sharon McCone (Marcia Muller), and V. I. Warshawski (Sara Paretsky) 

rapidly became popular.  More and more female crime fiction started to focus on first 

the woman PI, and then the even more coolly professional forensic examiner.  These 

female detectives not only solve the crime, they are smart, strong, and sassy, and their 

writers manage to include social critique – especially of gender issues – along with 

the crime fighting.  It is a busy formula, which mostly ignores romantic relationships 

– although along with the new levels of physicality, there are often explicit sex 

scenes, and ongoing liaisons (see, for instance, Janet Evanovich’s Stephanie Plum, 

who has a lawyer ex-husband, a policeman boyfriend, and a mysterious security-

guard casual lover rotating through the series as her romantic-interest).  The female 

detective  adds new perspectives to the crime genre, not just an overt social 

commentary but a greater level of discussion regarding the causes of crime, a 

tendency to uncover more of the context and motivations behind  crime, and very 

typically, detailed critique of the patriarchal institutions within which it – mostly – 

occurs.  With few exceptions, notable among them for instance Josephine Tey’s Miss 

Pym Disposes, set in a physical education training college for girls, or Ruth Rendell’s 
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Tree of Hands, which deals with the otherwise unexamined crime of baby-snatching 

occasioned by post-natal depression, the repertoire selected for detective fiction 

reproduces the gendered power relations characteristic of patriarchy. As Sandra Tomc 

(1995) comments, “the detective embarks on a search for the criminal that ends up 

uncovering a network of problematic social and institutional mechanisms of which the 

crime itself is only one manifestation” (Tomc 46-47).  Even unintentionally, the 

sexism and power imbalances that female investigators encounter as part of their 

everyday lives become highlighted, illustrating the multiple instances of invisible or 

unspoken oppression that women face – especially as professionals.  Judgements of 

what they wear or how they behave, the gendered insults they receive, or the 

unwanted attentions of men, become part of the dilemmas the woman investigator 

confronts: part of the problem she is called upon to resolve, in her quest to restore a 

form of social order and justice.  Despite the relative onslaught of female sleuths in 

recent decades, the task is never shown as becoming any easier – indeed, the very 

existence of the female investigator may in fact depend upon the hostility and lack of 

cooperation she is shown to encounter.  Because detective fiction has been such a 

masculine genre, the role of the female PI is in itself oppositional.  It is common for 

instance for these female PIs to have unisex names – V.I. Warshawski, for instance, 

lists only her initials, so that potential clients are unaware of her gender.  Some have 

suggested that the nineteenth century creation of the detective genre, and its 

subsequent shift to the hard-boiled/ mean streets ‘noir’ stylings of the 1940s were 

each a response to the women's movement and the female social autonomy and 

mobility it signalled, occasioned by enhanced entry to the public sphere (Dilley 19).  

If so it has not made the task of genre-appropriation and market-entry any easier for 

women authors. A female investigator cannot simply take a male investigator's place: 

 Women authors writing a PI novel with a woman investigator are faced with 
 the task of having to reconcile traditional definitions of 'femininity' and their 
 own experiences of womanhood with the conventional marginalized PI 
 character. (Dilley 22) 
 
Producing a plausible woman PI means handling the myriad differences in social 

perspective, social access, and social behaviours between males and females – even in 

a supposedly feminist/ postfeminist world.   Gregory Klein considers that a credible 

female PI is impossible unless her ‘femaleness’ is significant in terms of the narrative: 

“[B]reaking out of the formula of either the classical or hard-boiled detective novel 
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cannot offer a female protagonist the chance to emerge unstereotyped” (Gregory 

Klein The Woman Detective 182-183).  For Klein, the feminism of these novels is 

such a necessary part of their formula that it ends up supporting the socio-cultural 

status quo (Gregory Klein 201): an appropriation of hard-won and still hard-to-

practise professional roles to the cause of patriarchal social order.  Put simply, free at 

last from the endless tasks of domestic labour, the new PI is cleaning up those mean 

streets.   

If a judgement is to be made on this issue, it must be one which acknowledges 

the new discourses of action enabled by this genre.  As Dilley points out, “The world 

is not necessarily a safe place for women, but there are other choices besides 

withdrawing, being a perpetual victim, and becoming too hardened to care for 

anyone” (Dilley 47).  The female detective must differ enough from the male 

detective for the formula to work – and there is evidence aplenty to support the idea 

that the discourses have indeed changed.  While Gregory Klein for instance argues 

that “radical feminism cannot work within even the broadest boundaries of the 

detective genre” (Gregory Klein The Woman Detective 220), since “The predictable 

formula of detective fiction is based on a world whose sex/ gender valuations 

reinforce male hegemony” (Gregory Klein The Woman Detective 220) – and, it 

should be added, where the agents of justice work more to reassert patriarchal order 

than to expose its shortcomings.  But, that said, women authors in this genre have 

created texts and entire series in which radical politics and detection co-exist.  The 

formula may not be an easy one, with various authors finding different solutions.  

Liza Cody, for instance, has produced a classic unreliable narrator, a victim of both 

poverty and an abusive childhood, who never sees how far the woman police officer 

and the social worker she despises and mistrusts work tirelessly to rescue her, while 

the fights promoters and criminals to whom she dedicates her future – she is ‘The 

London L’Assassin’, big, ugly, and immensely popular as a female tag wrestler – are 

endlessly bent on exploiting her every move.  Elizabeth George’s Police Sergeant, 

Barbara Havers, straddling the complex demands of casework conducted between the 

needs of her elderly senile mother on the one hand, and a prima-donna wealthy 

aristocratic Inspector on the other, works through both the era-change in British 

detective fiction, and the procedural dilemmas of modern UK law-enforcement.  
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Through these and so many others, the message has been clear, feminism and crime 

fiction can go very well together, depending on how issues are presented.   

 In the 1980s, crime was the feminist fiction to be reading (Munt 27).  In 

today's market, the numbers of mainstream publications with feminist messages are 

steadily increasing (Munt 202).  If crimes are linked to greater social ills, as in 

Paretsky’s, Muller’s, and Grafton’s novels, then the story can be both entertaining and 

political.  What Gregory Klein objects to is that while the surface text may be 

progressive, the underlying discourse demands the restoration of law and order – and 

is thus socially conservative.  What then is the attraction of such texts to women 

readers, and especially to those supportive of feminist goals?  Walton and Jones’s 

reader research discovered that although readers may be reluctant to call themselves 

feminists, they enjoy reading about strong female protagonists, see these protagonists 

as 'normal' women, rather than as politically-committed agitators, and perceive the 

difficulties protagonists face as ‘real’ rather than ideological (Walton & Jones 59-60): 

“Hard-boiled detective fiction thus generates a 'common space' in which concerns and 

social issues can be addressed and negotiated by readers who would not necessarily 

read about them elsewhere” (Walton & Jones 63).  Mainstream readers are exposed – 

again and again – to feminist issues, in an entertaining and exciting way.  Feminist 

crime fiction can be seen then to be concerned with making people aware of the 

ongoing inequalities inherent in the current social structure, which in turn “makes 

guilt collective and social” and shows that “the need for change [is] structural” (Munt 

198).  And it is hard to deny that the formula has worked.  By the 1990s, it “was being 

publicly celebrated through unprecedented sales and economic rewards, as well as 

literary prestige and popular renown” (Walton & Jones 11-12).  Readers, quite simply 

– male as well as female – enjoyed seeing women in dangerous jobs that typically had 

been thought of as very much masculine.   

  

Part Three: “Up to the neck… in serious human experience”: The Psychological 
 Motivation for Reading – and Writing – Crime Fiction 
 
 Narrative fiction, of no matter which genre, works through a process of de-

stabilisation of its own generic rules, working subsequently, through any number of 

twists and permutations, to reassemble a re-ordered – and improved – order.  In crime 

fiction, it is the solution at the end which is psychologically pleasing to readers, 
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satisfaction coming from the delivery of justice, and in spite of the palpably unjust 

and even cruel realities exposed along the way.  Jackson (2002) believes that 

mysteries are a form of adult fairy tale (25), citing novelist Graham Greene's view that 

the wish fulfilment played out in the reading of fairy tales is very similar to the 

workings of crime fiction – ordinary people achieving extraordinary things.   

 The new female detective is always at core an altogether ordinary woman, 

who happens, often by chance, to do extraordinary and dangerous things.  It is 

common for the trajectory of her detection to act simultaneously as a path of personal 

discovery, through which she discovers much about herself, and her capacity for 

social independence, logical thought and extreme physical action.  To this degree, 

these novels act as a form of feminist bildungsroman: serious accounts of a young 

woman – occasionally an older ‘late-bloomer’ – finding identity in the maelstrom of 

mainstream society.  Much like the fairy tale’s offering of a rite of passage, “The 

sleuth's journey follows a narrative propelled by the same forces of magic and 

transformation that power fairy tales” (Jackson 30).  Unexpected revelations, false 

identities, new collaborations, secrets, even totemic objects turning up in the nick of 

time, are each the stuff of myth and of fable, the recurrent patterns of their emergence 

itemised by Propp’s structuralist account of how few elements there actually are 

within mythic narratives.  Balancing the inevitability of their appearance – a 

guarantee of reader recognition and collaboration – with the originality and suspense 

which produce their own pleasures, crime fiction authors play shock against comfort, 

mystery against the slow release of fact, the unexpected against what is familiar and 

predictable.  Within this, Munt claims that female crime fiction is all about readers' 

fantasies of unprecedented – perhaps even impossible – levels of independence, 

physical and psychological strength, and social and cultural power (Munt 197).  

Crime fiction, then, is psychologically empowering.  Women readers see ‘ordinary’ 

women – those contemporary with themselves, subject to the same stresses and 

dilemmas, and working often against the odds to make a living – overcoming 

incredible difficulties.  The difference between this and other genres is twofold.  In 

the first place, the problems that female investigators experience in these novels 

encompass more than just the working out of an individual life – as is the case in both 

conventional romance and chick-lit. Secondly, these are stories told firmly in the 

realist mode, as opposed to fantasy.  Even those stories set in historical eras – such as 
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Marilynn Todd’s I, Claudia series about ancient Rome – provide all the detailed 

minutiae of a life as actually lived: “Detective fiction is involved in serious human 

experience up to its neck” (Jackson 160).  Female detectives deal with problems 

beyond the personal sphere, and while their knowledge and experience of domestic 

issues or interpersonal relations may prove crucial in providing that one extra detail 

which unlocks the central mystery, they are, by definition, abstracted from rather than 

embroiled in such matters.  

 The contemporary Australian female crime authors read over the course of this 

thesis, including Kathryn Fox, Kerry Greenwood, Gabrielle Lord, Jane Goodall, 

Patricia Carlon, Leigh Redhead, Catherine Jinks, Wendy Harmer, Carmel Bird, and 

Tara Moss, are a small sample of the many Australian women now writing crime 

fiction.  Their investigators range from amateurs, to professional women, to PIs.  The 

most interesting of these female detectives, in terms of deviations from the love story 

discourse and from central social models of femininity, are Kerry Greenwood's two 

series characters Phryne Fisher and Corinna Chapman, Leigh Redhead's Simone 

Kirsch, and Gabrielle Lord's Gemma Lincoln.  Phryne Fisher, Gemma Lincoln, and 

Simone Kirsch are all PIs – Phryne Fisher perhaps the most distinctive, given that she 

is a woman of the 1920s.  Each of the others, in her way, also, however, proves able 

to breach female stereotypes.  It is not, it seems, only the hard-boiled PI who produces 

attitudes and behaviours relevant to feminism.  Woman investigators can ignore as 

many traditional social restrictions as their authors can contrive for them.  Corinna 

Chapman for instance is an amateur detective, yet she too thwarts typical definitions 

of femininity. 

 Phryne Fisher achieves the unlikely status of a 1920s female PI, by escaping 

the conditions of class as well as of gender.  Born to a working-class family in 

Australia, fortuitously inheriting an English title and money, Phryne has all the 

freedom brought by independent wealth.  Instead of accepting the strict discipline and 

social demands of the parental home in England she returns to Australia, where she 

discovers the interesting pastime of investigating crime.   

 Phryne’s independence is, it appears, absolute.  Forshadowing the lifestyles of 

much later twentieth century protagonists, she regularly has casual sex with beautiful 

men, saves girls from domestic slavery by adopting them into her household, and 

mixes freely with (and is accepted by) all social classes, races, and cultures.  Her 
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domestic needs met – and her social status marked – by a butler, a cook, and a lady's 

maid, she regards them as not so much servants as extended family, the establishment 

including a dog and a cat who also, at times, contribute to the solving of mysteries.  

Ember, the cat, for instance kills a snake sent to kill Phryne.  Part of the appeal of 

these retro-styled mysteries is of course their glamour.  Appearance is central to both 

Phryne’s social status and sexual allure, and her sense of modernity – the combination 

making her such a surprising figure within her social context, that it replaces the 

alienation trope which is part of the investigator convention.  Like Conan-Doyle’s 

Holmes, she brings to the security of her curious but functional domestic 

establishment a set of even more curious experiences and abilities.  She has spent time 

with a circus, has flown planes, drives at break-neck speed, drinks, smokes, and 

shoots people.  Technically a spinster, she is not in the least genteel, but confident, 

intelligent, and trained in the martial arts of her day.  Simultaneously the picture of 

traditional femininity and its antithesis, Phryne appears to be the perfect lady, yet she 

is always in the thick of the action and will never be subservient to any man.  The 

cases she takes are typically embedded in issues of social justice, with racism, sexism, 

and abuse of power all occasioning her particular ire.  Money and a title certainly 

guarantee her a position of power, but she never considers herself subject to the 

constraints their presence generally signals.  Phryne deliberately flouts social 

conventions. 

 Kerry Greenwood works hard at breaking the PI mould.  Her second 

investigator, Corinna Chapman, is an equally unconventional heroine; a baker and a 

“reluctant investigator”.  She describes herself as XXL plus sized, making no 

apologies for enjoying her food, or for an exercise-free lifestyle.  Her boyfriend, 

Daniel, is officially the PI, but the relationship never develops beyond his occasional 

presence.  Corinna has her own mysteries to solve.  She is intelligent, confident, and a 

central part of her community – a further distinctive element of crime novels 

involving female investigators, where community ties are commonly an important 

feature.  Corinna donates her unsold bread to the Soup Run, a Melbourne charity bus 

that feeds the homeless.  As with Phryne’s unconventional household and raggle-

taggle social connections, this network enables her to obtain information crucial to her 

detection: her voluntary work gives her both street-cred., and her own version of the 

Baker Street Irregulars.  At the same time, the Bohemianism it implies adds glamour – 
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just as it did for Phryne Fisher – and accentuates the sense of cultural distance which 

always marks the successful male investigator.  It is by combining this with the 

domesticity and seeming innocence of the genteel spinster sleuth of what American 

commentators refer to as English ‘cosies’, the Miss Marples and Miss Silvers who 

work in middle-class drawing rooms, over the tea cups, that figures such as Corinna 

Chapman – and any number of other contemporary female investigators – maintain 

credibility with readers.  Corinna is well set up as the single twenty-first century 

woman.  She lives alone above her bakery, with her three cats: Horatio the apartment 

cat, and Heckle and Jekyll the bakery's Mouse Police.  Affection for pets allows an 

expression of emotional attachment, and a secure and permanent warmth within the 

household, otherwise difficult to express for the woman alone.  The contentment these 

three signal positions these novels closer to the world of everyday than the Phryne 

Fisher series.  Instead of fast-paced narrative full of action, the Corinna Chapman 

novels are fairly relaxed.  Corinna does things in her own time and in her own way, 

the perfect demonstration that you do not need to be a super athlete to fight crime. If 

Phryne Fisher is the woman PI’s Sherlock Holmes or Lord Peter Wimsey, Corinna 

Chapman is its Nero Wolfe. 

 Australian women writers have also shown themselves able to adapt the 

grittier realism of the mean streets tradition to contemporary conditions.  Simone 

Kirsch is an unusual female investigator: a stripper turned PI.  When her sex-industry 

background leaves her ineligible to join the police force she uses her strength, 

intelligence, and first-hand knowledge of the seedy underside of Melbourne to set up 

on her own.  Typically of the mean streets PI, however, she is also crass, tough, and 

fool-hardy.  Like so many traditional male PIs, her relationship with the law is 

ambiguous.  She certainly sleeps with a few police officers along the way – for while 

Simone puts away the bad guys, she does not always operate entirely legally.  In the 

first book of the series, Peepshow (2004), she is still working as a stripper to help pay 

the bills.  When she goes undercover on a case, she will snort cocaine and drink 

heavily – in fact, drinking heavily is very much part of her lifestyle.  She lives in a 

one-bedroom apartment, which is never tidy, and she neither cooks nor eats properly.  

And yet this is a character who is shown as completely comfortable with herself, with 

her body, and with her sexuality.  She mixes with women who work in various 

aspects of the sex trade, but spares her judgement for those men who keep the 
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industry afloat.  Strong and independent, she cares deeply for her friends and family, 

and she does whatever is necessary to solve a case.  For all the sexual activity in these 

novels, no love story is ever developed.  Simone is, par excellence, the woman alone, 

living life entirely on her own terms. 

 With the second-wave feminist interventions having extended career access 

for women across so many businesses, security and the various specialist investigative 

services have been no exception – and crime fiction too has kept up with the trend.  

Gemma Lincoln, an ex-cop who loses faith in the system once she observes how 

difficult it still is for women to climb the ranks, decides to open her own investigating 

agency.  It is important to her that she pick and choose the kind of work she does, not 

relying on others allocating cases or dictating the approach.  Gemma employs 

investigative and technical staff on a permanent basis, displaying her prowess as a 

successful business-woman and team leader, and providing both a skills-mix and 

backup for risky situations. The physical invincibility of the lone-hand male PI 

becomes irrelevant and unnecessary under these conditions – indeed, it is dangerous 

to the case and to the business, with Gemma’s own tendency to be headstrong, and to 

act without thinking preserving a feisty and proactive independence, without 

jeopardising either the case or the business.  The degree to which it is the work which 

defines her is signalled once again in her domestic arrangements: she lives alone – 

with her cat – in an apartment she owns, with her offices attached.  Work is her first 

priority: her boyfriend, an undercover police officer, only intermittently available. 

Once again, while romance appears in the narrative, it is incidental, and never the 

focus of either the plot or the central protagonist’s life. 

 Between them these four protagonists indicate a range of possibilities around 

the idea of women creating an income stream and achieving a fulfilling lifestyle – 

never perhaps entirely realistically, but signalling nonetheless an enhanced and so 

very desirable independence, and an unprecedented level of social power.  At one 

level the formula borrows from the male tradition, appropriating its cool application 

of logic and drive towards re-ordering social injustice, along with the hero’s capacity 

for active engagement in whatever crisis arises, and his capacity to deal with whatever 

is handed out.  At the same time the woman PI adds something entirely new: a secure 

domesticity, often unconventional, but effective in securing her ongoing female 

identity, and a commitment to community, which both builds for her the network of 
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contacts and informants she cannot command through the public-sphere institutions 

open to males, and marks her as an ethical, socially engaged professional.  It is here, 

in fact, rather than in her usually much reduced personal relationships, that her 

emotional being finds expression – and this is surely the most significant contribution 

made by crime fiction to the fantasy life of the woman reader.  What romance has 

conventionally regarded as a mere subplot, the life trajectory of subsidiary characters, 

usually working as negative exemplars – poor sad women who just never find their 

true love – crime fiction sets up as central.  Women who are both active and involved 

take charge of events and deliberately pursue the action.  None of these women needs 

to be rescued.  If they require back-up, support is a collaborative effort, part of their 

own planned strategy, or else their community, reciprocating the support offered 

them.  Aware of their vulnerabilities and their faults, they resist the toughness of the 

lone-hand male PI, admitting to feeling frightened or paranoid, taking precautions 

when they are targeted.  Most often characterised as less than the perfect woman, still 

they manage to triumph over adversity.  The formula adds both the potential for 

reader empathy, and a realism and range of types less easily produced in genres such 

as romance.  Can the techniques of crime fiction then be used to modify the seemingly 

gridlocked formulae of romance?  Is it possible to take from the figure of the female 

PI something of the independence and dynamism, and the broader engagement with 

community and issues of social justice, and so dilute the near-exclusive and 

seemingly self-destructive focus on the one-true-love as pathway to marriage, still at 

the core of the discourse of romance?  

 Malicious Intent, the crime novel chosen for analysis in this study, contains a 

protagonist who allows her interest in a man to cloud her judgement.  Finding a 

devoted ‘true love’ is something heroine Anya clearly desires.  As a result, she very 

nearly destroys the case she is working on.  In this novel, romantic love comes close 

to destabilising the plot.  Its prosecution is presented as natural, desirable, inevitable – 

and irrational.  Alignment of the two may prove nigh impossible. 

 

Part Four:  Malicious Intent: Beyond the Idealised Forensic Criminal 
 Investigator 
 
 Malicious Intent (2004) is the first novel in Kathryn Fox's Anya Crichton 

series, and follows Anya as she works to uncover the murders of several young 
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women.  Without Consent (2006), the second in the series, also focuses on women as 

victims.  Kathryn Fox lives in Sydney, where she works as a doctor in general 

practice, but with an interest in forensic medicine.  Malicious Intent, like so many 

contemporary novels with female investigators, builds its plot around forensic 

evidence.  Although Dr Anya Crichton is no hard-nosed, kick-ass investigator, the 

novel focuses on social inequities which continue to make women vulnerable and 

over-represented as victims of violent crime, showing that even well-educated and 

successful women are not immune to discrimination, hardship, and even danger.     

 The plot of Malicious Intent begins when Dr Anya Crichton is asked to review 

a coroner’s report for a friend.  She finds suspicious fibres in the lungs, fibres which 

prove to be present in other dead bodies.  Investigating the origin of these fibres, she 

stumbles across what she thinks are cult suicides – only to discover that there is 

indeed a killer, and that it is a psychiatrist who is a professional colleague, and to 

whom she has felt an emotional, romantic attachment. 

Is this then detection as anti-romance: a wannabe love story, horribly distorted 

by crime?  Part of the answer lies in what Gee would term the ‘situated meanings’ 

(95) deployed within the novel’s discourse, which work to cue the reader to Anya’s 

circumstances and orientation towards her social role as a woman.  Gee defines a 

situated meaning as “an image or pattern that we assemble ‘on the spot’ as we 

communicate in a given context, based on our construal of that context and on our 

past experiences” (Gee 95).  If we accept the argument put forward by Eco (see 

Chapter Three) which suggested that the more ‘serious’ the literary text, the more 

likely the author is to be attempting to ‘position’ the reader in terms of ‘situated 

meanings’, then we can anticipate that Kathryn Fox will be providing carefully 

selected details which will place Anya in a very specific social context – one likely to 

be shot through with dilemmas and contradictions, ideal substrata for a novel of 

detection, in which, by definition, nothing must be as it first appears.  Once again, 

then, the discursive focus likely to be of most value for this analysis lies in Gee’s 

isolation of the approach to activities: “some activity or set of activities is a 

component of any situation (the specific social activity or activities in which the 

participants are engaging; activities are, in turn, made up of a sequence of actions)” 

(98). 
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Anya has set up her own business as a forensic investigator.  As a doctor, she 

is already in a profession traditionally considered masculine – indeed, she describes it 

as an old boys’ club, where she has to fend for herself, adapting to the behavioural 

codes and practices, while at the same time deploying more female cultural 

approaches, especially in relation to relationships, and the insights and perceptions 

which a women brings to the situated meanings of the daily round.  It is interesting to 

observe how far this novel, like so many others, consciously preserves a feminist 

perspective for its central protagonist, positioning her inside, and yet at once outside, 

the specialised culture of her profession.  Whilst the hard-boiled genre separated PIs 

from institutional structures (Walton & Jones 32), allowing a cynical and even 

actively critical social commentary, other subgenres placed women investigators 

much closer to traditionally female – even feminine – roles.  Both the amateur  ‘lady’ 

sleuth, and the more recent police/ medical examiner/ lawyer sub-genres clearly work 

from within the patriarchal social system, critics in both cases having commented on 

the degree to which the roles carried with them near mythopoeic/ Jungian archetypal 

features: the spinster-lady ‘crone’, at once all-innocence and fiercely moral: the white-

coated forensic scientist, precise, coolly observant, and disconnected by the sterility of 

forensic examination from the passions and emotions of life.  Rather than offering 

women real visions of social progression, each in its way re-deploys traditional types, 

limiting the power activated within the role to yet another form of socially alienated, 

and isolated, forms.  These are characters whose formidable skills and insights can be 

enjoyed – but not integrated into any degree of a lived reality.  Anya then is part of 

the patriarchal system that combines two powerful hyper-masculine codes: the 

medical and the legal, yet she has only a subordinate position within it.  She has 

public (male) authority because of her expertise, but still has to contend with being 

judged as a female.  Her behaviour as a woman is important – both to the ways others 

interact with her, and to the ways she is likely to relate to them (Dilley 74).  To 

alleviate some of these tensions, she sets up a private practice: still limited by the 

regulations and expectations covering her profession, but with greater choice over 

what she investigates, and how she arranges the activities involved.  In this way, Anya 

is establishing some degree of control over her own life – and perhaps even offering it 

to those women who may select her services.  Operating successfully within a male-

dominated world is an inspiration – even when operating in a fictive world: “a 
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metaphor for all women, as they are all part of a masculine-dominated society” 

(Dilley 90).   Fox, however, is careful to maintain a level of realism within the 

formula.  Anya's position is restricted, dependent on rules of professional conduct, 

and always troubled by a lack of money, a problem endemic to the lone practitioner – 

especially highlighted in a professional environment normally operating with the 

support of large institutions.  This produces an inherent instability in relation to her 

capacity to act alone – one caught especially well within Fox’s plotting of the novel. 

Anya’s lack of power as a woman with emotional sensitivities heightens her 

susceptibility to social relations, especially with conventionally ‘eligible’ men.  She is 

easily manipulated by a colleague who turns out to be a serial killer, a relationship 

which comes close to destroying her reputation and her career, once she is 

romantically interested in him.  The attempt to produce professional independence 

built over a female perspective and practice remains problematic – and the attempt is 

no less destabilising in relation to her personal life.  Ex-husband, Martin, has custody 

of their son Ben.  He does not work and can give Ben his full attention.  At once 

Anya’s full-time employment defines her as an unavailable and, therefore, bad 

mother, called away at moments destructive to family life, and financially vulnerable 

because of her many business expenses and unpredictable income stream.  As Walton 

and Jones observe, economic and social issues play a large part in women's detective 

fiction:  

Popular formula novels featuring professional women investigators – who 
 were, after all, working women in traditionally male fields – are very much the 
 product of a combination of  economic and social factors and have continuing 
 investments in those fields. (Walton & Jones 13)  

 
Gee’s discourse analysis has a very clear focus on identities generated within 

language, suggesting that it is “the identities that the people involved in the situation 

are enacting and recognising as consequential” (Gee 98) which construct socially 

powerful models of everyday reality – models we both recognise as meaningful, and 

attempt to live.  Anya's position as a medico-legal professional working for herself 

takes her beyond traditional ‘private sphere’ definitions of femininity, so that any 

activities or relationships which work from within those definitions, become 

inherently unstable.  She is certainly excluded from being a traditional wife and 

mother, and the novel’s plotting suggests that any romantic relationship inside the 

profession may prove downright dangerous.  Either woman, or detective: not both, the 
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discourses here suggest – and the plot concurs.  Anya is shown to put her son in 

danger by exposing him to a murderer whom she as a woman finds attractive.  

Malicious Intent thus highlights Anya's continued vulnerability within a male-

dominated society, occasioned in particular through her residual and, it seems, 

inappropriate belief in the love story.  Does this then invalidate her strength as an 

independent woman with an excellent career?   

 Forensic science has become a fashionable formula for writers of narratives 

centred upon young women as crime investigators.  In part this has been a response to 

the new levels of instrumentation available after the introduction of digital scanning 

and testing procedures, and especially the DNA sampling produced by the decoding 

of the human genome: factors which have had near-magical resonance in the popular 

imagination.  Scientists refer colloquially to the glamour and allure of ‘the machine 

that goes “bing!”’, an image which in media sources especially over determines the 

capacity of science and forensics to deliver information, but which certainly builds in 

a renewed sense of the powers of justice to drive towards resolution, within the 

detective genres of fiction.  Because of this machine intervention, mitigating the 

necessity for either high levels of dangerous physical confrontation with crime, or 

access to the still male-dominated institutions serving justice, forensic detection has 

admitted more than its usual quota of female investigators – within the fictional realm, 

at least.  It is, to this extent, a private-sphere zone of justice: a space of heightened 

order and quiet, fenced about by both professional and cultural rules covering the 

treatment of the dead; by hygiene requirements; by closure from public access; and 

not least by the machines which ‘process’ the corpses under examination, positioning 

the human agents of forensic examination beyond contamination.  From the early 

success of the UK’s Silent witness the formula has spun into successive  popular 

television series, including for instance  CSI, NCIS, and Bones – each of them 

featuring strong and yet sexy female leads.  It has been, to that extent, a way of 

positioning woman investigators at once within a powerful profession, and yet within 

the Habermasian private/ intimate – available to relationships, safely immured within 

their wonderfully well-ordered lab, at the centre of a small cohort of supportive co-

workers, with the series-plots working as much in the domain of soap opera – intent 

upon emotional relationships – as on justice drama.  
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 Anya is thus part of a talented and popular group of women.  There is, 

however, a significant difference, relating to the context in which she works.  The 

women in the forensic-detection television shows are universally shown as working 

within a larger organisation: the FBI, NCIS, or the police.  Like their police 

colleagues, they carry guns and are physically strong, and trained in self-defence.  

Anya is neither as glamorous nor as tough.  In fact, these novels work intertextually to 

position their heroine explicitly outside the popular TV stereotypes.  Characters in the 

novel acknowledge how far forensic science has changed, from a popular perception 

that it involves dull and rather creepy work, to widespread popular fascination – even 

glamour (20).  Interestingly, Kathryn Fox's author's blurb also mentions that she is 

“currently” (2004) herself working on a TV project, while in the novel too a crime 

show is mentioned.  The forensic lab where Anya had previously worked is being 

used in the filming of “a crime series based on a female pathologist” (74).   

 Anya, however, is specially outside the glamorous-and sexy positioning of 

forensic investigation produced within these new popular genres.  At one level, this is 

shown as a (typically) office/ lab-based skilled profession, contrasting the very 

physical work of PIs or police investigators.  Anya belongs to the educated and 

intelligent class of investigators, but because she is independent, cannot claim the 

allure or cultural centrality constructed for the lab-investigator, whose professional 

expertise and cool scientific detachment produce near-impossible feats of deductive 

‘truth’.  Anya is closer to the armchair detective; she solves crimes from a distance, 

always tending to remain on the periphery – an always uncomfortable positioning, 

which aligns her at once with the social marginalisation of the classic PI, and the 

socially-critical distancing of cultural resistance embraced by second-wave 

feminisms.  Because of these two forms of ‘difference’ in perspective, she “‘can make 

links and investigate unusual findings'” (85) and is the only one for instance to sense 

any link between the series of women’s deaths central to the plot of this novel (170).   

 The difficulty with this emphasis on informal deduction – almost indeed 

‘female intuition’ – is that it disempowers Anya within the conventions of the 

investigative practitioner.  Anya may work out whodunit, but it is by accident, rather 

than by careful deduction.  Some key moments in the plot of this novel are literally 

accidental, as it is for instance the killer who picks her up after she has had a car 

accident.  It is clear, too, at the end of Malicious Intent that solving the crime has not 
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brought about any form of neat resolution.  Anya’s professional reputation is ruined, 

her ex-husband is furious at her, and there is little hope of winning custody of three 

year old Ben.  Anya appears unable to protect herself physically, emotionally, or 

professionally, raising the question: is this the price paid for maintaining a female 

identity, form of practice and social relationships, inside an otherwise male preserve? 

 The one aspect of her life that motivates Anya’s resolve to succeed in her 

professional role is not the career or the business, but in line with her ongoing female 

social identification: her son.  She works hard at establishing an unblemished 

professional reputation because furthering her career and achieving financial security 

will help her win back custody of her son.  The deep love of mothers is an important 

message in the novel, always emotional and sentimental when discussing the 

relationship between Anya and Ben.  While this works to detail the ongoing 

vulnerability of women within the legal, political, and social structures of the world, 

and explains Anya’s empathy with and capacity to see into the problems of her 

women clients, it also risks embroiling the agent of perception and change, in the very 

attitudes and behaviours which perpetuate the problems.  Anya, it seems, cannot 

escape the social disadvantages and cultural conditioning restraining both her personal 

and professional life.  The inequality between men and women is constantly made 

obvious.  All the victims in Malicious Intent are women, even the investigator herself 

ending up as victim, with the criminal a psychotic male operating successfully within 

a profession designed to help people.  So is the social critique enough?  Do these 

restrictions operating through the activities and relationships framed in the novel’s 

discourse overpower and counterbalance the realistic appraisal of ongoing gender 

inequities?  The final message of Malicious Intent is bleak.  Any, and to some degree 

all, men represent a potential for threat, so women are always, in some way, 

disadvantaged.  A happy ending is very notably absent – and not just because this 

introduces a novel series.  In the terms of this plot, justice is not achieved – and 

neither is a love match or a secure domestic establishment.  The fact, however, that 

romantic interest is at the core of the detection plot suggests the need for a far closer 

examination of this one relationship, and how it is made to play out.  Why does Anya 

fall for colleague Vaughan; what does she hope for from him, and how and why does 

he (appear to) reciprocate? 
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Part Five: Criminal Relations: Anya and Vaughan 

  
 Within the crime fiction formula, the love story is largely irrelevant.  While in 

the case of the female detective, the presence of a romantic attachment does still 

occur, as Jeanne Addison Roberts acknowledges, “When the detective is a woman, 

the risk is even greater that romance and dependency will undercut her already 

precarious authority” (Addison Roberts 101).  Detective fiction writers have 

successfully combined the two genres, at least in the past, Patricia Wentworth for 

instance always creating for her elderly ex-governess sleuth Miss Maude Silver a plot 

centring on a very conventionally disregarded and maltreated young romantic heroine, 

happily secured for the male lead, by the solution of the crime.  Even Josephine Tey’s 

always original plotting produced some romance plot substrata, no matter how 

seemingly intractable the material – as, for instance, in The Franchise Affair, in which 

a woman accused by a young girl of abduction and abuse has her name cleared by the 

man who turns out her suitor.  More typically, however, the focus for the novel of 

detection is simply on solving the crime – and staying alive along the way.  While the 

amateur detective sub-genre – and occasionally the professional detective-on-holiday 

variation – provides more room for the protagonist to contemplate romantic 

involvement, statistically it seems that most writers have found the two difficult to 

combine.  The purpose of the crime novel is catching criminals, not husbands.   

 In Malicious Intent, when the reader is first introduced to Vaughan Hunter, he 

is characterised as a typical romantic hero.  He is immediately emphasised more than 

other male characters: made more ‘significant’, in Gee’s terms.  Anya is shown to see 

him as a friendly, good-looking, trustworthy man.  As is typical of romance plots, she 

bases her opinion of him on very little information: what she considers his exceptional 

work with victims.  Although initially there is no overt flirtation, it is made clear that 

Anya is attracted to him.  She experiences sweaty palms, clumsiness, and awkward 

silences when she is around him – all the stereotypical codings of attraction.  Vaughan 

is “a striking figure in many ways” (54), charming, and yet properly professional, 

making Anya feel nervous and self-conscious.  He is well-educated, composed, hard-

working, and seemingly dedicated to those he helps.  To Anya, he is a compassionate 

and reliable person:   

They'd both been involved in a case of child sexual abuse, during which she'd 
seen a video of him interviewing the child and been impressed by his kindness 
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and gentleness towards the young girl.  He had asked highly intelligent 
questions, which showed his degree of concern for the impact his assessment 
had on this child and her family.  From memory, he'd even done the report for 
no charge. (103) 
 

Anya finds that she enjoys spending time with Vaughan, on both a personal and 

professional level, and many times in the novel the ‘natural’ evolution of a romantic 

relationship is hinted at.  He implies he is interested in her, too, giving Anya his 

marital status and a rundown on his tastes in women: “‘I've never been married. I've 

always preferred what a woman has to offer from the neck up. Animated mannequins,' 

he said, glancing in Barbie's direction, 'don't hold interest for long'” (99).  Anya is 

excited by such moments, her romantic interest inching ever forward.  Ultimately, 

however, Vaughan proves less than an ideal love match.  Anya’s belief in the love 

story traps her with a psychotic killer.  It is only at the end of Malicious Intent that 

Anya discovers that Vaughan is in reality “a grotesque psychopath” (408) who “had 

set out to manipulate her completely, by slowly taking away the things that were most 

important to her” (444).  How far then is this just a clever plot twist, a criminal 

cleverly disguised as a benign and entirely innocent character; and how far is it a 

conscious attack on the dangerous self-delusions introduced by a too eager and an 

uncritical embrace of the discourse of romance?  

 In the beginning, Anya is anxious for Vaughan to think highly of her.  To this 

extent, she is shown as hoping for, inviting, even manoeuvring a possible relationship 

– to be, as it were, the initiating party.  When they are chatting, he does a brief psych-

social profile of her, and she is embarrassed by the weaknesses revealed in her 

response: “Anya felt her lip tighten. So far she'd made a great impression” (106).  

Anya, too, is fully aware of Vaughan’s professional reputation.  He is a guest speaker 

at a conference she attends, where his audience is completely entertained:  

Before lunch, the slowest session of any conference, Vaughan Hunter made a 
presentation entitled, 'Mind games – verbal and non-verbal communication in 
the courtroom'…. No-one in the room dozed, testament to Vaughan Hunter's 
ability to hold an audience's attention after a morning tea of pastries and tepid 
tea. (100) 
 

It is not only Anya who finds Vaughan impressive.  The novel shows that most people 

who come into contact with him find him, at the very least, professionally talented.  

No surprise then that Anya is flattered and pleased when Vaughan singles her out for 

praise at the conference:  
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 When it came to feedback, Vaughan praised Anya's performance, freezing the 
 video on her  posture, hands clasped on her lap, and the calm tone of her 
 voice.  He described her as a credible and sympathetic witness who had 
 enough authority to convince a jury without seeming arrogant. (114) 
 
She is particularly thrilled when Vaughan writes her a personal note: “Thanks for 

making the weekend a success” (114). 

Does nobody at all suspect Vaughan? F ox does give subtle clues which, at 

least in retrospect, hint at his role as a killer – and Anya misses them, because she is 

romantically interested.  There is bitter irony in the way Vaughan compliments 

Anya’s professionalism when working with victims of sexual assault (54), given that 

he both sexually and psychologically abuses his victims.  From his own role as 

psychiatrist, and worse: from watching Anya deal with sexual assault victims, 

Vaughan can better gauge the vulnerabilities of women and how they will react to 

being attacked.  His manipulation of Anya takes every aspect of her identity and her 

relational approaches into account: the traditional female tendencies, exposing her, 

like all the other victims, to predatory danger.  When Vaughan pushes Anya to 

overcome her fears at Questacon (The National Science and Technology Centre in 

Canberra), he says to her, “'You were in control the whole time.  You just didn't 

realise it'” (105).  The comment flatters her sense of an autonomous professional self, 

the woman she wants to be, and so tempts her further into a position of weakness.  At 

every step, she is persuaded that she is in charge, and that everything is operating 

purely on her terms.  So subtle is Vaughan’s manipulation that Anya believes that she 

makes the mistakes herself: “He seemed to be waiting to let Anya say what she felt 

comfortable with.  Words started pouring from her mouth” (113).  This studious non-

aggression means that she entirely fails to notice for instance the physical 

intrusiveness of Vaughan’s’ friendly’ overtures.  He touches her during their 

conversations, but Anya trusts him completely.  It does not register as inappropriate 

collegial behaviour.  On the contrary, she thinks to herself how comfortable and at 

ease he makes her, envying him this quality (103).  On one occasion, Vaughan 

touches her and comments that “'Every experience is meant to be helpful, not 

hurtful.'” (109).  To Vaughan, his ‘experiments’ in the torture of women have a 

practical aim.  People need to be understood.  Anya even misses the potential for 

threat when Vaughan jokes about stalking her: “'Hope you don't think I'm following 

you, but I wanted to come back in my afternoon off'” (103).  All Anya can think is 
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that she “couldn't remember how long it had been since she'd enjoyed herself this 

much” (105).   

Because he fulfils her ‘need’ for a male companion, Anya all too willingly 

gives Vaughan personal information, even while recognising his powerful ability to 

make people talk: “'I can just see you as a psychiatrist, lulling people into feeling 

secure then picking their brains'” (107).  It is as though she becomes here the 

unreliable narrator, painting in the details the readers need to become suspicious, yet 

entirely missing the clues herself.  Anya feels comfortable talking about even 

extremely sensitive subjects, helping Vaughan to just the information he needs to 

manipulate her – and the author/narrator makes the moment explicit: “Normally 

guarded, Anya didn’t feel [his] question an intrusion” (249).  Here the discourse 

hovers somewhere between romance and detective fiction.  Read at one level, it 

endorses the possibility of romance, Anya as romantic heroine blooming in the light 

of Vaughan’s sustained interest.  The reader of detective fiction, however, should by 

now be questioning Vaughan’s motives.  Why is he asking these questions?  What 

will he do with the answers?  In crime fiction, the outcome is altogether unlikely to be 

what Anya hopes: a declaration of love.  She is, to this extent, exactly as Vaughan has 

diagnosed: entirely ‘in control’ – producing all by herself the outcome of unconscious 

vulnerability he desires.  

Whenever Vaughan and Anya ‘coincidentally’ meet each other in professional 

situations (236), Anya is flattered by his attention, and never alerted to its true 

motives.  Vaughan even offers to help Anya with her investigation.  She is so grateful 

that she shares all her information and explains her latest theories.  Whenever she 

becomes despondent over her lack of progress, Vaughan is always there to help: 

“Anya arrived home to find Vaughan Hunter on her doorstep.  He smiled warmly 

when he saw her…” (386).  He gives her articles to read; contributes information; 

provides vital interpretation of the treatment of the victims: “In each case, the 

individual’s character was systematically destroyed by ‘techniques’ including 

deprivation of basic needs like sleep, food and cleanliness” (259).  Anya, blinded by 

her romantic interest in him, fails to see any parallel in her own treatment.  

Anya thinks it is a child's whim that sees Vaughan tagging along with her and 

Ben to the Easter Show, when in fact he has carefully manipulated Ben into asking 

him to join them: “‘I’d love to come if your mum will have me’” (244).  The fact that 
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Ben clearly likes Vaughan only reinforces Anya’s trust in him: “Ben had forgotten his 

usual shyness with strangers.  Like mother, like son with this man” (244).  Anya lets 

down her guard so completely that she allows Vaughan to get close to Ben – and 

begins to adapt her social and ethical judgements to match his.  Even though she has 

told Vaughan that she will not tolerate guns in any form, he convinces her to use the 

toy guns at one of the side-show stalls, criticising her view that guns kill: “‘Mothers 

have been known to protect their children if it means killing to do so.  Isn’t there 

anything that would drive you to go against your value system, under the right 

circumstances?’” (252).  Anya is already wavering, trying to argue her point, and yet 

already shooting at (and missing) the targets.  At the climax of the novel’s action, 

Vaughan recreates this scene, threatening Anya until her only recourse is to shoot 

him.  Only the final catastrophic confrontation brings action, however.  All previous 

encounters show Anya surrendering her will to his, convinced that the romantic 

‘relationship’ between them subordinates all else to secondary status: “Anya had 

already forgotten their discussion.  Vaughan made her laugh and she enjoyed hearing 

herself sound and feel happy” (254).  At the end of their day at the Easter Show Anya 

clearly wants Vaughan to stay the night, and the novel slips into typical romantic love 

discourse:  

He took a step closer and she noticed his subtle aftershave.  She stopped 
talking and inhaled slowly.  Vaughan leant down and her skin tingled as his 
face moved closer.  Like a schoolgirl, she closed her eyes as he gently brushed 
the hair from her face and touched his lips to her cheek. (255)  
 

Not only does Anya stand there “like Oliver Twist, wanting more” (255), she thinks 

about him all night long (256).  Enmeshed in this romantic mindset, she fails to notice 

Vaughan’s manipulative behaviour, or how easily – willingly – she succumbs to what 

are, in the final analysis, stereotypical and clichéd romantic moves.  Instead, she falls 

straight into the love-story role offered: “Vaughan stood to leave and wished Anya 

good night.  She had to admit, the idea of spending more time with this man had 

appeal” (389).   He knows this game better than she does, and so she becomes 

altogether enthralled, ridiculing her friend’s warnings, and abandoning any semblance 

of the investigative and analytical skills on which her livelihood – and in this case her 

life – depend. 

 Detective Kate Farrer is not taken in by Vaughan, and has no qualms about 

telling Anya that he cannot be trusted.  Anya, however, thinks Kate too headstrong, 
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and unable to relate to men.  She not only refuses to listen to the warning, but takes 

Vaughan into her confidence.  Vaughan acts out the punishment due to those able to 

resist his allure: he abducts Kate, drugs her, strips her, shaves away her pubic hair, 

and leaves her in the dark, suspended in an anechoic chamber: symbolically de-sexed, 

and denied all social relational impulses.  Only once Anya is inside Vaughan’s home, 

confronting the evidence of his treatment of Kate, does she realise that he has trapped 

both of them, Anya herself through playing upon her all-too-transparent emotional 

responses: “The bastard had anticipated her every move – in the investigations and 

now.  It was as though he’d scripted the whole episode, like he had for all the others” 

(414-415); “She had fallen for his empathy routine, even confided in him” (409).  

Even though she manages to shoot him and save Kate, he has won. He has succeeded 

in forcing Anya to suppress both her judgement and her values, destroying her career, 

and ruining her chance of having Ben – all for the never directly stated promise of 

love and friendship.  Vaughan’s status as potential lover makes it difficult to consider 

him a threat, even once the evidence is in.  Anya is forced to submit her own conduct 

to the sorts of examination normally used in her cases: “It frightened her… how 

attracted to him she’d been and how much she’d wanted him to hold and touch her the 

day at the Easter Show” (443).  The murders may have been solved, but Anya's 

problems have only increased.  Her belief in the love story narrative has trapped her: 

left her alone, childless, and near-unemployable: “Anya could almost hear Vaughan 

Hunter laughing” (445).  A caring, loving, and socially responsible woman who 

always tries to do the right thing has been brought to the edge of disaster by her 

failure to see the falsity of Romance.  

 

Part Six: Anya and Femininity: The Problem of the Female Agent 
 

In contrast to Vaughan’s (cynical) enactment of the romantic hero, Anya’s 

behaviour falls far short of the romantic heroine.  Her physical features receive no 

comment, but certainly, no-one in the novel makes mention of her attractiveness (or 

lack of it), and she does not fuss over her appearance.  Passing comments are made 

about her applying make-up, but there is no fixation on beauty or regimes dedicated to 

producing the perfect body.  Femininity in Malicious Intent is instead founded upon 

Anya's compassion and her maternal instincts, the one directed towards those she 

encounters as she investigates crime, the other to her son Ben.  The formula is central 



 276 

to the Australian romance heroine, much as in Dr Blake’s Angel and Three Wishes.  

Anya may be shown to be highly respected amongst her peers, intelligent and efficient 

– but in Malicious Intent it is children who make the successful woman.  This link 

between mothers and children inside a crime novel produces some interesting effects, 

however.  To naturalise women’s behaviours in this way, seeking to represent features 

of value in raising children as if gendered abilities, useful in penetrating the motives 

behind such acts as crime, but largely instinctual, is to suggest a core or essential 

identity – not only one which limits access to other social roles, but in the case of 

crime writing, destabilises many of the qualities and actions conventionally required 

of the central investigator.  The author who chooses this path confronts two 

possibilities: either the conscious pursuit of an altogether different form of crime 

writing, as indeed some writers examined above have done, or the reflection of 

ongoing feminist social critique of women’s roles, with the crime narrative itself 

consequently rendered problematic.  Here, while the latter seems the case, it is 

difficult to assess the degree of conscious critique being undertaken.  If, as a number 

of critics argue, crime fiction is by definition socially conservative: always in pursuit 

of a restoration of the social order, despite its focus on the various horrors which 

illustrate human depravity and social breakdown, then many of the identity-and-action 

elements of the discourse in this novel also work to establish a conservative social 

foundation.  It is made to seem unnatural for Anya not to have custody of her child, at 

one level a feminist position, asserting the rights of the mother after the breakdown of 

a marriage – yet in other ways confirming those very patriarchal views of family and 

domesticity which it seems to oppose, by representing the mother-child relation as 

unassailable and inherently ‘right’.  Anya is portrayed as more responsible, kinder, 

and altogether better able to understand her three-year-old's needs than his father.  In 

the midst of all the acts of Malicious Intent, a nurturing motherhood is positioned as a 

strong indicator of female social power.  In highlighting Anya’s connection with 

people as a specifically female orientation, Fox makes humanity important to her 

‘femaleness’.  ‘Being female’ is linked, however, to ‘being loving’ – and it is this, of 

course, which renders her vulnerable to Vaughan. 

 Not all women in the novel – or in the justice professions – are shown to be as 

compassionate as Anya. Kate Farrer and Zara Chambers are each shown as over-

confident, even aggressive – Kate, in particular, is singled out for a vicious 
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‘punishment’ at the hands of the psychotic killer.  On the other hand, those women 

who enact a conventional femininity of seductive allure are also made to look 

inadequate.  The administrator looking after registrations at the conference Anya 

attends is described as having “polished white teeth” and “almost perfect dimensions 

and immaculate ‘presentation’” (97).  Her vanity and frivolity are emphasised as “she 

flashed her eyes around for the men”, beaming “through bright red lipstick” (97).  

Anya disparagingly describes her as a “human Barbie Doll” (98) – and although her 

cultural judgements of other women’s conduct are modified through the course of the 

novel – having, for instance, always disbelieved drunken women who claimed to have 

been raped, she is proven wrong and decides to consider all such cases credible – 

there are still plenty of moments where Anya’s responses to other women are less 

than sisterly.  Once again the moral education explicitly rendered within the narrative 

is oddly undercut by the very selection of the episodes used to produce it.  If, for 

instance, “Anya had resolved never to judge a woman by her behaviour, no matter 

how inappropriate it seemed at the time” (150), the resolution is a complex one, which 

retains detailed descriptions of ‘inappropriate’ female conduct, in order it seems to 

use them as negative exemplars against which Anya’s own virtues: her ‘inherent’ 

empathy and her new-found levels of tolerance – can be asserted.  Only one particular 

type of femininity is being advocated, one centring on logic, intelligence, and 

energetic pursuit of goals – and yet one where warmth and ‘niceness’ are 

simultaneously important.  Vanity and drunken partying, however, remain intolerable.  

 By placing the moral judgements of the narrative firmly within Anya’s 

perspective, the author produces a range of ‘closer to, further from’ exemplars – much 

as Ada Cambridge does with the four Pennycuick sisters.  Officer Kate Farrer, for 

example, is shown as always abrasive, even rude: “The detective was smart and 

arrogant, with a reputation as a troubleshooter, among other things... Anya did 

wonder, however, why Kate went out of her way to intimidate everyone she met” 

(13).  While this is explicitly Anya’s own judgement – one already established as 

fallible – it is reinforced in the reactions of other characters.  In the police force, 

Kate’s reputation is portrayed as well-known: “The young constable knew better than 

to argue with 'The Bitch' from Homicide.  She may have been short in stature but she 

had bigger balls than most blokes he'd met” (92-93).  Where Anya works through 

trying to be cooperative, Kate insists on getting her own way, to the detriment of both 
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her personal and her professional relationships.  Anya is critical of her friend’s 

behaviour, using it as a negative touchstone, as she adjusts her own behaviours to the 

social world around her: 

Anya believed that in Kate’s world, everything felt personal.  She obviously 
blamed [Vaughan] for something he couldn’t have predicted or prevented.  
Apart from work, Kate’s world was becoming increasingly small, and Anya 
couldn’t allow hers to do the same. (243) 
 

Here the discourse moves through three layers of processing – with readers invited to 

share both the judgments arrived at, and the ‘work’ of social-relational and 

behavioural representation going on. While initially all of this is explicitly only what 

‘Anya believed’, it is rapidly re-processed in the syntactic manoeuvring of the prose, 

becoming instead ‘factual’ assertions of ‘truth’.  “In Kate’s world, everything felt 

personal”.  How do we know that?  How does Anya know that?  Since the point of 

view is in fact Anya’s, and we are locked out of Kate’s mind, all we are in fact 

reading is Anya’s ‘belief’.  It is her judgment that “Kate’s world was becoming 

increasingly small” – but this is the one, central judgment of the novel: our orientation 

to the novel’s action is directed through this one point of view.  Anya herself is 

preparing to act on that judgment: “Anya couldn’t allow hers to do the same…”  If, by 

the end of the novel’s action, we come to doubt Anya’s judgment, and even, if we 

read carefully enough, to dispute moments such as these, now clearly motivated by 

Anya’s mistaken desire to not blame Vaughan, as Kate does, then it is too late to 

abandon and retrieve the discursive processing we have shared in along the way.  

Once again, the decision to work through a romance plot – even if ultimately to 

critical ends – muddies the moral waters.  It may well introduce a note of realism into 

the crime novel, the central protagonist stepping falsely in the plot’s denouement, just 

as she does in her relational life – indeed through Vaughan, the two are the same.  

Judgements made in the incidental moments of the action, however, cannot easily 

achieve the same sorts of retrospective review and ‘correction’.  Anya is constantly 

positioned to assume that she is right and others are wrong.  Even when Kate is 

abducted by the killer, Anya finds time to judge her unacceptable (ungracious/ 

unfeminine) behaviour: Kate’s disappearance “could have been related to any of the 

homicide cases she had worked on since Kate irritated just about everyone she’d ever 

met” (395).  To be accommodating is good; to be argumentative and confrontational 

is bad – especially, it seems, for women.  Kate, meanwhile, is frustrated by Anya’s 
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middle-class sensitivities: “By tailing Anya, she thought she’d done the right thing, 

but Anya didn’t see it that way.  Doctors and their ethics gave her the shits” (367).  

Hers is a hyper-masculine, ‘mean streets’ cop discourse: “‘Can we cut the 

melodramatics?  She is pivotal to a possible homicide investigation.  All I did was my 

job’” (343).  The short sentences, action-orientation in the verb use, colloquial register 

and profanity are a near-perfect realisation of Coates’s characterisation of language 

use gendered as masculine (1998), and so yet another contrast to Anya’s superior – if 

dangerous – emotional openness.  

 Kate is not the only negative exemplar.  Another woman with a sharp 

personality is medical student, Zara Chambers.  Anya describes her as “an 

Amazonian” who she could “easily imagine... dominating a sporting arena such as a 

hockey field” (19).  Zara is tall, muscular, and ‘masculine’.  Assertiveness and 

physical strength are each described as a negative quality for women.  Zara’s 

confidence is shown, however, to be naïve; a marker of her inexperience (19).  

Women who are too confident are bound to fail, and their self-assuredness annoys 

others.  Despite Anya’s (self-claimed) limitless patience, she is irritated with what she 

sees as Zara’s overbearing personality, and “considered making an exception to her 

rule” (22) never to humiliate a student (21-22).  Zara is bright and eager to learn, but 

also tactless and abrupt.  She makes no effort to connect with people, a key trait of 

Anya’s sense of femaleness, central to the novel’s discursive formation.  Anya’s 

judgment once again controls the value-hierarchies which assess good against bad 

female behaviours: even though “Anya had to admit to being impressed by Zara’s 

diligence and resourcefulness” (205), Zara’s constant interruptions and impatience for 

solutions are exasperating.  The motivations meanwhile are more complex.  Like 

Anya herself, Zara works hard because she wants a flawless professional profile.  Her 

enthusiasm is commended, but her motivation regarded as too self-seeking, and likely 

to cause her difficulties later on: “Zara had a lot to learn.  She was just the type of 

self-driven over-achiever who could run into problems herself, and not through too 

much empathy” (206).  Achieving success merely to make a name for yourself is 

presented here as lacking in connection: missing the altruism and relational impulse of 

‘true’ female identity.  Zara is seen as overbearing and domineering, “Because 

winning was all that counted” (207).  The work alone has little intrinsic interest – 

instead, she wants recognition for her efforts: “Zara’s back straightened.  The ultimate 
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carrot – a published paper – was enough to entice any ambitious medical student; 

she’d be scoring a match winning goal” (208).  While Anya too is good at her job, and 

her peers think highly of her, what is important to her is how her professional profile 

will affect the battle for custody of Ben.  As in the traditional romance, community, 

family, and social connection are upheld as key values.  

 In Malicious Intent, marital status is central to being female.  Anya may want 

to establish her professional credibility in a heavily masculine field, but the novel 

makes it clear that her divorce has disadvantaged her both professionally and 

personally.  She often comments that it has proven worse than an unsatisfactory 

marriage (70).  Since the demands of her professional life stem from her need to prove 

her capacity to support her son and to pay for Court custody challenges, Anya’s own 

ambition is seen as altruistic, and inherently female in its motivation: “To afford 

another custody challenge, she needed more work, which meant improving her 

profile” (29).  Divorce, then, is presented as a less than ideal situation – and the 

professional commitment required for success means less time for Ben.  Nor is this 

the sole double-bind she encounters.  Reluctant to work for the violent and arrogant 

Anoub Deab (brother to one of the victims), since “she couldn't afford to be 

implicated in anything suspicious or illegal” (33) which might jeopardise her custody 

claim, she does, however, compromise her values when she needs the money for court 

fees: “She looked at the small car on her desk and thought of Ben and the lack of 

work offers.  Anoub would obviously pay for her time, and she didn't have to like him 

or the way his family treated women” (36).      

In this novel, as in the Australian romance tradition, a maternal orientation to 

social relations and especially to family is shown as normal, and even ‘natural’. 

Anya’s maternal impulses are never questioned, even when they evoke the sorts of 

weakness and emotionalism which place her in danger. “Ben's voice almost made her 

cry” (70).  The mother-child relationship is shown as so inherently satisfying and 

powerful, that it is made to transcend all other possibilities:  

 When they played the drums together, Anya couldn’t be happier.  This was the 
 sound  of a child and parent uninhibitedly enjoying themselves, feeling secure 
 – having fun – together.  The sound of unconditional love and both of them 
 knew it. (187) 

 
  Anya adored these moments.  Ben was the love of her life, and the most 

 accepting person she’d ever known. (190) 
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It is divorce which stops Anya from being a good mother.  Balancing – and often 

failing to balance – a demanding professional life with parenting creates a daily 

paradox, for she must work hard to create time for such moments with Ben.  Again 

and again, descriptions of the mother-child relationship centre on absence and loss: 

“Instinctively, Anya touched the necklace her son had chosen and felt a lump rise in 

her throat” (29); “She had thought about Ben most of the day and wanted to hear his 

voice” (68); “ Somehow sleeping while he was in the house felt like a waste.  It was 

silly, but she enjoyed being awake just knowing he was comfortable and safe” (258-

259).   

Central to her divorce were Martin’s accusations that Anya’s work took her 

away from the family, and, in the end, her investigations do lead to her losing Ben.  

Women’s careers, as has traditionally been the case with men, impact on their private 

relationships.  In this novel, though, the onus is on Anya to find solutions.  There is no 

discussion of possible alternatives to the failed nuclear-family relation, and so 

suggestion that broader social change may be required.  Here, it is individuals who are 

agents of destiny: personalities and not social circumstances held to be the sources of 

conflict or dissatisfaction.  Martin is characterised throughout from Anya’s 

perspective, and so as an angry, mean, and vengeful man: “Out of spite Martin once 

threatened to take Benjamin away – permanently – somewhere she’d never find him” 

(69).  In the same way, albeit at a more complex level, Vaughan is ‘revealed’ as a 

psychopath, the pathways to that psychosis, and to Anya’s own susceptibility to its 

machinations, never examined.  Here there is no doubt that it is Anya’s job that has 

created her disadvantaged situation.  She is, effectively, being punished for owning 

her own business and being dedicated to her work.  Good mother Anya has literally 

run away from home.  The divorce, and so the distancing from her beloved child, is 

her own fault.  She has, as the menacing Vaughan episode makes clear, come close to 

destroying her own life, through suppression of what gives her the greatest happiness 

– and through seeking alternative satisfactions in all the wrong places.  De-

maternalised, de-gendered, and forced through Vaughan’s falsity to question her 

emotional judgement, Anya’s actions are made to question her very identity as a 

woman.  
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Part Seven: The Hunter's Victims: The Dangerous Desire for Love 
 
 The common factor among all of Vaughan Hunter’s victims is shown quite 

simply as their desire for love: it is the victims’ seemingly unshakeable belief in the 

love story which makes them vulnerable.  Their need to be loved allows Vaughan to 

manipulate them into doing whatever he wants.  An expert psychological profiler, he 

describes the women he has himself chosen as “‘all weak, indecisive, with 

masochistic and self-destructive tendencies’” (411) – each of these a quality necessary 

to the traditional love story.  Vaughan’s analysis likens immersion in the discourses of 

the romantic relationship to the practices of cult brainwashing: “In the beginning they 

both offered satisfaction, affection and a wonderful life together.  What woman didn’t 

want to be seduced by love?” (259).  What the seducer meanwhile – the man in the 

relationship – is after is never examined.  If romantic love is a problem, it is presented 

as a female problem.  It is the love story discourse that allows women to become 

victims.  All Vaughan has to do is manipulate women’s desires for human contact and 

love: “Now it made sense.  The women had problems in their lives, and had obviously 

sought counselling” (367).  Each victim in turn has the specifics of her vulnerabilities 

revealed and exploited: Clare has doubts about her faith, Fatima has doubts about her 

culture, and Debbie is angry at having to look after the invalid father who had abused 

her as a child.  Each, in her way, is shown as just wanting to be loved: a woman who 

has lost her place in a patriarchal social order, and is all too desperately eager to find 

her way back.   

 

Clare's death 
 

The opening scene of the novel has the first victim being assaulted by a gang 

of teenagers, before being taken by the killer.  The scene plays on women’s 

vulnerability, especially when alone and out of the house at night, highlighting how 

women in general are admonished to be always on their guard, even in the most 

mundane situations.  Just about to take her vows as a nun, Clare Matthews has worked 

with many girls who have been raped and knows in detail the kind of danger she is in 

when she spots the group of unruly boys (1).  Teenaged boys, gathered at a deserted 

train station, are inherently a threat: there is no preliminary view that their presence 

there might be entirely legitimate and innocent.  Clare’s fears are justified when they 
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do indeed attack her: “Halfway up, two more appeared and blocked the way while a 

pair of hands groped her breasts….The one in front pulled her skirt up to her waist 

and shoved a fist between her legs” (2).  The well-dressed man standing next to a 

black BMW with smashed windows she considers safe; a fellow victim (2), and even 

as a rescuer.  She has no hesitation in getting into the car with him.  Only at the end of 

the chapter do we find that this safe, middle-class man, a BMW driver, has 

orchestrated Clare’s desperate act of trust.  The next time she is mentioned it is as a 

corpse (16).  For women, all men represent a threat.  This opening scene ties all too 

compellingly to the concluding scene, where Anya, having solved the case and caught 

the killer, has still lost everything, with the possibility that killer may get away with 

the murders.  Women simply cannot win.  Whether they maintain patriarchal values 

or dispute them, they are going to end badly. 

 Clare, like Anya, tries to be a good, kind, socially valuable person, but cannot 

control her own social destiny – and even a nun, it seems, cannot escape the power of 

male sexuality.  Her killer orchestrates a cynical enactment of the romantic-rescue 

scenario, manipulating her feelings of gratitude and security, making her feel loved 

instead of attacked.  When he finally reveals the truth, he shatters her beliefs.  Clare is 

driven to suicide, jumping off a cliff, after having tried to claw away her own ears – 

source of the lies she has believed.  She was six weeks pregnant.  Vaughan Hunter 

coolly explains to Anya that it was her own foolish romanticism which destroyed her: 

 ‘Clare was immature.  She equated sex with forever-after love and couldn’t 
 face reality.  She felt she’d been ‘deflowered’. That’s a phrase you don’t hear 
 very often.  When I explained that she had merely been an object for study 
 purposes, she became  histrionic.’ (412) 
 
While Vaughan’s own “reality” is that of at least a socio-path, the messages behind its 

cold cynicism carry a problem to the centre of the world occupied by Anya, Kate, 

Zara, and all the other women striving to survive as autonomous beings in a 

professional role.  While no-one, it seems, can fit into the female ideal of the love 

story, outright rejection of its values, as Zara and Kate illustrate, erodes female 

identity – while full-fledged absorption in them is self-destructive folly.  Vaughan as 

‘Hunter’ may pervert the discourse to extraordinary levels, but more than one type of 

woman succumbs to his allure.  Technically, Clare's death is a love-related suicide – 

she kills herself because of a man’s deception.  For the police Clare's death is a closed 

case, a devout Catholic woman struggling with an illegitimate pregnancy: culturally, a 
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woman trapped between two divergent sets of patriarchal social values.  Clues to a 

third explanation, a third patriarchal excess, her life reduced to the status of a bizarre, 

insane, psycho-social experiment, are invisible to all but  Anya – in part because of 

her forensic scientific expertise and the rigour of her professional scrutiny, but in part 

because of her empathy with the dilemmas of women.  As the cases before her 

progress, Anya sees again and again a life destroyed by the war between women and 

patriarchy.  

 

Fatima's death 
 
 Fatima’s death is used in the novel to highlight yet another perversion of love: 

extreme domestic violence.  Violence within the family is shown to victimise women 

as an outcome of a social formation which culturally upholds male dominance, with, 

Fatima’s family described as fundamentalist in their beliefs and practices: 

'We're talking about a group within a culture that condoned the murder of a 
fourteen-year-old girl, whom they accused of sleeping with a local boy.  The 
uncle chained her to a bed and beat her to death.  Even when the autopsy 
found an imperforate hymen, men within the community proclaimed the death 
a moral victory.  The family's honour was at stake and to them, honour is 
everything.' (61) 
 

All cultures condone certain types and levels of violence (62), but what Fatima Deab 

endures at the hands of her father is shown as extreme and born of cultural traditions 

drawn from pre-modern societies:  

‘To give you some background, honour killings are recognized in many 
cultures, not just those of Islamic faith.  It is estimated that 5000 women are 
killed by family members each year because of rumour or innuendo.  Most 
commonly these killings occur in rural areas where the literacy level is low 
and fundamentalism has its strongest numbers.  Many of the Islamic 
perpetrators kill having never read the Koran and hence are unable to 
understand the difference between indoctrination and the Prophet 
Mohammed’s teachings.  That makes the women in these communities 
extremely vulnerable.’ (229) 
 

Violence and ignorance go hand-in-hand, not religion and violence.  Fatima endures 

extensive beatings because of her father’s culturally-seated misogyny: “Fractured 

forearms, jaw, cheekbones and ribs were alarmingly evident on dates spanning the 

period of treatment” (61).  An essential point in Fatima’s case is that although she has 

suffered considerable physical and emotional abuse, she does not want to leave home 
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(62).  The novel explains that women in such circumstances are either too frightened 

to leave, or do not have enough outside-world knowledge to undertake an independent 

existence.  Fatima has no money and no friends who might help her:  

‘Fatima belonged to a small, closed community.  She hadn’t been permitted to 
mix with anyone else, so she knew of no other options.  Would you want to 
leave all your friends, family and possessions if you had no skills, no means of 
support?  These women are often suffering from poor self-esteem, and leaving 
doesn’t appear to be an option.’ (234)   
 

She refuses treatment for her injuries in case her father finds out about it, knowing 

that he “'believed that her bruises should remind her of the wrong she was supposed to 

have done'” (61-62).  Despite her intelligence and abilities, Fatima has not been 

allowed to continue her education (56).  Keeping women powerless is an essential 

part of abusive relationships: Fatima is given no opportunity to construct a social 

identity outside of the family. 

 Fatima’s father, Mohammed, is presented as a violent bully.  He accuses a boy 

of having had sex with Fatima, and beats him until his face is unrecognisable (94).  

He threatens Anya too, attempting to hit her, and then insists that he killed Fatima 

because only her death could restore honour to the family: “‘You think you are so 

smart, lady?  I tell you.  I kill her.  I did what I had to.  I kill my slut daughter and 

make sure she never shames me again’” (221).  It is the lack of love and care within 

Fatima's family that makes her vulnerable to the killer.  At the end of the novel, 

however, Anya finds out that although Fatima was taken by Vaughan and tortured, it 

was Fatima’s own brother, Anoub, who killed her (436).  If this novel shows that 

romantic love does not protect women, neither are they safe within their families. 

     

Debbie's Dad’s Death 
 
 Debbie Finch’s death again highlights the kind of violence that is often present 

in the home and the powerlessness of women who are its victims.  Debbie Finch has 

been abused by her father, as has her cousin, Leanne (163).  Like Fatima, she has been 

unable to escape her family, forced to look after her father when he becomes 

incapacitated by Parkinson’s disease (65).  As a nurse, Debbie is presented as a caring 

person – once again the very quality which makes it possible for the killer to abduct 

her.  He pretends to be having trouble putting a baby into his car, and when Debbie 

steps forward to help, she is drugged and abducted.  As with the others, he keeps her 
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in an anechoic chamber, shaves her pubic hair, and manipulates her into consenting to 

sex.  When Debbie is found, all the police see is the scene that the killer has 

manipulated: Debbie and her father dead in their home.  The death is ruled a murder-

suicide, since the only evidence the police find points to Debbie feeling unable to 

continue looking after her father:  

 Debbie Finch had taken off from work one night, without a word.  Eight days 
 later she went  home, shot her demented father while the carer was buying 
 groceries, then poured jam down his throat as he sat dying. Meanwhile, she ate 
 some jam and shot herself. (155) 
 
The significance of the jam is revealed only when Leanne is questioned – Debbie’s 

father spread jam on his penis and made the girls lick it off.  Whose revenge is being 

enacted here, though? Positioned as yet another of Vaughan’s psychological 

‘experiments’, Debbie’s ‘solution’ is made to endorse his hypothesis that damaged 

people are irreparably damaged – that an unstable person can never become stable.  

With the absolute logic and control of the psychopath, Vaughan tests his hypothesis 

again and again, ‘proving’ – to himself – over and over that the power relation 

inherent in situations of absolute control can always be revived: that the powerless 

can never gain power.  Is Anya too then doomed to fail his test?  Is a behaviourist 

psychological explanation of human conduct so predictive, as Vaughan maintains, 

that it can infallibly foretell – even make happen – whatever its preconditions have 

established?  

 The question is crucial on two counts: in the first instance, for the structure of 

the crime novel, where behavioural patterns must indeed be unravelled, in order for 

the plot to be resolved.  To this extent, the crime narrative works in opposition to the 

plot of the romance, where the known narrative ordering: the drive towards romance, 

must be made to succeed, rather than, even if only in retrospective analysis, to fail. 

Anya may – as many contemporary investigators do – fall short of guaranteeing a just 

punishment for the criminal she identifies; but she must, to make the genre work, at 

least deliver a final account of ‘whodunit’, to the satisfaction of the reader.  Further, 

given today’s emphasis on psycho-social explanations, this account must also deliver 

compelling detail as to the perpetrator’s motivation.  How a crime is done may be as 

idiosyncratic and bizarre as a writer can contrive: why must be realistic and 

convincing.  Ultimately, then, Anya must take over Vaughan’s forensic skills, must 

profile the profiler, coming to understand not only why he does as he does, but how 
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well he has read the social and cultural predispositions of women – herself included – 

towards surrender.  

 It is here that the novel moves to address the second level of analysis, in which 

it assesses, again through its plotting and characterisation as much as through the 

micro-discursive work of language, the problem feminists encountered with 

Foucauldian explanations of how, and how far, individuals are determined by the 

culture in which they live, and the social relations which enact that culture’s values.  

Initial feminist responses to the rise to prominence of Foucault’s work on discourse 

was less than enthusiastic, most being critical of the seeming impasse reached, as a 

given social order, represented in and enacted through an order of discourse, appeared 

to guarantee only what Marxists had termed ‘social reproduction’: the ongoing 

replication of existing cultural conventions.  Such a position seemed inimical to 

feminism: unable to admit a project of social change, but rather to explain, again and 

again, why and how patriarchy prevailed.  This, in combination with Foucault’s 

failure to address directly issues of gender, seemed to suggest that his work would be 

of little value to feminism.  

 Only as feminist scholarship absorbed the radical social potential inherent in 

Foucauldian thought did it become apparent that it did, indeed, admit and account for 

social change.  Given its focus on social relations at the micro level: the meaningful 

exchanges and interactions of everyday life, rather than on the broad structures of 

social institutions, a Foucauldian theory of discourse provides for any number of 

variant social values and behaviours – any one of which can, in combination with 

changing material and ideological conditions, work towards a position of hegemonic 

dominance.  It is through what Foucault called the ‘capillary’ flows of endless small 

examples that a discourse operates, producing what cultural studies theorists have 

termed the slow ‘sedimentation’ of meanings and practices.  And it is here, in the 

many seemingly incidental layers of experience that ‘new’ social perspectives can 

emerge – including the sorts of only-half-formed perspectives which women like 

Anya, caught somewhere between the old and new demands of an ongoing but 

changing patriarchal ordering of social relationships – find their being.  It is here too 

that the discursive modes of romance and crime fiction: each in their way endorsing 

patriarchal virtues, and each in their way undermining them, can both clash, and co-

exist.  To examine how that works however, is to follow Anya as she finally begins to 



 288 

unravel Vaughan’s perfectly logical, yet altogether insane, account of how women 

‘are’.   

 

Vaughan’s Victims: The One that Got Away 
 
 Anya gains a key insight into Vaughan's methods when she finds a victim who 

has survived his attack.  Here she learns that the killer does not in fact rape his 

victims, but instead manipulates them into a form of consensual sex: “Briony closed 

her eyes. ‘No. I didn’t refuse, if that’s what you mean. Happy now?’” (332).  As 

Briony is lesbian, Anya realises that this killer must be using sophisticated methods to 

convince his victims that he is trustworthy.  When Briony gives Anya an account of 

precisely how the killer works on his victims, her capacity as a woman resistant to his 

romantic allure begins to reveal what his complex scenarios actually ‘mean’ to him:  

  ‘He took me up to the mountains, for a trip out, he said, somewhere private 
 where no-one  would see us.  Suddenly, he changed, like he did in the 
 beginning.  I don’t know what I did to make him so mad.  It was like his whole 
 face was different.  His eyes turned black and so full of hate.  I didn’t know 
 what to do.  I tried making things okay again but he just got madder.  I 
 panicked and tried to run away, something I promised him I would never 
 do’...‘I slipped on a rock and fell onto a small ledge.  All I could do was cling 
 to a branch  above my head.  I begged him to help me but he just stared, like 
 I was some dumb animal.  I could feel my hand slipping.  It was freezing.  I 
 kept begging him but he just stood there, staring.  Then he said the time had 
 come to make the choice.  I’d done this to myself, betrayed my lover, child, 
 everything I was supposed to believe in.  I didn’t deserve to have a  child.  She 
 didn’t deserve someone pathetic and weak like me in her life.’ (333)  
 
The killer needs his victims dependent on him.  He corrodes their sense of themselves, 

creating a situation where committing murder/ suicide appears the sole remaining 

acceptable solution – all by playing on their vulnerabilities, their desire for love and 

acceptance, or the strength of their sense of self-worth.  Once those go, they are 

defenceless, in Briony’s case, literally dangling from a cliff-top, frozen into inaction, 

and confronted by a ‘choice’ which they have no resources to act upon.  All that 

confers social worth, whether conventional femininity or feminist autonomy, is 

stripped away, leaving them in the state Julia Kristeva would term as abjection, and 

Giorgio Agamben ‘bare’ humanity.  Most significant of all is the degree to which 

Briony’s testimony represents this act: this reduction of the socialised, acculturated 

human, to ‘dumb animal’, is represented from the perspective of the key epiphanic 
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moment of the romance – as the transcendent gaze which conventionally represents 

the ‘moment of true love’.  Here, Vaughan, too, ‘suddenly changes’.  His eyes, so 

often metaphors for sexual arousal in romance; eyes which “rake…penetrate…bore 

into… lay bare the soul…”, instead “turn black”.  His transformation is diabolic, an 

evil distortion of that emotional and physical connection which is supposed to cherish, 

protect, and love.  Like Debbie’s father, Fatima’s brother, and the teenaged boys 

persuaded by Vaughan to collaborate in attacking Clare, Vaughan’s connection to 

women has corrupted: surfeited on the imbalance of social power inherent in its 

discourses, and productive only of an infuriated destructiveness.  

 Is this then the final word on patriarchy?  Is there no redemption in this novel 

– and can Anya’s own very problematic moves to restore some sort of order to both 

her own life, and the justice she seeks to serve, amass sufficient authority and power 

to prevail, and to satisfy readers?    

  

Part Eight: Anya and the Patriarchy: Problems at Home and at Work 

 
 As the novel amasses its detailed account of the actions and relationships of its 

characters with those around them, it slowly evolves a macro perspective on the social 

institutions within which their lives – and ours – are led.  To this extent, it produces a 

discursive shift too, focusing on how each character, but Anya in particular, as the 

focus of the narrative point of view, relates to the politics of their social setting: how 

they accumulate, work with and deploy the sign systems and knowledge which help 

them regard life as meaningful.  

 Because this is a crime novel, and because Anya is a justice professional, the 

justice system at many levels is ‘oriented to, and valued or disvalued in certain ways’ 

(Gee 101), providing a guided perspective on how women’s lives play out in the 

politico-legal systems of contemporary Australia – at least as seen by Kathryn Fox.  

Because this is a crime novel centred on women characters however, the private/ 

domestic sphere, and the role of parenting, are more than usually prominent.  As we 

have seen, the domestic circumstances and personal relationships of crime 

investigators are normally subsidiary to the central events of the novels in which they 

appear: distractions from the task in hand, operating at best as either occasional 
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support, or emotionally demanding distractions which render them dangerously 

vulnerable and erode their authority and capacity to act.  

 In Anya’s case, the Justice system is less than accommodating to her needs as 

regards both the personal and the public-professional aspects of life.  The family court 

system has ruled in favour of Martin when it comes to custody of their son Ben, 

because Anya has a full-time job.  At the same time both the police and the legal 

system display behaviours and attitudes based on ethics which Anya finds 

unacceptable.  Rape victims are shown as made to feel at fault, with criminals 

represented as being given more rights than those they hurt.   

Even though a court has ruled that Anya is allowed access to her son on a 

fortnightly basis, she is completely at the mercy of her ex-husband's whims.  Martin – 

seen of course from Anya’s perspective – is shown as immature and deliberately 

hurtful, unhesitating in upsetting Anya’s plans, (71), and telling her to “‘Go whinge to 

one of those fancy lawyers who hang around you’” (71).  He is little short of a 

resentful bully who, aided by an unfair court system, keeps Anya away from Ben.  

Even Nita, Martin’s new partner, is shown as more accommodating than he is: “In 

spite of avoiding Nita until now, Anya found herself grateful for the information 

about her son.  This woman sounded as though she genuinely cared about Ben” (371).  

Women understand children; men do not.  In Anya’s account, men want only to 

control.  Anya's reactions to Ben are represented as instinctive: the mothering urge an 

essential core to female being.  Martin, on the other hand, never seems to know – or 

notice – what he is doing: “He got in the car, closed the door and drove off before she 

could stop him.  Ben’s screams resonated through her as they rounded the corner” 

(356).  Not at all anxious about how his actions may affect Ben, Martin seems only to 

want to hurt Anya.  While Anya admits to herself that “Having a child was like 

having your heart outside your chest, permanently” (247), Martin is indifferent.  

Anya, then, is seen as the ‘good’ parent, Martin as insecure and immature (184).  

Anya’s only focus is getting custody of Ben, yet Martin, and the family court system, 

makes sure that she fails.   

 Law enforcement too is portrayed – as is so often the case in crime fiction – as 

a system which mostly fails.  The police force is unable to do its job effectively 

because there are too many overworked and underpaid police officers trying to deal 

with politics and bureaucrats: “Typical police, Anya thought.  The hierarchy cut staff, 
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increased workloads and still expected more arrests and reduced crime stats” (14).  

Overworked police officers cannot care (and caring is important) about every crime 

they see. Limited resources restrict their ability to follow through on investigations: 

“The number of homicides this month was double that for March.  With fewer staff, 

that meant more unpaid overtime, or more unsolved crimes” (364).   

 These excessive bureaucratic demands are also shown to operate to license 

and reproduce misogyny. As Anya presents her case findings, the far more cynical 

and experienced Kate warns her that sound evidence alone is not enough:   

‘Just don’t get your hopes up. These guys will do anything to avoid a bigger 
workload.  Filano fancies himself as inspector material and won’t risk stuffing 
up.  He didn’t like it when I got called to the morgue when Claire Matthews 
died.  Just wanted to close the book and make himself look good.  You can 
decide about Faulkner for yourself.’ (171) 
 

The male detectives are uninterested in investigating Anya’s new findings.  Within 

the discursive frames of what makes up everyday policing, they do not seem 

significant.  They simply cannot read these signs.  Rather than acknowledging this as 

at core a cultural dilemma, however, the two men are presented to the reader as 

arrogant and egotistical (172) – once again, as if these were personal shortcomings, 

rather than limitations expressing the broader cultural positioning of both Anya and 

her male colleagues.  Faulkner and Filano are shown instead in an early second-wave 

feminist way, as if part of some all-male club that works hard to exclude women, and 

especially those women who chase evidence that they do not understand.  In trying to 

explain why she is concerned about her findings, Anya must disclose personal 

information about the victims, revealing, for instance, that they have had their pubic 

hair shaved.  Rather than seeing this as a violation, the two men joke about the 

victims’ sexual activities (175), treating Anya's concerns as imaginary.  Ernie 

Faulkner mocks what he sees as Anya’s hyper-sensitivity and lack of sexual 

experience:  

 ‘In your experience, doctor, do you find pubic shaves suggestive of dangerous 
 or even lewd  behaviour?  If that’s the case, I strongly suggest you contact the 
 God Squad or even the Morals Police. They have unlimited time and resources 
 to address your concerns.’ (179) 
 
Faulkner sees these women not as victims, but as willing sexual objects, and refuses 

to interpret the evidence in any other way.  The scene is reminiscent of Susan 

Glaspell’s short story, “A Jury of Her Peers”, where a woman’s interpretation of the 
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facts of a case offers a solution which the men are unable to see.  Their knowledge is, 

in Gee’s terms, ‘disvalued’, and will not become operative.  The police force is shown 

to be handicapped both by a lack of resources, and by a failure within its own 

discursive repertoires: one which hinders investigations, and so, in its way, preserves 

patriarchal practices – even to the extent of rendering Vaughan Hunter’s extreme 

abuses invisible and undetectable. 

 Criminal law is also examined in Malicious Intent, especially in relation to the 

processing of sexual assault cases.  Only a very low number of rapes get reported to 

the police (Lievore Non-reporting and Hidden Recording of Sexual Assault: An 

International Literature Review) and, of those cases, only a small percentage of 

rapists get convicted.  Anya argues heatedly with Dan Brody, a criminal lawyer, about 

the tactics used in defending serious charges of rape and murder.  In her view, the 

guilty should not be protected by expensive lawyers.  Who, she asks angrily, protects 

the victims?  Brody’s response is devastating – and goes to the heart of a dilemma 

central to this novel: “‘In the eyes of the law, no-one.  The prosecution represents the 

community, not individuals.  Rightly or wrongly, that is how the law operates’” (137).   

 The problem here relates to the concept ‘community’.  Who is, and who is not, 

viewed as a valued member of that ‘community’?  On whose rules, and in whose 

interests, do the ‘protective’ institutions within it operate?  Anya is arguing from a 

personal perspective, built on the humanity and empathy she is consistently shown as 

privileging as a sign of her femmo-centrism. Dan Brody argues from the side of the 

law – a patriarchal and public-sphere institution.  The law is presented as unconcerned 

for the individuals whose lives it controls: an abstraction, working only to preserve its 

own authority.  Lawyers discredit experts, police officers, and victims in order to get 

their clients free (99).  The point is made especially clear in relation to the justice 

processing of rape victims. Not only do capable defence lawyers prevent successful 

prosecution, the collection of defence evidence to incriminate victims intensifies their 

trauma, while the internal examination used to authenticate rape claims cannot be 

other than intrusive and humiliating.  One of the most moving chapters in Malicious 

Intent involves Anya examining a rape victim (115-127).  Fox discusses these issues 

more in Without Consent, but includes a scene in Malicious Intent that details what a 

rape victim endures when medically examined immediately following a rape.  

Without the evidence collected from the victim, there is no hope of conviction – and 
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while it is made clear that many victims abandon the case at this stage, for those who 

press charges, a conviction is not guaranteed.  Here it is the locking of the woman-as-

victim into a forensic medical processing of her body, her past and her reputation that 

angers Anya.  For the first time, she sees that women are caught by a system-wide 

refusal to admit them to the institutional ‘abstraction’ called justice: to afford them the 

protections and considerations afforded by patriarchal institutions to ‘the community’ 

– of men’s interests.  Anya understands for instance the refusal of many rape victims 

to press charges, yet it is made clear that she  

found this part of the job the most frustrating.  She believed that every man 
who committed this crime was a serial rapist.  No-one raped just once.  It was 
part of a pattern of behaviour, not an isolated incident, or 'aberration'.  If more 
women agreed to make statements, the police would be better placed to make 
cases against the perpetrators.  No longer would rapists serve sentences that 
lasted less time than the medical treatment and counselling of their victims. 
(126-127) 
 

Here there is recognition that rape is not, as its processing insists, a matter of 

‘relational’ exchange between individuals, ‘an isolated incident’, but instead a socially 

institutionalised problem, ‘part of a pattern of behaviour’.  Women, locked into 

position as ‘individual victims’, over personalised, always seen as outside what is 

socially meaningful and in the public interest and not a productive part of 

‘community’, are the perpetual resistor.  What Kathryn Fox achieves in this novel, 

with its fusion of romance plot and crime narrative, is a representation of the 

instabilities introduced when a range of active and analytical women characters, from 

Anya to Zara, begin to peel back the layers of privilege which perpetuate the 

patriarchal system.  

 

Conclusion 
 
 Malicious Intent is shot full of contradiction, in many ways advocating 

conservative ideals, such as the centrality of motherhood and its marking of an 

intrinsically ‘female’ human ‘essence’, yet at the same time representing the violence 

of patriarchal institutions in their relations with women, and so shifting its perspective 

towards the need for – and possibility of – social change.  Romantic love, deployed 

here both to advance the crime plot and to motivate female characters in what prove 

to be self-destructive quests for the ‘protection’ and ‘security’ of emotional warmth 
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and domestic stability, is thus presented as a monogamous, natural, and yet altogether 

irrational and unproductive force.  Here it is no longer the solution to a woman’s quest 

for significance, but rather the cause of their downfall – the reason Vaughan Hunter 

can manipulate his victims, and why those women who seek to resolve their own life 

needs: Anya, Kate, Zara – even Clare – are so consistently and in so many ways 

defeated by the task, and punished for their aspirations.  Here women are abused – in 

the home, in the family, in public, and across the system.  There are no unrelievedly 

positive outcomes for any of these women.  As is so common in crime novels with 

female investigators, the analysis spreads out from the crime, into an examination of 

society writ large.  Although a specific crime is indeed solved, criminal activity, 

social injustice and even cultural intolerance are highlighted as problems much bigger 

than those behind any individual case.  Anya may have caught a killer, but she is a 

lone voice in a vast system: she cannot resolve the problems that made the crime 

possible.  In many ways, Anya’s involvement with the justice professions has only 

revealed her own vulnerabilities, and those of other women.  As an investigator in a 

crime novel, Anya is flawed – and at the end of the novel, there is little sense of hope.  

The conservative femininity at the core of the law-and-order narrative does little for 

the women who enforce it, leaving both them and the women victims they seek to 

help with few avenues for real social or cultural change.  
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Conclusion 
 
 Anne Cranny-Francis has pointed out that it is necessary to make individuals 

aware of discourses and how they position people within society, because without an 

awareness that such ‘positioning’ influences are in train in their lives, they cannot 

make any sort of choice: “individual subjects are basically the prey of dominant 

discourses if they are not aware of other discourses and the positionings they 

construct” (Cranny-Francis Engendered Fictions 15).  Burman and Parker (1993) in 

one of the early attempts to guide researchers into investigations of key ‘orders of 

discourse’, cite the work of Macnaghten in seeing discourse analysis as a central 

technique for revealing across a culture those operations which 

poststructuralist/postmodernist thought has identified as standing between 

consciousness and action:  

 Post-Structuralism is a term for an array of approaches which is suspicious 
 both of claims to reveal a world outside language and of claims that we can 
 experience any aspect of ourselves as outside language. (6) 
 
For Macnaghten, as Burman and Parker explain,  

 discourses… imply social relationships. Reality, behaviour and social 
 subjectivity (our sense of our selves) is always in a text….any appeals to 
 human nature, or other non-human nature must be rejected in favour of … ‘a 
 research orientation based on a post-modernist commitment to the socially 
 constructed nature of reality, or the socially constructed reality of nature’.  
 (Macnaghten cited in Burman and Parker 6)  
 
Their summary and the ideas it espouses have been central to a study such as this, 

intent upon isolating and analysing the recurrent ways in which popular fiction texts 

‘pattern’ the language they use, producing something beyond the stylistic quirks of an 

individual author, as they establish entire genres of familiar and ‘favourite’ literary 

text-types engaging the lifeworlds of readers.   

 It is the consistency of the representation of what is called here ‘the love story 

discourse’ across many genres, rather than simply inside its own specialist form, 

which this study asserts needs to be highlighted.  As Cranny-Francis goes on to 

explain, “semiotic analysis of the text alone is not enough to establish the range of 

meanings constructed in and by a text” (Engendered Fictions 27-28).  Meanings 

established in the act of reading texts extend out from, and back into, meanings 

founded in everyday experiences and understandings.  All texts thus have multiple 
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meanings, and any text will in the dialogic interpretation of the act of reading appear 

and reappear in various guises.  It is important then to emphasise, as this study does, 

that when a particular textual frame appears again and again, it is of strong social and 

psychological significance.  The love story discourse is represented consistently not 

just within one single text at one particular time, but recurs again and again, largely 

unchanged, across both different texts and different genres, and over decades.  

Wolfgang Iser argues that “discourse not only charts a world, but is also a practice 

that guides the way we live within this world.  Hence there are rituals of initiation” 

(Iser 175).  The repetitive representation of the love story across so many modes of 

fiction is an example of just such a ritual of initiation.  Its persistence into 

contemporary fiction, produced in a society understood to have undergone significant 

levels of social change, especially in relation to its politics of gender, is thus an 

important observation, and it is something of a surprise that the love story discourse in 

today’s fiction is no longer being systematically critiqued by feminists. 

 As this thesis has demonstrated, this love story discourse is consistent across 

genres and over time.  The same ideas and issues presented in nineteenth century 

Australian women’s novels are still being presented in popular contemporary forms of 

Australian women’s fiction.  Changes to the body of popular tastes, widely recognised 

as introduced into Australia through post-war migration and subsequent 

multiculturalism, appear, for instance, to have had little impact upon popular literary 

preferences.  Said, in his work on Orientalism, determined that the novel was an 

important contributor to imperial attitudes and racist beliefs (cited in Iser 176).  Said’s 

premise that the consistent repetition of ideas in fiction can affect an entire society is 

relevant to this thesis, where the love story discourse is found to be repeated 

consistently and often – and with little variation.  It is beyond the scope of a text-

analysis thesis to determine why this is so, but it is clear that there is a central 

preoccupation with the representation of romantic love, and that readers have 

continued to find this a satisfying and pleasurable formation.  Further, this love story 

discourse presents romantic love as near-exclusively heterosexual, monogamous, life-

transforming, enduring, and forever after.  Each of the novels and short stories 

analysed in this thesis had their main characters – always female – perceive 

relationships with men as the central aspect of their lives. Women’s relatedness or 

connection to men is the core of the love story discourse. 
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 This is a discourse which appears as if resistant to any degree of social change.  

While women have many more freedoms and opportunities today than they did even 

one generation ago, what is apparent in the contemporary novels analysed is that 

career and personal fulfilment remain secondary to finding a life partner and having a 

family.  Nell in the Australian romance  Dr Blake’s Angel, while a highly competent 

doctor in her own right, professes to want only to focus on herself and her unborn 

baby, yet actively ‘courts’ her colleague Dr Blake through her constant attempts to 

involve him in her life, and in her domestic set-up.  Cat in Three Wishes,  confident 

and self-assured, feels a complete failure when her marriage breaks up and comes 

close to a break-down.  Her sister Gemma is shown to be fulfilled only when she 

decides to keep her baby and stay with her partner Charlie, while third sister Lyn's life 

begins to improve only when she becomes less self-sufficient and asks for her 

husband's help.  In the Australian fantasy novel The Tower of Ravens, heroine 

Rhiannon believes that she and the hero Lewen share a true love bond, and so will 

fight desperately not be parted from him.  Even inside the crime genre medical 

forensic investigator Anya is focused on gaining custody of her son, but is all too keen 

to start a relationship with colleague Vaughan – at least until he is revealed as a 

psychopath and a murderer.  In each of the novels and short stories, the relationships 

between men and women play out as the main event, intricately enmeshed within the 

‘generic’ plotting that otherwise works to position the text as crime, or as fantasy, or 

chick-lit.  Nor are the portrayals of the social relations between women characters 

unaffected by the primacy of the central male-female love interest.  The contrast 

between women in the novels is consistently used to show the conduct acceptable in 

‘good’ women.  Femininity and 'good' behaviour involve learning how to connect 

with men.  Blake is unwilling to start a relationship with Nell until he sees her as 

vulnerable and in need of protection.  Cat, Gemma, and Lyn all have to learn to rely 

on men before they can be happy.  Rhiannon must be ‘tamed’ by Lewen before she is 

acceptable in society.  Anya constantly judges other women's behaviour, even while 

her own behaviour is being judged.  Overall, the one femininity being presented is 

masculocentric: arranged to meet the needs of men, and to preserve those social 

relations and social institutions – such as the patriarchal family – over which they 

hold sway.  All of these texts, no matter the genre, produce a sexual politics which is 

conservative, and focused on heterosexual monogamy.     
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 This study opened with a brief overview of novels by Australian women 

writers, from the colonial period to the present day.  Here, despite expectations of a 

range of themes and topics, the love story discourse was the one consistent presence.  

All other events, including direct and conscious focus on the social conditions of the 

day, were secondary to this single organising principle.  The heterosexual 

relationships presented in the novels were always the most significant element of the 

lives of the women portrayed, and the resolution of the plot worked through one ‘true’ 

relationship, usually amidst a range of secondary or negative exemplars.  While 

courtships were typically not the sole focus of the action and commentary, as in Mills 

& Boon romances, love remained the peak formative and transformative experience 

of women’s lives.  Loving a man in these novels dictates the whole of a woman’s 

subsequent behaviours and values: it means accepting his faults and supporting him in 

every way; sacrificing everything else.  If, as Gee indicates, “Language… 

simultaneously reflects and constructs the situation or context in which it is used” 

(97), then the situations in which these ‘fictional’ men and women negotiate the 

central social bond of their culture carry a heavy discursive load; one in which it is 

clear that “we use language to make things significant (to give them meaning or 

value) in certain ways” (98).  These ‘certain ways’ are constantly modelled, for 

women readers at least, in tightly controlled formulae.    

 In sequence, each of the prose fiction genres submitted to scrutiny here gave 

up the same discursive modes, no matter the era in which they were produced and 

consumed, or the ostensible motives behind their publication.  The chapter on the 

1940s Australian Women's Weekly stories illustrated how fiction can be and has been 

used to fulfil a specific political or national purpose, appropriating to itself the current 

modes of public discourse and so endorsing ‘new’ lived realities.  The Australian 

Women's Weekly was a particularly conservative publication during the Second World 

War, and advocated supportive ‘home front’ roles for Australian women.  Gee’s 

suggestion that it is the ‘activities’ produced within a certain discourse which best 

reveal its value-system is illustrated in the plots and themes of wartime short fiction – 

read in the war years by men as well as women (see Sheridan Who was that woman?).  

Love, marriage, and motherhood guaranteed the social status quo, and produced “the 

identities that the people involved in the situation are enacting and recognising as 

consequential” (Gee 98) – social roles of intensified central value when a nation 
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founded on them finds itself at threat.  All good female characters in the narratives of 

the day were dedicated to their husbands, or to the principle of finding one, so that 

their lives could begin.  “The relationships that the people involved enact and contract 

with each other and recognise as operative and consequential” (Gee 99) were drawn, 

for women characters at least, from a very limited pool. While fiction that did not 

support the dominant domestic ideology, including Ride on Stranger, For Love Alone, 

and The Little Company, was produced, it is very revealing to discover that it could 

not get published, or was banned from sale in Australia.  Contemporary issues of the 

Australian Women's Weekly supported marriage and motherhood as ‘natural’ aspects 

of female being, as if all their readers were wives and mothers, or aspired to be.  The 

sign-systems creating this set of social connections as a core social value were 

saturational: no variants possible.    

 Is wartime romance then the pinnacle of this form: the most heavily endorsed 

and powerfully promulgated instance of a love-story discourse which is in evidence in 

all modes and moments of Australian women’s writing?  While it may be all the more 

strongly asserted because of the intensity of domestic disruption occasioned by war, 

this study has produced evidence that equally powerful and compelling instances of 

much the same discourses are being and have been produced in more modern texts.  

To some degree this is controlled by the literary genre in which a narrative appears.  

In the Mills & Boon romance Dr Blake's Angel an ideal love is presented as if by 

definition monogamous, domestic, and feminised.  Despite heroine Nell’s career 

credentials, it is more important for her to be a ‘good’ ‘feminine’ woman – qualities 

she is positioned to reveal through her warm connection to community: a distinctively 

Australian element in romance, where social worth is part of the romance equation.  

In both practical deeds and emotional expressiveness, romance heroes and heroines 

from colonial times forward have proven their worth to one another, in part through 

having that worth more widely recognised.  Often indeed it is the broader social 

acknowledgement of the hero or heroine which cues or anchors the central love 

relationship.  Despite initial suspicions that Nell is an interfering careerist, Blake 

comes instead to see a loving mother and a warm-hearted carer – Nell’s domestic 

talents proof that she will be a great wife.  Love alone, it seems, is not enough. In 

Gee’s terms, “the distribution of social goods” (100) in an Australian romance is more 

than usually foregrounded; the ‘social goods’ in question being in this case forms of 
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service and a general benevolent inclination which extend outwards from the central 

relationship, to recognition as having broader social value.  Romance is, to this extent, 

revealing a political power in its discourse – one which must surely elevate it beyond 

the conventional charges of being a trivial, socially inert, or even intrinsically harmful 

genre.    

 All of these novels are plotted in ways which produce a moral education for 

their female characters.  In Three Wishes, even though the triplets are all financially 

and professionally independent women, success is measured in terms of relationships 

with men, as if achievements in the public sphere were simply interim amusements, 

ultimately a form of ‘false consciousness’ or vanity, which ‘true women’ will come to 

reject.  Contentment lies in getting – and keeping – ‘the’ man, and traditional 

femininity features highly.  Lyn has to rely on others, abandoning her self-sufficiency.  

Cat has to be less competitive – distrust women who want to win.  Gemma has to 

learn that men are trustworthy.  Lyn may own her own business and Gemma might 

refuse to settle with one man, but ultimately the behavioural message is that women 

need stable, monogamous relationships.        

 Fantasy novels, where there is less need to conform to social conventions, 

offer an opportunity for experimentation, and so an expectation that something 

entirely new might arise.   While some Australian fantasy authors do vary the values 

and behaviours of their heroines, many others do not.  Kate Forsyth's The Tower of 

Ravens strongly advocates a conservative femininity, with a heroine slowly educated 

into the necessary rules of conduct in the “world of men”.  Lewen may be attracted to 

her wildness, but he will marry and protect her only when she complies with the 

social and cultural  demands of his kind.  Even in fantasy the event that drives the 

action is the love union.  Heroine Rhiannon's magical potential is secondary to her 

desire for a human life and her relationship with hero Lewen. 

 The crime genre presents one of the strongest possibilities for escape from the 

love story, with plotting directed towards another kind of ‘truth’, and female-

investigator characters who are typically independent, physically and emotionally 

tough, clever and alert, and because of the demands of their work, not particularly 

directed towards ‘settling down’.  If they have romantic relationships, these tend to be 

unconventional, with friends and family – even pets – more important than any 

boyfriend.  Malicious Intent's investigator, however, is a different kind of 
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professional.  In this novel, romantic love is once again presented as monogamous, 

natural, and so powerful an influence upon the heroine’s emotional life that it is 

irresistible and beyond her control to direct.  In this case, investigator Anya is so 

caught up in the compulsion towards romantic love that she fails to recognise that its 

seductive techniques conceal the psychotic and sociopathic tendencies of a serial 

killer.  The revelation, while it removes this seemingly ideal suitor from contention, 

does not appear to overturn the predisposition towards notions of romantic love.  

Marriage and monogamy, founded upon an ideal male-female relationship, remain the 

one constant discourse at the centre of women’s popular fiction. .   

 Popular culture is conservative.  It rarely challenges its audiences, operating in 

a commercial environment where the breadth of the consumer base is always the 

prime consideration.  The kinds of femininity represented in the novels and short 

stories analysed here emphasise qualities which continue to position women in 

structurally binarised contrast to masculine ideals: less aggressive, less confident, less 

successful, more nurturing, endlessly assessing themselves in comparison with rivals, 

and prepared to abandon personal goals in the service of others.  If the pattern creates 

difficulties within the demands of a given genre – as it does for instance inside crime 

fiction or fantasy – then it centres the plotting and the commentary, dictating a 

resolution which focuses on the success, or failure, of the central male-female 

relationship as much as on the genre plot.  It is clear where the real interest lies, and 

the drive towards series publication, very much part of commercial genre production, 

rests not so much on the specific ‘case study’ of the events of each novel, but on the 

ongoing soap-opera of the heroine’s personal-emotional life and domestic crises. 

 How then has such a conservative and re-feminised set of heroines emerged 

after so many decades of feminist critique and intervention?  Why are the heroines of 

popular fiction, clearly able to access a far broader range of social activities than in 

the past, not openly feminist in their proclivities, and consciously forging new 

directions for their readership to assess?  Kim Loudermilk’s work on American 

bestsellers analyses the representation of feminists and feminism in fiction, and shows 

how they continue to be presented as abnormal.  She acknowledges that politics and 

fiction can be successfully aligned, but argues that “popular culture tends to promote 

relatively traditional and conservative values”, even if on an individual level it can be 

subversive (Loudermilk 29).  Radical ideas may be introduced inside popular genres, 
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but, ultimately, dominant cultural norms are upheld – all because “popular culture 

texts are active agents of cultural production”, and so reproduce what is already 

present and familiar (Loudermilk 32).  The process is clearly at work here, where the 

romance discourse is “so established in our minds... that we bring it to the texts we 

read and interpret those texts through its filter” (Loudermilk 149).  Does this mean 

then, that no change is possible – that romance will prevail, no matter the social or 

cultural conditions in which it is produced? 

It is possible to find narratives that represent the love story discourse 

differently, even if it remains the ‘traditional’ representations that become most 

fashionable.  Note, for example, the extreme popularity of the Twilight romantic 

fiction series, where the heroine is especially weak and vulnerable.  The ‘rescue’ 

scenario appears still a major trope in the romance formula, even for twenty-first 

century women – perhaps, given the intensified demands of late modernity, a more 

and more psychologically compelling fantasy.  Feminist assertions of the autonomous 

and independent woman, meanwhile, find less favour.  Kate Chopin's unpublished 

short story, “The Storm” (finally published in 1969), is an interesting case in point. It 

dares to represent female infidelity.  Lust, built up over the years (outlined in “At the 

'Cadian Ball”), is finally satisfied as hero Alcée Laballière and heroine Calixta share a 

single afternoon of sexual pleasure – and then go back to their lives with their 

respective spouses.  It is not an episode of romance because there are no feelings 

involved, beyond lust, and there is no desire for the two to become a ‘couple’.   

As a storm crashes outside, Calixta frets for her husband and son, and Alcée 

comforts her – but “The contact of her warm, palpitating body when he had 

unthinkingly drawn her into his arms, had aroused all the old-time infatuation and 

desire for her flesh” (para 12).  When lightening strikes a nearby tree, Calixta panics. 

Alcée is forced to calm her down again, and arousal takes over: 

 He pushed her hair back from her face that was warm and steaming. Her lips 
 were as red and moist as pomegranate seed. Her white neck and a glimpse of 
 her full, firm bosom disturbed him powerfully. As she glanced up at him the 
 fear in her liquid blue eyes had given place to a drowsy gleam that 
 unconsciously betrayed a sensuous desire. He looked down into her eyes and 
 there was nothing for him to do but to gather her lips in a kiss. (para 13) 
 
Alcée is from a rich plantation family and Calixta from a poor, Spanish background, 

thought of by the Arcadian community as brazen and uncouth.  However much the 
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couple desire each other, a legitimate union is impossible.  Their love has always been 

scandalous: 

 'Do you remember—in Assumption, Calixta?' he asked in a low voice broken 
 by passion. Oh! she remembered; for in Assumption he had kissed her and 
 kissed and kissed her; until his senses would well nigh fail, and to save her he 
 would resort to a desperate flight. If she was not an immaculate dove in those 
 days, she was still inviolate; a passionate creature whose very defenselessness 
 had made her defense, against which his honor forbade him to prevail. Now—
 well, now—her lips seemed in a manner free to be tasted, as well as her round, 
 white throat and her whiter breasts.  (para 14) 
 
Both have found their socially-sanctioned marriage to others unsatisfying, so that this 

unplanned sexual episode is shown as positive and even pure: “The generous 

abundance of her passion, without guile or trickery, was like a white flame which 

penetrated and found response in depths of his own sensuous nature that had never yet 

been reached” (para 16).  When the storm ends, Alcée leaves; both are content to 

return to their normal lives.  When Calixta's husband Bobinôt, and their son, Bibi, 

return, she welcomes them without a scolding for being late or for bringing mud into 

the house.  The family are a perfect union: “Bobinôt and Bibi began to relax and 

enjoy themselves, and when the three seated themselves at table they laughed much 

and so loud that anyone might have heard them as far away as Laballière's” (para 25).  

It is the same for Alcée and his wife, Clarisse.  He licenses her respite from home, 

providing an opportunity to escape his demands and so to assess her own needs:  

 As for Clarisse, she was charmed upon receiving her husband's letter. She and 
 the babies were doing well. The society was agreeable; many of her old 
 friends and acquaintances were at the bay. And the first free breath since her 
 marriage seemed to restore the pleasant liberty of her maiden days. Devoted as 
 she was to her husband, their intimate conjugal life was something which she 
 was more than willing to forego for a while. (para 27) 
 
The final words of the story are the most memorable, suggesting that infidelity is not 

necessarily a threat to marriage: “So the storm passed and every one was happy” (para 

28).  

 While today’s popular fiction has the potential to take up issues such as these, 

and explore contemporary social and sexual mores in more diverse and critical ways, 

the older conventions consistently reappear. Certainly there are many female 

characters in the crime and fantasy genres (particularly in urban fantasy) who do not 

focus exclusively upon relationships, or who do not put their relationships ahead of 
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their jobs.  There are heroines who do not believe in monogamy, and who do not see 

themselves as eventually 'settling down' to marry.  Melbourne fantasy author Keri 

Arthur’s novels about a half-vampire, half-werewolf ‘Guardian’, a preternatural 

special agent, emphasise for instance the sexual nature of werewolves, with main 

character, Riley Jensen, indulging in as much casual sex as she can find.  Although 

Riley longs for her soul mate – she wants to settle down and have pups – she loves the 

action and danger of her job, and knows she is unlikely to give it up anytime soon.  

Even this life of Riley however is fraught with the usual misdirections and 

problematic male-female demands.  She refuses to give up her werewolf ideals of 

sexual freedom when her vampire boyfriend, Quinn, requests a monogamous 

relationship; he is over a thousand years old and extremely conservative.  Riley will 

not change who she is.  Hybrid Riley has two soul mates – wolf and vampire – so that 

monogamy is not possible for her: an interesting representation of the pressures acting 

upon women in late modernity.  Laurel K. Hamilton’s Anita Blake novels reveal the 

same multiple pressures at play, and also use fantasy species-hybridity to explore 

sexual activity and alternative social bonding.  Heroine Anita, originally dedicated to 

ideals of chastity and monogamy, slowly changes her mind as she comes to know and 

to love the vampires and were-animals who enter her life.  As a succubus, Anita feeds 

on sexual pleasure, forced by social prohibitions into dangerous liaisons with those 

outside her close circle – not that this is an especially restricted circle. With three 

main boyfriends, and five other men who are closer than mere friends, Anita spends a 

lot of the time in these novels, naked.  Personal life is not, however, everything: she is 

an Animator (she raises zombies from the dead) and a US Marshall vampire 

executioner – intelligent, tough, and independent, but also petite, feminine, and 

caring.  However radical or outrageous the created world of fantasy, the formulae for 

heroines remains, it seems, much the same.  

 In the crime genre, too, authors tend to build both glamour and realism around 

the established conventions.  Kerry Greenwood’s Phryne Fisher and Corinna 

Chapman are each in their way non-traditional.  Phryne’s self-confidence and 

intelligence, and her exasperation at narrow-mindedness, present a positive image of 

female strength.  Phryne may not be perfect, struggling through demanding situations, 

and enduring an abusive relationship at the age of eighteen, but her personal triumph 

over adversity is that of a strong woman over social limitations.  In contrast to 
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Phryne’s slim sophistication, Corinna is unconcerned with her appearance – perfectly 

at home in her XXL skin.  She owns a bakery, has plenty of friends, and solves 

mysteries – and it is enough.   She is happy.  For both Phryne and Corinna, it seems, 

romance is irrelevant. 

  Such innovations, however, reveal the ongoing, central truth of the romance 

genre: that in most instances the  popular love story discourse continues to idealise 

male/female relations in a uniform way, as monogamous, lasting forever after, and 

suggesting that when it comes to emotional bonding, the female, and not the male, is 

socially and culturally central.  Becoming more aware not merely of the repetition of 

this discourse in women’s popular fiction, but of the social positioning it implies, but 

can never deliver, is important.  If questioning dominant patriarchal ideologies does 

not become standard practice, then perhaps in a hundred years someone else will be 

making the same observations as made in this thesis.  The question then becomes: 

within this genre, is real change actually possible?  Given the relative stability of the 

romance discourse at its core, is there likely ever to be any change?   

 There is, as the analysis in this study has shown, more to women’s lives in 

fiction than the love story – but the love story remains central, and in most instances 

all else is made to revolve around it.  Foucault, seeking in the elaboration of the ways 

discourses can be surfaced for the archaeological processing of cultural analysis, saw 

the need to consider the question of discursive change, of difference, and how to 

capture the significance of its occurrence.  Archaeology, he suggested, was the 

opposite of the study of the history of ideas, which tended to treat difference once it 

observed it, as something to be analysed until it was reduced to sameness, until it gave 

up a commonality with all that preceded it, and so validated the original proposition 

and revealed instead a continuity:  

 Archaeology on the other hand, takes as the object of its description what is 
 usually regarded as an obstacle: its aim is not to overcome differences, but to 
 analyse them to say exactly what they consist of, to differentiate them. (171) 
 
Foucault is clear that no discourse will be found to be operating in a unitary mode.  It 

certainly contains ‘homogeneous events’ – such as in this case, the love of man and a 

woman within a romance plot – but these will vary.  How then can the ‘sameness’ 

which demarks a discourse be traced, across these variations?  The discourse analyst – 
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the cultural ‘archaeologist’ – should look to four levels of emergence in tracing a 

discursive mode:   

 the level of the statements themselves in their unique emergence; the level of 
 the appearance of objects, types of enunciation, concepts, strategic choices,… 
 the level of the derivation of new rules of formation on the basis of rules that 
 are already in operation…lastly, a fourth level, at which the substitution of one 
 discursive formation for another takes place. (171) 
  
Again and again, this study has detailed the powerful presence of a single 

preoccupation at the core of Australian women’s fiction – and while this 

accommodates a mix of what might be called ‘colonial virtues’ into its formula, it also 

retains all of the central features of the classic romance in its formation. ‘Objects, 

types of enunciation, concepts, strategic choices’ remain standard, for all the stylistic 

bravura and social detail of the day produced in the act of ‘creative’ writing.  As 

social change – especially that introduced in an era of successful feminist intervention 

– influences the lives and values represented, ‘new rules of formation’ do indeed 

appear, but always working within the existing formula, and never successfully 

subverting or reforming the romance discourse.  ‘The substitution of one formation 

for another’ has not occurred, while the various transformations – instances of 

difference which cannot be amassed into systemic change – appear always to be 

recouped to the original romance formation.  

 Does this then mean that romance remains an unassailable discourse, one in 

which no change is ever likely, resistant to feminist and other social and political 

interventions, and allied, as romance itself appears to assert, to some inherently 

female disposition?  Foucault suggests that the absence of an apparent ‘substitution’ 

of one discursive formation for another does not mean that any transformations in 

play are powerless or irrelevant in the field of cultural change: a “general 

transformation of relations” may not “necessarily alter all the elements” (173).  Where 

something new is being said, all the old statements do not necessarily disappear.  

Foucault notes ‘the phenomena of continuity, return, and repetition’, alongside those 

of transformation – and urges that these too be analysed.  To this extent, the various 

romance plots – and there has indeed been variation amidst all the repetition in the 

texts analysed here – have pushed and pulled the central discursive formation of the 

male-female love story into a myriad of contexts, playing it out through endless 

‘original’ scenarios, and adapting it to the tastes and cultural stylings of the day.  
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Along the way, while the formation endures, the behaviours and values represented 

through it have altered – and the range of women accessing it, successfully or 

otherwise, has extended.  Other elements of life, single parenthood, careers, self-

assertion, financial independence, even sexual self-expression, have negotiated space, 

while other elements: strict fathers, sexual shame, cultural and ethnic homogeneity, 

have disappeared.  There can then, it seems, be no final resolution.  The ‘happy 

ending’ which I questioned at the outset of this study, wondering at my own ongoing 

predisposition to seek out its comfort and pleasure in my own reading, rests not on 

certainty, but on the open-endedness of the pleasure of reading itself: an endlessly 

deferred pleasure, in which is all still in train, and no final conclusion possible. 

Should any writer of romance – Mills & Boon or otherwise – ever produce the perfect 

love story, only then will the genre finally fade.  It is at core the dissatisfactions of 

this genre, the gap between what it promises, and what readers know in their own 

lives to be a truth far short of the ideals, which drive its endless repetitions.  In the 

meantime the format will continue its complex dance across the culture, pleasing far 

more millions of its readers – and providing yet more grist to the mills of social 

analysis.  So why am I, too, still looking for a happy ending?  Simply because it is 

there. 
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