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For a genre that purportedly focuses upon love stories between men and women, romance 

novels actually tell us little about romantic love, even of the heterosexual kind. This is because 

love in mainstream romance novels is limited with regard to who is worthy of falling in love 

and being loved in return. For the better part of the twentieth century, non-white people were 

excluded, as were the overweight, poor, elderly, and disabled. Despite these limitations, 

however, romance novels reiterate certain popular fantasies about what love might be, how to 

recognize it, and how it might be expected to operate. According to romance scholar Catherine 

Roach, romance novels constitute a cultural narrative contributing to the myth of “happily ever 

after” that circulates outside the genre, functioning as “a foundational or idealized story about 

the meaning and purpose of life” (Roach 2016, 1). 

This paper explores how ideas about love have developed in romance novels from the 

nineteenth to the twenty-first century. It outlines the history of romance publishing and 

analyses the impact of the publishing firm Harlequin Mills & Boon in shaping the genre of 

romance and ideas about love. It then examines how representations of romantic protagonists 

and ideas about romantic love have changed in romance novels over the last century.  

 

The romance novel is notoriously difficult to define because it means different things to 

different readers. In the nineteenth century, romantic novels were just as likely to end in a 

tragic parting of the lovers through death as in their marriage. A happy ending was not always 

assured, nor did readers in the nineteenth and early twentieth century require one. A tragic 

ending which parted the lovers could be satisfying for readers because “traditionally, the 

truest, purest romantic love is a fatal love” (Anderson 1974, 26). However, this changed over 

the course of the twentieth century. In her groundbreaking study A Natural History of the 

Romance Novel (2003), Pamela Regis argues that “A romance novel is a work of prose fiction 

that tells the story of the courtship and betrothal of one or more heroines” (Regis 2003, 19). 

Regis contends that in most romance novels, the heroine’s desires are central. Most romance 

novels begin with a corrupt society that places barriers in the way of fulfilling love 

relationships, barriers that romantic protagonists overcome in order to gain the heroine’s 

freedom through the renovation or reform (however temporary) of society. The end of the 
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novel, however, must give the reader hope that the love relationship established between the 

romantic protagonists will continue into the future. Today, the Romance Writers of America, 

Romance Writers of Australia and Romance Readers of Australia all agree that “Two basic 

elements comprise every romance novel: a central love story and an emotionally satisfying and 

optimistic ending” (Romance Writers of America website).  As long as these two requirements 

are met, romance novels can have any tone or style (except a mocking, derisive one), be set in 

any time (past, present, or future) or place (in the real world or in a fantasy land), and have 

varying degrees of sensuality, from the modest discretion of Christian ‘inspirationals’ to highly 

explicit descriptions of sexual acts in romantic erotica. 

 Romance novels are further divided into two formats. The “series” or “category” 

romance novels are “books issued under a common imprint/series name that are usually 

numbered sequentially and released at regular intervals, usually monthly, with the same 

number of releases each time” (RWA website). The other type of romance novel is the “single 

title” romance novel – “longer romances released individually and not as part of a numbered 

series. Single-title romances may be released in hard cover, trade paperback, or mass-market 

paperback sizes” (RWA website). Romance novels may overlap with any other genre (e.g. 

crime, science fiction, fantasy, urban, steampunk) as long as they contain the two central 

elements mentioned above.  

 How love is treated in the romance novel depends very much on whether the novel is a 

“category” or “single title” romance, and when it was written, of course. The former have more 

editorial guidelines than the latter, which have had more liberty historically to experiment 

with presenting the narrative from different points of view as well as presenting different ideas 

about gender, sexuality, and love.  

 

The “merchants of Venus”: love and romance novel publishing 

Romance fiction is, obviously, a genre and, as Ken Gelder (2004, 2) notes, genres do not depend 

only on the enclosed contents of texts but on “an entire apparatus of production, distribution 

(including promotion and advertising) and consumption” which contribute to the creation of 

generic identities. The British firm Mills & Boon, founded in 1908, did more than any other 

publisher to create the generic identity of the romance novel and, hence, shaping ideas of love 

that dominate the genre. The early twentieth century saw a range of publishers producing 

romantic stories meant that the form varied widely during this period, and there was no 

standard romantic plot or typical hero or heroine. But by the time the Second World War broke 
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out in 1939, Mills & Boon had cornered the romance fiction market because of its strategy of 

standardizing the look of its books and emphasizing the publishing firm as the brand of 

romance novels (McAleer 1999, 65). World War II was to have an enduring impact on the 

romance genre. Paper rationing in Britain limited publishing and the costs of production rose 

dramatically. Consequently, romance novelists were forced to streamline their plots and the 

novels became standardized in terms of their length, size and covers – a trend that was 

consolidated in the 1950s when “the modern Mills & Boon romance, written to strict editorial 

specifications, was born” (McAleer 1999, 85). The success of these “category” or “series” 

romances caught the attention of Canadian paperback publishing firm Harlequin, which signed 

a deal with Mills & Boon in 1957 to distribute paperback editions of selected Mills & Boon 

novels before both companies merged in late 1971 to become Harlequin Mills & Boon. 

 There is perhaps no better illustration of the effects of individual publishers on the 

content of romance novels and the portrayal of romantic love than Mills & Boon’s dealings with 

Harlequin. Early twentieth century Mills & Boon romances had featured all sorts of romantic 

plots, from standard courtship of innocent, virginal shop assistants and nurses to more plots 

about sophisticated divorcees, married women who fell in love with somebody else, and even 

experiments with interracial love. Following the overwhelming success of E.M. Hull’s The Sheik 

(1919), Mills & Boon love stories set abroad on the Continent or in the empire tended to be 

more sexually risqué than the domestic stories set in Britain. Mills & Boon continued to recruit 

authors from around the British Empire who could write exotic stories during the 1950s, but 

Harlequin put strict limits on which stories made it to paperback publication in North America. 

As Alan Boon explained to Mills & Boon authors, Richard and Mary Bonnycastle, the owners of 

Harlequin, “Do not like heroines to be in love with married men, or married heroines in love 

with other men, or unhappy married situations, and no touching on differences of color” 

(McAleer 1999, 122). Instead, they wanted “pure” romances, not love stories with “sex” in 

them, by which they meant intense passion and kissing, rather than actual intercourse 

(McAleer 1999, 123). Although top Mills & Boon authors of the 1960s such as Violet Winspear 

and Rosalind Brett were inspired by E.M. Hull’s The Sheik to produce dark, almost sadistic 

stories of intense emotion and passion, they were not distributed by Harlequin until the late 

1960s and early 1970s. Harlequin preferred the gentle, “wholesome” stories of virginal 

teenagers produced by English authors such as Betty Neels, Mary Burchell. Representations of 

love thus looked different in some Mills & Boon novels – more sensual and intense – compared 

to the ones which were distributed in North America by Harlequin.  
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 Harlequin Mills & Boon produced romances set in the contemporary world, but 

historical romance novels had been a staple of the genre since Georgette Heyer and Barbara 

Cartland published their first romances during the interwar years. These novels were, once 

again, chaste and “wholesome”. Love in a Cartland novel was a deep yearning, swooning, 

punctuated with a liberal overuse of ellipses as if to express the heroine’s inarticulate 

incomprehension of this ineffable force. In a Heyer novel, love was affectionate, humorous, a 

“marriage of true minds.” At its most intense, love was sometimes heightened by a passion 

signified by the hero’s “ruthless” or “punishing” kiss; a kiss that often served to reveal the 

heroine’s love for the hero to her. Neither contemporary nor historical romances depicted 

sexual encounters until 1972, when American paperback publisher Avon Books entered the 

romance market with a “single title” historical romance describing the rape of the heroine and 

her eventual initiation into sexual pleasure. Kathleen Woodiwiss’s The Flame and The Flower 

shot to the top of the New York Times bestseller list and went on to sell 2.35 million copies 

(Darrach 1977). 

 The erotic historical romance paved the way for the astronomical rise of Avon Books as 

the major publisher of American-authored single-title romance novels in the last quarter of the 

twentieth century. As Carol Thurston (1987) notes, a “revolution” took place in the portrayal of 

romantic love in the 1970s and early 1980s, with the heroine’s sexual desire at its very heart.” 

Love in the romance novel had become eroticized, and sexual expression was now part of the 

process of falling in love in a way that had not been true of early twentieth-century romances. 

The genre evolved rapidly in its portrayal of love, sex and gender relations in the 1980s, 

especially as other American paperback publishers began to produce their own, more sexual 

contemporary category romance lines such as Simon & Schuster’s Silhouette or Dell’s 

Candelight Ecstasy – subsidiaries which were bought over by Harlequin Mills & Boon’s parent 

company, Torstar, by the end of the 1980s.  Avon, Silhouette and Candlelight Ecstasy gave 

American authors the opportunity to produce American-centered romance novels and to 

present the kinds of heroes, heroines and portrayals of love Americans wished to read about. 

The last two decades of the twentieth century saw the steady Americanization (discussed 

below) of the romance novel, accompanied by increasing trans-genre innovations as different 

types of romances were developed by different publishers to meet the consumer desires of 

niche markets. The rise of e-books and the possibilities of self-publication in the twenty-first 

century allowed ever more transgressions of the rules of the mid-twentieth century Harlequin 

Mills & Boon model. The fluidity and variability of the genre in recent times has meant that love 
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is up for grabs with respect to who is considered worthy of falling in love, how love works, and 

what love means. 

 

Love in the romance novel 

There are certain features of romantic love that remain constant in romance novels. First is the 

concept of “true love,” the idea that there is a “right” partner who is the soulmate of the hero or 

heroine, and with whom love will be at its most passionate, affectionate, transcendent, and 

joyful. Later, after the 1970s “revolution” that sexualized the romance novel, this idea of 

exclusivity extends to the notion that sex can only reach the greatest heights of ecstatic 

fulfilment or be at its most orgasmic with the right partner. Love is also characterized by 

generosity, compassion, kindness, and altruism, but also sacrifice, pain, and grief. The 

difference is that modern romances end optimistically, whereas mid-nineteenth to early-

twentieth century romances do not necessarily end with the couple living “happily ever after.” 

Love in romance novels is elusive; it is difficult for protagonists to find, recognize, or discern in 

others. It produces chaotic and turbulent emotions, is easily misunderstood, creates 

uncertainty, and makes the lover intensely vulnerable. The experience of emotional disorder 

can only be resolved with the confession of love. “I love you” is the magical phrase that heals all 

wounds and rights all wrongs. Beyond these characteristics, however, there have been 

significant changes in the way romance novels have portrayed over the last 150 years. 

Generally speaking, these changes affect: moral character, sexual desire and behavior, the 

heroine’s autonomy, especially as indicated through occupational or professional fulfilment, 

class and consumption. What follows is a rough generalization of trends over the last century, 

but in almost every era there are exceptions to be found in various romance novels. 

 Christianity and character count for everything in mid-Victorian romance novels 

because of the need to defend novel reading against its detractors. For heroines, character is 

intertwined with “appropriate” gender behavior. Heroines tend to be conventionally feminine, 

young, longsuffering, often of aristocratic background, fairly passive (a person to whom things 

happened, rather than a person who initiated action and changed things), and decidedly 

spiritual (Margaret Dalziell 1957, 20). Heroines fall in love with the hero not only because he is 

good looking, but also because he is virtuous and has a good moral character. Unlike the villain, 

he guards her virtue and ensures that he will be good husband material if they get married. In 

romance novels set in the British Empire, heroes, moreover, are frank, honest, self-sacrificial, 

strong physically and mentally, entrepreneurial, and dedicated to the cause of the British 
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Empire. All these qualities can be summed up in the adjective “white” (Dixon 1999, 51). During 

the first half of the century, heroes in contemporary domestic romances continue to display 

sterling character, even though after both world wars emotionally wounded, fragile and even 

childlike men sometimes feature as heroes in Mills & Boon novels (Dixon 1999, ch.4). In these 

novels, heroines have little to fear from heroes; their future husbands are reassuringly safe.  

By the early twentieth century the overtly Christian, heavily spiritual heroine had given 

way to the young, virginal heroine – often an orphan who had little social support, and who 

experienced other slightly older, more sophisticated women as spiteful romantic rivals rather 

than potential friends. These young women are often confused by their feelings for the hero, 

mistaking fear for passion, rarely recognizing when or why they begin to fall in love, and 

almost never realizing that the hero loves them in return until he declares his love. Heroines 

fall in love despite their better judgement, initially believing the heroes to be rude, 

ungentlemanly, callous, selfish, autocratic, sexually threatening, promiscuous and unwilling to 

shoulder the burdens of a romantic relationship. These plots become increasingly popular from 

the late 1960s to the early 1980s, when the disagreeable and aggressive “Alpha male” hero 

dominates domestic as well as exotic romance novels, making life miserable for heroines who 

often suffer humiliation and worse at the hands of the villainous hero. Romance novelists Linda 

Barlow and Jayne Ann Krentz argue that “the books that hit the bestseller lists are invariably 

those with plots that place an innocent young woman at risk with a powerful, enigmatic male. 

Her future happiness and his depend upon her ability to teach him how to love” (1992, 17). Her 

absolute power over the hero is demonstrated when love transforms him from a lustful despot 

to a desperate lover, groveling abjectly at her feet and begging her to love him in return. In the 

words of romance novelist Daphne Clair, “A smoking .45 and six corpses at his feet is a male 

fantasy. A woman will settle for one live hero at hers. And if she places a dainty foot upon his 

neck, it is only to invite him to kiss it” (1992, 71). 

Although the hero’s more traditional virtues are eventually discernible later in the plot, 

it is clear that a change has taken place in the twentieth century, whereby good moral 

character is no longer the major stimulant of love. In fact, love produces a state of confusion: 

initially, the heroine cannot understand the enigmatic hero, and she cannot understand why 

she is falling in love with him against all reason. Interestingly, Harlequin Mills & Boon editorial 

guidelines in the mid-twentieth century ensured that the hero would appear unfathomable, 

mysterious, and menacing to the heroine by restricting the narrative perspective to the 

heroine’s viewpoint. Romance novelist Laura Kinsale comments that “until the 1980s … 
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authors were actually prevented from using the male viewpoint by their publishers” (1992, 

35). 

 The emergence of the villainous hero was not accompanied by a similar move to 

humanize the heroine who, despite minor flaws of character or behavior, generally continues 

to be the repository of all traditional moral and “feminine” virtues. This is especially true in 

relation to her sexual desire and behavior. Despite a few twenty-first century romance novels 

that heroines indulging in the same “hook-up” culture as heroes, such as bestselling American 

romance novelist Nora Roberts’ Northern Lights (2004) where the Alaskan pilot heroine Meg 

enjoys one-night stands with men before she meets the hero, the vast majority of romance 

novels maintain the double standard of sexuality by insisting that “promiscuous” women 

cannot be romantic protagonists. Love is not for such women, who appear in romance novels 

as the seductive “other” woman who loses the hero to the chaste heroine.  

There is, however, a distinct change in romance novelists’ approach to sexuality and 

love over the twentieth century. In early twentieth century romance novels, sexual attraction 

cannot always be trusted, especially when Englishwomen find themselves “fascinated” by 

swarthy Latin or Arab men instead of stolid and dependable English heroes. In most modern 

romance novels, however, the heroine’s sexual desire for the hero is almost always connected 

to feelings of love, and her desire is a sign that he is her “true love.” This is what Jodi McAlister 

has termed “compulsory demisexuality,” playing on Adrienne Rich’s (1980) concept of 

“compulsory heterosexuality”. According to McAlister, the discourse of compulsory 

demisexuality in romance novels “dictates that for women, sex and love are intrinsically linked 

together, and that sex without love is unnatural and harmful” (2015, 2). This is, in fact, one of 

the reasons why postwar romance novels are filled with so much conflict between the sexes: 

because the heroine, before she realizes the hero is worth loving and loves her in return, not 

only struggles against the hero’s sexual desire for her, but her own irrational desire for him.  

 The heroine’s struggle to master her body and her desires is an indication of her desire 

for autonomy. This is one of the decisive differences between modern and Victorian romance 

novels. Jay Dixon notes that romantic heroines in Harlequin Mills & Boon novels have always 

worked for a living. However, early romance novels featured heroines who give up their 

autonomy to be integrated into their husbands’ lives and households upon marriage. It is 

assumed that they will be fulfilled as wives and mothers. Late twentieth- and twenty-first 

century romance novels, however, take it for granted that although love and marriage are 

necessary for women, heroines need more: they need their careers, dreams, and other goals to 
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have a rich and meaningful life. Postwar romance novels are characterized by battles of the 

sexes as heroines strive to understand or withstand the desire of heroes, but by the century’s 

end the battle of the sexes also takes place around women’s right to pursue meaningful work 

after marriage. The hero displays his love for her by acknowledging her right to develop her 

full potential as a human being and pledging to support her dreams and desires. This trend 

seems to have begun earlier in American romance novels than in British-edited Harlequin Mills 

& Boons. Turn-of-the-century American heroines consider satisfying sex lives and love 

relationships as the bonus to already happy and fulfilled lives. The pleasures of romantic love, 

then, are extensions of the satisfying lives and good relationships they already enjoy. 

Finally, the pleasures of romantic love are increasingly intertwined with the pleasures 

of material consumption, and this is the final transformation in portrayals of romantic love I 

wish to discuss. In her book Consuming the Romantic Utopia, sociologist Eva Illouz traces how 

nineteenth-century American courtship, which largely took place in the domestic sphere, was 

replaced in the twentieth century by dating, which took place in the public sphere and 

therefore involved the consumption of food and entertainment. The rise of dating was 

accompanied by the heavy marketing of “ego-expressive” products such as cosmetics, perfume, 

breather freshener and so on in a way that entwined them with narratives of successful 

romance. Simultaneously, “romance” came to be associated with glamorous consumption: 

expensive boxes of chocolates and bouquets of flowers (rather than hand-picked flowers, or 

handmade cards); “romantic” dinners by candlelight; exotic holidays, travel abroad, and so on.  

The increasing association of romance with extravagant consumption is evident in 

romance novels throughout the twentieth century. Rachel Anderson argues that in society 

romance novels set in “Town” (that is, London) during the 1920s and 1930s, heroines are 

featured in bars, dance halls, tea rooms, restaurants, shows, and nightclubs (1974, 195-6). 

These public spaces are often where they met and fell in love with the hero. The same period 

saw the growth of romance novels featuring heroines who travel abroad to the Continent and 

throughout the British Empire. Travel and the consumption of exotic food and fashion 

continued to be popular after World War II, especially from the 1960s onwards. But by the end 

of the century, the exotic places traveled to and the level of luxury goods associated with 

“romance” skyrocketed. These days, heroines no longer travel in the company of elderly ladies 

nor stayed in guest houses. Many heroines now wear designer clothes, inhabit the hero’s 

multiple homes – his villa, palace, or island resort – and fly there by private jet. 
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 Many heroines are wealthy in their own right, through inheritance or success in their 

work, but their access to an opulent and “romantic” lifestyle is more often a result of the hero’s 

wealth and class status. Again, there is a distinct change from the early twentieth century in 

this regard. There are undoubtedly wealthy heroes throughout the century: aristocratic men, 

Latin lovers or Arab sheikh princes, for instance. Yet the heroes of the pre-World War II novels 

can also be artists, actors, farmers, doctors, dentists, engineers, and soldiers – employees from 

the middle classes. From the 1960s onwards, however, hugely successful businessmen, CEOs 

and entrepreneurs begin to feature regularly. Jayashree Kamblé contends that there is a 

“preoccupation with men who own land, labor, and capital goods across national boundaries” 

that “has become increasingly visible in most popular romance novels … published in the last 

four decades” (2014, location 677). Indeed, a quick look at Harlequin Mills & Boon titles at the 

turn of the twenty-first century shows a rapid inflation of wealth since the hero escalates from 

“millionaire” to “billionaire” in the title of romance novels during this time. Conspicuous 

consumption is not only romantic, it is tied to the successful outcome of love in the romance 

novel in integral ways. As Kamblé explains, the hero’s wealth and opulent “lifestyle will always 

ensure a future devoid of financial hardship [for the heroine], but more importantly, will create 

space for an unending courtship even after the wedding. The Harlequin Mills and Boon hero’s 

independence from an earned wage is a marker that he is free to resume the role of suitor to 

his heroine at any time during the marriage without any financial risk to their life together” 

(2014, l.  677). Romantic love in the twenty-first century novel is thus sustained by “privately 

owned islands, planes, and yachts, not to mention well-tended gardens and Olympic-sized 

pools … housekeeping and grounds-keeping staff, security personnel, assistants, and personal 

physicians” (l. 735). 

 This brings me back to my initial observation that romance novels actually tell readers 

very little about love because they are so far removed from readers’ own reality. It is, however, 

possible to trace a history of representations of love in the history of romance publishing. 

Although some attributes of romantic love seem universal and unchanging – the belief in “true 

love” and the quest for a soulmate, for instance, or the understanding that love is affectionate, 

compassionate, kind, generous, self-sacrificial, altruistic, and that it involves pain as well as joy 

– other ideas about love change according to social mores and individual publishers’ response 

to these mores as well as the sensitivities of the market. Broadly speaking, we can discern a 

shift from an understanding of love that emphasized the spiritual in the nineteenth century to 

one that emphasizes the sexual, especially for women’s pleasure. Where love was based on 
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character and virtue in the nineteenth century romance, the twentieth century disregarded this 

requirement by fusing villain and hero, and developing plots whereby the virtuous heroine 

redeems and tames the villainous hero through love. Moral character does not provoke love; 

rather, love transforms character. The increasing emphasis on the autonomy and 

independence of the romantic heroine from the late twentieth century onwards means that 

finding love has ceased to be the ultimate quest for her; rather, love, courtship and marriage 

are often represented as extensions of lives that are already full and fulfilling. Finally, the 

origins and sustenance of romantic love in the modern romance novel often seems inextricably 

intertwined with wealth and luxury consumption since apart from sexual desire and emotional 

yearning, consumption has become a sign of “romance” in the novel. 
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