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“You call me a bitch like that’s a bad‘thing”:
Romance Criticism and Redefining

the Word “Bitch”

Sarah Wendell

Bitch.
No, really.
i : " .
3:;1;};—— or who — comes to mind upon reading that word.? That pushy W;Wazlgn :;Zi
at the bank who uses her purse, her breath, and her body wesg}-zt to -assertd;:at);?c? gr hat
vou've taken her spot in line, and thus you shguid move yout T:s ;mfr;ﬁdher);a e
woman who dumped you after a four-month relationship because she Ieu I o ‘55_1 nees
was more secute without your invelvement? The .lady next door Wh(: ((;ans *ogi tS Z vindor
and asks you to please keep the noise dowg dL}rln% yo;_lhr lzs(;og;arlt)ﬁﬁdingz; iictioﬁg ¢ ;
: i for the Democratic nomination for the 2.
iiizlz (;?:rilj; t(jr a man? Is it someone who annoys you, v.vho dcman’d.s s:hfit you dor;fsgis
her way? Is it a person, usually female, who is uncomprf)mwl.nglypﬁrm, assertive or agg ,
and who takes no crap from anyone? Who, or what, is a b.zr,ch. . —
I, Sarah Wendell, am a Bitch. Specifically, I'm Smart th-cl"x Sarah » CO-owner an | author
of a website that reviews romance novels and discusses fem;msrz.l, pOiithS‘, cox@}r} tat;e; z;_e )
titty, David Hasselhoff, plagiarism, edziics, anEd orgs(t;ms.sgeni: i;\i';r:i d;;: ;:f;%chm S,
istic discussion of pubic wigs and socialism. Our .
5322;1;{;; co-pilot at tlfe site is Smart Bich Can(}i’y. The ‘readc'rs who ﬁre(;ue:;t:j;r?cttei s:i
participate in discussions therein are “the Bitchery. Qur discussions :ftrehc‘)r\;g, fren fractions.
and can stretch on for hundreds of comments, but since 2005, our sztc? a8 ‘icm.fe );m o cor-
tinually redefined what it is to be a Bitch. To make a broad,‘swgel:lw:ng asseis];l:wh” o our
own importance, our site has reclaimed, subver.ted, and redefined the Eer‘m Diech im0 &
description of confident intelligence that is e{udzte an_ci fierce, .arglunl"xem?t}i\'fe,thc sbove
affirming of the idea that being a Bitch is a Good Thing, particularly within

romance novels and their readers.
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Putting the Bitch Back in Romance

Romance novels themselves, and the community of writers and readers that create and
promote them, are nor necessarily known for Bitchy behavior. Romance novels are among
the most purely women-centered genres of literature. They are written mostly by women
for women, and yet often appear to reinforce deeply tradicional roles for women, There are
gender tropes left, right, and center, from the expectations and variations of virginity that
plague the average romance herojne regardless of time period, to the alpha male requirements
enforced upon heroes. The sexuality in romance novels often and frequently embraces a
theme of deffowering, with an inexperienced female being introduced to the wonders of
the hero’s masterful wang and experiencing the birth of her own autonpomy and sexual
agency under the sheltering wings of her manly hero.? Even as women write and retell wich
variations the traditional romance plotline which ends with a happy ending for both the
male and female protagonists, the plotlines themselves can sometimes read as repeated
written reinforcement of patriarchal authority over women: a woman needs a man in order
to find fulfillment,

If one examines che romance writing community solely by the titles of the books
and the initjal marketing of the industry product — judging the genre by its cover, so
to speak — it is a facile marter to dismiss romance as merely reinforcement of the virgin/whore
mythology that feminist scholars have fong argued imprisons women in untenable and
powerless rofes. However, as romance readers can arttest, many romance novels eagerly
and deliberately subvert that mythology, even as they appear 10 embrace it. Recent
and detailed examinations of the subversion of the virgin/whore mythology by romance
novels and the emerging classifications of hero archetype, particularly Pamela Regis’s 4
Natural History of the Romance Novel, reveal that the patterns of self-actualizacion represented
In romance novels conrradict any accusations of suppression and discrimination
against women, and instead reveal that romance noveis tell and retell stories of female
empowerment and fulfillment, both within and in spite of traditional expectations of women
i sociery.

Much as the novels are dismisscd, so are the women who write them. The individuals
writing romance novels are most often women operating their own independent businesses
as writers, who work as entrepreneurs within the publishing industry, represented by agents
and editors of both genders, within a Iucrative industry char sells writing by women to an
cager consumer base made up mostly of women. Yer ask any romance auchor about comments
from shoppers during bookstore signings, or from colleagues and extended family, and you'll
have a buffet of backhanded compliments and insults from which to choose. Most romance
authors have had ro defend their carcers against accusations of writing pornography for
women and field comments about writing “those books.” Alas, not much has changed since
the late 1800s, when Nathaniel Hawthorne’s knickers were in a twist about rhe “damned
mob of scribbling women” whose books sold so well that their works blocked more deserving
writers from entering the market. Women who write romance are part of a $1.7 billion
annual industry that is looked down upon by many, even as the profit of the romance genre
provides financial support to publishing houses reporting losses each quarter. Beneath the
surface of the genre that is dismissed and denigrated is a financial powerhouse of female
entreprencurship cha is also dismissed and overlooked.

And yet, there is one part of the romance writing community, online and off, wherein
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is isting standard
there is precious little subversion, and a sad lack of any feisty challenge tcl; the exl’llsr,?g dard
iew! itself is beneath the notice o
: iewing. Because the genre itse :
of gender roles: romance novel rev : <o
maginstream reviewers such as The New York Times, The New Yorker, and oithffs rlrlang "
i iewed almost exclusively within
3 i romance novels have been reviewe
and newspaper print reviewers, view st o
i ity, 1 1 ications such as Romantic Times (now ,
their own community, in print publica RI o)
Affaire de Coeur, and independent websites such as “All About Romance (hkesbno}i:s. d}
’ N ines the grad-
which started operation in 1997. A pattern emerges, however, when one exa‘mlﬁes td g !
i iews: i to the
ing, phrasing, and overall conclusions of those reviews: the grading curve is \SW E‘-TCR
: 1 i . o
positive. While there are negarive grades, most books rate higher than average \ ile "
A i ¢ ' their reviews are between three
ic Ti ill gi -t iew, for example, the bulk of the '
tic Times will give a one-star review, ‘ becween three
and four-and-a-half stars on a scale of one to four-and-a-half. To put it plainly: the
. . . . ance
deliberate pressure to “be nice” when one is a writer, author, or reviewer in the mlf.m
itici ic ies to
novel genre. Authors rarely criticize other authors publicly, and thar conduce app
reviewers as well, it seems. ‘ o o
The origin of the romance review culture is a mystery — a big, pink mysieré’ l
i i i ersonal
likely a combinasion of factors. First, until recently with the advent of blogc; an [f) ona
i i tona
websites, romance was a self-consained community of authors, publishers, r!m;l ia pro es}sl ;
’ i didn’t have much of a
: Bur without blogs, the readers di
devoted to the genre, and readers. : .
i i : anc Cne: notice
voice outside of direct communication with authors. Because romance is bcnc;th the orice
icati i re itse
of most literary review establishments, only the publications dedicated to ¢ e gen et
‘ - Fl . IC
were examining the quality thereof, and if those magazines were relentlessly p}c:s;tlveglw "
i itici i d of course authors who rea
sm had any room to fourish. An 01
they were, no exacting criticis ‘ : : he 0 read
within the genre couldn’t endanger their own careers by offering their own t-:ut(;cal ?E‘f
i i au
professional courtesy demanded a “be nice” mentality and fostered an attitude of “if y
? v »
i i t say anything at all. .
dot’t have anything nice to say, don . B .
Thus, when we began our site, the established communities of romance read;’s oill)l ;
’ abou
operated within a strange dichotomy. On the one hand, readers would grumble a °
i i i r ade-
how romances are dismissed as plebian dreck, or that they receive neither rc}spect no e
i i the
uate attention from the media outlets who are continually discracted by the sexl anb :
: : egin
prearance of Fabio on the cover. But then, should anyone (read: us, for examp e)‘ g
iri inti i ionin
to examine individual romance novels crisically, pointing out narrative flaws ot qu;st ° :g
i ity ¢ ero’s
the sexual authority of a heroine who subsumes her identity completely mt?; ¢ herc t
i : is ] is
by page 4, these same readers and writers would cry that romance is just silly escap
’ - - . . - . nces
fun and certainly doesnt need to be subjected to harsh criticism. By reviewing romar
i i inion
critically, we are already at odds with these readers, because romances, in our #f)p1 ,
’ - . . i , a er_
should be subjected to thorough examination, both from an irreverent and a critical p
spective. ' . R
’ However, we also remain at odds with the rest of the population that dlsda’ms rom .
’ i i “ smart!
novels, and greets the sight of us reading a romance with the phrase “But you'e so i
) ns
How come you read those books?” To be completely frank, the only appropna;e ;csp(? '
i i d and refute both the critics
i tchy in every sense of the wor
we could conjure up was to be bi , fute be iy
of the genre and those who insist that the genre shouldn't be held to critical ;tt?dang;. ;
. . . an
are offensive for telling those who insult our reading material that they coul 1Jﬁcsis (JH, ane
we are irritating to those who wring their hands at the idea that anyone wou c; 0
eroin
serious question why in the name of God’s green earth any hero would rape a
because her father screwed him over in a business deal tweaty-five years ago.
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That, in a nutshell,? is how our site came to be. We wanted to review romances. We didn’t
think there were enough realistic examinations of the genre that subjected it to much-needed
criticism while also celebrating what made romance novels such satisfying reading material
We wanted to be a community and haven for readers of romance who love the genre and
wete tired of taking shit for it from both sides. No quarter would be given to snide comments
from those who didn’t read the genre, nor to any self-righteous outrage from readers who
were mad because we said their favorite author’s new release sucked donkey wang. Thus we
named our site Smart Bitches Who Love Trashy Books in an effort to play with both the dis-
missal of the romance genre as “trashy” and the dismissal

of outspoken, cursing, opinionated
women as “bitchy,”

Inidially, there was some outrage because we were unabashedly snarky and a lot more
forthcoming than established romance reviewers regarding our opinions on the books we
were reading, particularly when those books failed to meet our expectations. We were saying
loudly and frequently that some romance novels sucked and should never have been pub-
lished, which was an outrageously mean and shocking idea to a community that had never
really confronted reader opinion stated so frankly and so publicly. At one point, we came
up with a drinking game that required a chugging of one’s beverage should a commenter
state that we've gone too far, or that we should be banned from the internet because of our
conduct online.*

Conversely, however, we also encountered relieved gratitude from readers who were
finally able to discuss what they didn'’t like abour a particular novel. For example, Candy,
my partner in Bitching, wrote in February 2005 that Lucy Monroe’s The Real Deal was
“excruciating to read on all levels. The writing style veered from hilariously purple to hilar-
tously wooden, the characters were poozly-recycled archerypes at best, and the plot was
completely humdrum when ir wasn’t busy being implausible.” This wasn't exactly revolu-
tionary review writing, except that so many other prine and online romance reviews, from
Romantic Times to All Abour Romance gave The Real Deal very high grades. Romantic Times
gave the book four stars our of five, and All About Romance gave it “Desert Isle Keeper”
status, the highest grade possible at that sice ¢ Candy’s review, however, brought out com-
ments from those who hadn’t liked it and ol alienated in any attempts to discuss why they
hadn't liked it. Jac wrote after Candy posted her review, “Thanks for the honest review of

this book. Finally. Someone who tells it like it is. It was getting a bit tiresome listening to
everyone kiss-ass (can I say that here?!) to the author about her ‘oh-so-fanrastic’ book when
it really eruly sucks.” Other readers echoed that sentiment with comments like “T thought
I was the only one who hared this book,” and “I thought it was just me!™

While we expected some disgust from readers who disagreed with our decision to name
ourselves Bitches or to call the genre “rashy,” we didn’t expect, but were utterly pleased ro
find, that due in part to our irreverent and Bitchy title and monikers, our site attracred a
community of readers, writers, and publishing professionals whose commentary on our blog
entries was unique to the internet. While we do battle the occasional troll, our site has
created by fiat an unspoken code of behavior that dictates a style of argument which avoids
personal and direct attack of the writer burt in
manner that invites furcher discussion. Since our site has been online, several discussions
have illustrared that code of behavior, and revealed how, in a refatively short amount of

time, being a Bitch on our site has come to serve as a shorthand for conducting an assertive,
intelligent, and respectful debare.

stead invokes a sophisticated language and
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Bitch Is the Word

Bitch, let it be said, is a marvelously interesting word. Historically ;r'zd tl}l}r;gt{i::;?il‘ll);
speaking, there are few words that can be ascrﬂ:;ed only to. women wh;ri ulie 1; iril acive
sense. Words like “whare,” “slut,” and “cunt” are pa.mcalarly useful, but ewhw s have
the effortless shorthand definition and linguistic exploswe-conS(.manc-»laéenépunc of i ciz;
First recorded in the year 1000 as referring to female dogs, and mmthe year 1 01(? as g: erenlc g
a woman®, the word has since become both a noun and a verb. In 1:'h<;1 On meﬁ | tyn:io zi};
Dictionary, the slang definition encompasses t?Ot%”l the verb forr.n, whlch‘m;fns%.t:qgiogablc
complain,” and the noun form: a “lewd [...] spiteful or averbean-ng(}...] llgg .YG{eJm onable
or unpleasant [...] difficult” woman, or conversely, ‘a man Wh‘Cr.iS sexuaky con dpsmm\,

a derivation from the female insule.” What a delighcful pairing: weak men and str g,.
i i “bitches.” The weak male, who is charged by gender

assertive, perhaps aggressive women are : » o s charged by gender
expectations to be aggressive, and the aggressive woran, who, accor 1§.g those ame stan-
dards, is meant to be subservient, w;eai, arid submissive, are the maligned p g

-mally refers to a “female dog. o
WO{dxﬁ;l:ct)ri)i;g toyzhe etymology webzine Take Our Word for It, the L%sefof tiie :Lvord V}:}lii}g
to refer to a female is “simply a metaphor: compasing lewd women (o em;; e dogs, ! h,
ifleft to their own devices, will bear pups rather frecguentlz, suggﬁstxﬂg sexua hprom;sa: nzf:.m”
The more contemporary usage of “bitch” referring to a u3a11czous (-)ri}t?ag erm}l; \:fv oman
is traced by Francis Grose’s 1811 Dictionary of the Vulga‘zr T?ngue which defines ¢ o
“the most offensive appellation that can be given to an 'E:nghsf:x WOMALn, eves More p . langi
than that of ‘whore.””? But wait, there’s more! According to AskQxford.com, a; (;lnDuth-(m_
guage repository of questions and answers fro{x‘n the creators of the Oxfzfici ir:g i}se = ;lci:i o
ary, “Birch” can refer in the informal sense to “a vyor’?an V\‘FhOIIl o:e cons s to bemalicious
or unpleasant” or, comfortingly, in “black Eng.hsh >€LS simply, “a woman “used in 3 nov-
derogatory sense.” Take a look at that one agatn: :t $ non—c{er?ggtoryflacco ‘ hi P Ak
ford, because “bitch” is simply another W(?I’d for worrllztn. Either t de Wf)]? ! has lost some
of its negative power due {onrcpeda{e;i su;ta;n;ci usi,h :r ‘:; i. ;\Z::Onnirni ;;%Frmm P
synonymous with “woman,” and therefore drags

i ssoclation. .

terrim’fzei}iriher one delves in to the etymology of the worc.l “bitch,” the more tl:vmtecff;ci(;zz
fusing, and uitimarely powerless and powerfui. the word 1t.self bzcomf;s, r}o{ alf:;aiztioﬁs'
pejorative, but because it is acceptable usage in many socxal-an i pro 25310:1 itaations
From a foundation based in metaphoric slurs alluding to promiscuity ariblagi,r’e:sswe hav
ior, the word has since become somewhat tame: one can s.ay thei word : 13:- - dm Tor:{work
cvision broadcasts and during live radio broadcasts on the air. White each 11:1 1‘;;1 ua gé o

has a set of Standards and Practices guidelines thar determine vthat worc‘is can be élse 'L;Sioi
which time of day on a television program, the U.S. Federal Lommumce.mc;lns orcriu.nxusmi
allows the use of the word “bitch” and does not issue lﬁnes o networ-ks ift éfivor sz : .m:
When | was asked to participate in a sports-talk radio show based in H;L}sion, de:?e; "
May 2008, [ asked the producers if I could use the ‘full“name of our ‘wgr.c ;1){&, artlhe ; e
myself as “Smart Bitch Sarah.” “Absolutely,” they said: “You can say | ite 20:12008 i.was
a female dog.”® But when I was interviewed by The Today Show in late July ,

1 W < 1 U 1 a € Of
g 3 {hﬂ {'Li namc Of Our Webslte § SO
not permittcd to use he Ol’d at ail, nor meneion .

their affiliate stations would be outraged.
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Thus, in a lexical and political sense, the word “bitch” is more than merely outrageous.
It’s exceedingly powerful precisely because its layered meaning combines with a persistens
social acceptance. It is a derogatory term for women that ties up in five letters and one
syllable all the negative stereotypes and limitations placed upon women. It's a metaphor for
promiscuous canines with unguarded and accessible vaginas and a propensity toward fre-
quent procreation, and a term for sexually unacceptable men. “Bitch” is a truly amazing,

terrible, offensive, and creative word, Its history and depth are taken for granted by those
who use it. We love it, each and every letter.

‘Taking Back the Bitch

Third Wave feminism, the activities and examinations of ferninists beginning in the
carly 1990s, often focused on the power of specific words, and sought to reclaim them from
derogatory to self-affirming and celebratory use. In efforts to inspire activism among young
womett who grew up with the rewards of earlier feminist activism, and to a large extent
take them for granted, Third Wave feminism advocartes for reclaiming words because “ic’s
better to change the meaning of a sexist word than to censor it from everyday speech.™ As
Inga Muscio notes in her memoir Cunr, English is already a language of power, “because it
represents the victors of history’s presenc telling.”” Therefore, undermining thar power by
grabbing a word and twisting it to suit a purpose is an action filied with ballsy courage:
“seizing this language and manipulating it to serve your community is a very powerful thing
to do™ because, as a language of international commerce, English has some considerable
social, political, and economic power.

Reclaiming as an activist process has succeeding in undermining and reforming the
definitions of many words that have been used by the dominant hegemony to oppress and
marginalize minorities. Words like “queer” have been co-opted by gay men and women to
celebrare their homosexuality, and today several universities in the United Stares, including
Smith College, have courses of study formally called “Queer Studies.” Words chat range
in power from “geek” and “nerd” to “gaijin” and “nigger”* have been reclaimed by the com-
munities they refer to and re-appropriated in ways that diminish their negative power, even
though the context in which those terms can be used without incident and by whom some
words can be said is stilt up for debate.? “Bitch” is also subject to debate as to who should

use the word, and in what context. Kathleen King in an article titled “Do You Use the B-
Word?” concluded, after encountering an entire display of books with the word “bitch” in
the tide, that “[t/he B-word implies a strong woman who speaks her mind., But as long as
women (read: not men} are writing these books, many of us believe we can — and shouid —
reclaim the term ‘bitch’ for ourselves.”? :
Reforming the word “bitch” into an expression of afirmation instead of a sexual peio-
rative begins with the usage of the word amon

g communities of women. Reclaiming the
word “bitch,” however,

or even using it to suit one’s own purposes is not akin to trying to
convince someone that they embody the negative stercotypes used against them, and that
they should be pleased and grateful to be so insulted. Reclaiming and using the word “bitch”
for affirmative use demands recognition for the idea that the stereotype itself is wrong and
that there is nothing at al wrong or unnatural with 2 woman being any of the meanings of
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the word: so whart if a woman has a great deal of sex? More power to her {and more orgasms).
So what if a woman is assertive, aggressive, powerful, or even scary? More power to her (no
mention of orgasms). So what if a woman decides to reject the established paradigm of
female behavior and chooses to act in opposition to those dicrates? Literally: more power
to her! Refusing to be offended by the word itself, and using the word as often as possible
in a context that redefines its meaning demonstrates a self confidence and self assurance
that, coincidentally®”® works against those same established paradigms of female behavior.
Therefore, we proclaimed ourselves “Bitches” with a capital “b.” Why? Many reasons.
First: ego. As the hosts of the site, we use the title as 2 proper name. Secondly, since we're
seizing the word, the capitalization serves as a visual method of claiming and reinforcing
ownership. We lend the capital “B” to the community that frequents our site by calling
them the “Bitchery.” And third: because being a “Bitch” in the context of our site’s com-
munity has a specific and distinctive meaning, one that, dare we say, capitalizes on the idea
of rejecting the standard of being nice for politeness’s sake and instead saying what we think
for the betterment of our future reading material. Because being a Bitch in the romance
community online means entering a battle on the two distinet fronts mentioned easlier:
we're fighting the dismissal of romance as a genre read by stupid, undersexed women, and
we're fighting againse the pressure within the romance community itself o iimir disagreement
and self-assertion. Being a Bitch is necessary in the context of romance reviewing because
we're acting against two sets of gender roles, and in turn creating a new one for ourselves.
We're not being mean out of hand simply because the genre on the whole is trashy® and
not worth the effort of working the powers of it crit against it, but we're also not being
nice to every single book that crosses our path, because some books are indeed of dubious
quality and it’s about time we discussed that, too. Wete not heartlessly mean, we're not
unilaterally nice, and we invite and revel in disagreement.

The Rules of Being a Smart Bitch

Anatomically and succinety speaking, being 4 Bitch means not being an asshole. Our
review style is one example: when we review a book, even if we truly, completely, and utterly
hated the book, one undetlying rule is that our response is to the book itself. I, for example,
picture the author staying up until 4:30 in the morning working on that book, and know
that that much effort deserves at least a thorough answer as to why [ didnt like the book
itself. The line between book and author, or, more broadly, between a subject under dis-
cussion and the people arguing that subject, is a very crucial boundary, and marks the
border berween “bitch” and “asshole.” When I write a review, I may shriek with rage and
adverbs about the stilted dialogue, the plot that had more holes than antique socks, or the
hero who wouldn’t know compassion if he tripped and fell into a bucket of ir, but I ty
deliberately to focus on the book and the flaws with the book itself. While some negative
reviews, particularly those written by angry consumers on Amazon.com, accuse the author
of all manner of chicanery, including not having actually written the book at hand, sach
comments in my opinion cross the boundary between issue and person. I'm sure no author
likes to hear that a reviewer didnt enjoy the book, but in the long run, critical evaluations
of the genre help the genre improve, if constructive feedback is given proper attention.”
Our focus is the romance novel itself, not the person who wrote it.
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That line we try deliberately not to cross, that boundary between the is d
person on the .other" side of the argument, carries over into most of the more he::;; e
sions on our site. Generally speaking, we as a Bitchery argue the issue and dor’t d igrate
;l};ii)z'zgn v-vho ariue.s ti’le oppljsilzion so Jong as they keep to the code of respectful azgelT:fZiE:
_ avior code isnt carth shattering in and of itself ex i i .
internet, Whl-(fh isn't known as a place of cilm and thoughtf{zl ccfteri;:;lii:ito: ggcm Onf tie
dlstanf:e and. tmpetsonal nature of internet communication, ic’s all 00 easy f‘f;!‘ u(s:z:S: St
off thc.e;r monitors after saying something particularly hurtful or inflammatory without . t;;n
expetiencing the fallout of their comments. On our site, however, even the m .?ér;‘m /
conversations tend to toe the line of demarcation berween issuewc;riented disc s >
personal a.ttaci{. To put it simply: our users prefer to debate an issue,ﬁ and adh‘er::lstsfjm'l mld
rule§ of fair argument. Most users will not attack the person who voices a dissenting o i,
bl.}i’ ‘lr\istead reply by explaining their own perspective. For example: new visitors ij s s
will fn}d comments that read “I disagree, and here’s why,” rather than “You're a mo{;zis’iﬁe
long Tiilere a};'e ex?l:pziIons Um“the code of fair argument. When a cormnment thread gets .too

» ttreaches what 1 call “critical mass,” and there’s no wa 2
cemmcnz.{bat steps over that line between discussion and a);t::ka.d;?giazijﬂejdf;zj‘nany
thzea;ds, visitors whose comments edge into territory that is too personal, and too shal[f:c
say, anhole, are generally rebuked by other members of the community. Mar,l )
times I've read a comment in my email that I found offensive,” but by tﬁe ;ime I):e:in;ng
a computer to respond, three or four other people had already done so.3 o

N One thread that demonstrated our argument styfe — and the limics ;)f our co iy’
ai)llfsy to feIproiice——was what was called “the Swan Har thread.” After the 21{1)1(1;17l ig\;}[’;
National Convention in Drallas, Texas, Candy wrote an entry wherein she discussed the coﬁ
troversy over costumes as self-promotion ar the RWA Literacy Signing,™ a charitable eves ;
that brings in Ioc.ai romance fans who buy books which authors personatize and sign bef: :
g‘)urch-ase. It’s a big event, both in size, scope, and fundraising power, and in 200% C;;m
Sherrzl?rn Kenyon wore a three-foot-talf feathered swan hat. This w;s apparent] ) aﬂf .
Froversral choice because some authors and attendees, among them N();a iiberts Y;? Cin'
it was unprq.fessional and detracted from the professional development of the c;nic;: reee
and the c-hamy signing itself. Additionally, the presence of two new authors, Liz l\/IaereI'mIe
and Marianne Mancusi, for a debur line from Dorchester called “Shomi,” ,which mvencc;
romance anc}}manga, was also debated, Maverick and Mancusi called themséives “The Reerlfel
of I.{amanc:i: an_ci dressed for the public and casual parts of the conference in the sevle e;
th_eir nov_eis setting, which took place in an urban fucure. Their costumes consisted ofy}; .
sl«.:lrt’s, ‘chlghwhlgh stockings, corsets, bustiers, and brightly colored accessorics most of Sh_oﬁ
didn’t look completely abnormal as fashion choices, except that they were me’ant o promor
the authors and the books, as well as the publisher and the new imprint. Bet pmmohte
tc(?srt;zmif plgy (l({)r “cos play”) and the swan hat, the use of personal éppe:franc‘e andvzzesrtluztnz
ence.ar et books and author careers was a hot topic of discussion at and after the confer-

Ca!-ndy's entry on 17 July 2007 defending the use of costumes® ar the confer ]

promot;on'al t.ools received over six hundred comments by the time we closed the f}? - 35
In the beginning, the discussion was civil, and despite the strong emotions on both ri; '
of ‘th'e debate, people explained their positions and kept their comments about thei own
Opinions, or their responses to someone else’s comments. For example, Noza Robelilsrs(;::
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AS 1()] costuemes, I S[Zild ;)? my previous statements, The y(ﬁlilg g 1§S WECIC Very, Very pretty.
V V — e . | - EIL 1L was
.
v (o] leeéx 1Mo as wriiers in a pu 3
And cr mappr pmatd at W i}llC medla 1tte1§ded evenr Bl 1

i G at really ot me. 3
the big-ass black swan that really g o b Bue 1 call ern as | scos o
i ‘ ill hat forever for picking on this. But, ' .
Is,hetrl“lyn KCE?Z: Ht‘::lay :v;e[;;ou’fe not CONSTANTLY called on te defend t%ze genre gr:il:é
dlgrs Tsduviitdersyto the media, then have the media focus on the costumes so the image proj
reade ,

: 33
i i i mance.
is silly women rather than interesting professionals who write Ro

Candy responded to Roberts:

i ized thar if they'd
i ick costumes, when 1 realized t
e e o lti;e’i\ga!;cuSdMa:i?;il:r way abOL;t it, good or bad, bur because
i i I wouldn’e feel any par E g . e
ulied this at an SF/F con, ricular uc it Bood ar had, but becaus
fhe did it at RWA, I'm all “Woo hoo, awesome. It‘ls‘, in essen }1 do ﬁo wiﬁl i
. I love me some dorkiness — but I think my positive reaction :1 l{0 b sy ey
ou : ) A
Zub':rerted the romance authorfreader stereotypes. They were be}mg tzsbse, ()lrﬂ;ks " ey werent
i i omance authors . ;
T e )t ?eopledc{pzcaﬁyfexzift ri‘)ecause I want people to realize that more
G inati m all for that,
rt, dork cross-pollination, an | ar pe lne that more
S}Z‘(})pl,e than they rf:)alizc, with interests wider than they could ever imagine, read ro
P :

; 34
i s ay.
I love subverting people’s expectations that way

Roberts replied:

:
i i —and let’s be hon-
Must we feel we have to push ourselves into seme out-of-the-box lm;;ge fhe e
¢ — must we Feel we must do that ro get attention? What does that sag ahouz e vork? -
d ‘ er -
" I don’t want to harp on these girls. They're young, awfully cute, and they w

gfK]}Sust. [ do feel thar dressing up like your characters is silly, and it smudges the lines. Why not be
u

h h 2 h ’I . {i i3]
3 ¥ i 9] yway.
WHO yOU aIC““‘bCCaﬂSC that's CXQC[l what it come wit t0 an a

ﬁS!l i i i i , Ene i r haﬂd wWds
D ite the Preseﬂce Ofa maj()r Zﬂlthﬂr 11 romance in thﬁ dlSCUSSEOH h lSSU.C.a '
. ]
costumes and ?rofessioﬂaE appear&nce, a.ﬂd the 1mage Of romance i’eadel § a.néi Wi H.EIS (ilelﬁl H
4 Sp )4
i ¢ o O'Liﬂd e costumes o be Si]l , DAL §}l€[l Sald €L flCa l
Roijefts pc}lﬂt was Eha[ ShC, l . i tilat
1 W W i 3 3 . p L I l) )
her 158u¢ as not lth the Per&ollb Wh() dle?se-d 1) l)Li tlie dca that d} e‘SSli .i,l W(H]lo(i be
Viable Option {(31‘ prmUEion: ‘it SIledch the iiﬂCS e Why not bc WhO VOu are I ICI p‘);nta
'S, g ST L‘l(tf tll:‘y lt k: :l'
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costume play was a deliberate one:
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On the issue of professionalism: Dressing up as manga-inspired characters was
promate our manga-inspired books. Obviously, it’s not for everybody. (It is, however, complerely
normal at SF/F events and SE/F readers are also a rarger readership for these books.) Bug i happens
to suit our personalidies, our image as “rebels” and the kind of out-of-the-box books we write.

Meaning, we don’t feel forced to do something “unnatural > Dressing up and having fun is pay
of who we are. And we certainly don't believe short skirts and thigh highs equate 1o being unpro-

fessional. We just understand how to market ourselves and our books, we've taken a strong approach
to branding, and we're working i¢.¥

a fun way to

The debare continued for 4 few more hours as commenters debated the line between “cute
outfits to ger attention” and “boly crap, thar hat is crazy.” The focus of the discussion cen-
tered more on Mancusi and Maverick as “the Rebels of Romance” and their usage of costumes
to distinguish themselves as authors and their books as manga-romance hybrids, than on
Kenyon's swan chapeau, and that focus made sense as the discussion was also, on a separate

Author.com wrote, “Authors dressed up in shore skirts and ponytails are nothing compared
to the imagery thar is inundating the public on an hourly basis ac the grocery store and the
bookstore. These women aren’s selling themselves. They are selling an idea. A concept, A
package. It was done for the public signing to attract readers to their table, to stand out in
the masses.”* Promotion that gains attention is successful promotion, said some, but at the
same time, those detractors of romance who denigrate the genre from the position of never
having read a single romance novel pick out the swan hat and the costumes as yer another
feason romance is silly. One commenter, Jonquil, compared the costumes to the “naked guy
at the Pride parade™

There will always be one naked guy at the Gay Pride parade. The reporters witl *always* inrerview
and photograph {discreetly) thar guy- And all the gay people pushing strollers, or doing drill-team
routines in their business suits, or Aaunting their respectable professional status, will be mentioned,
ifar afl, as a sidebar, Because the frame for thar story is “weird people,” nor “normaj people having
fun.” And untit the frame changes, it really doesn’e matter what you do 1
What originally began as a discussion of costumes and place became a discussion of pro-
fessionalism, marketing, the target audience of the convention itself, and a heuristic approach
to locating romance on the spectrum of respect from within and from outside of the genre
community. All that ir one swan har and cwo pairs of thigh-highs. The discussion main-
tained its level rone, even from participants on far opposite sides. The discussion was certainly
potarized and hearted, bur it remained entirely civil,

Early on in the discussion, one published author commented, “For every perky lirde
author who dresses like a pedophile-luring schoolgirl or wears a swan har or shows her rack
or whatever in the vague hope of becoming bestselling author that way, there are a hundred
whe a) don't wear costumes, b) are fat, middle-aged and ﬂat—ches:ted ¢} don't even go to
conferences, in costume or not, and d) are hugely successful,” That marked the frst moment
the line was crossed berween individual and issue. Suddenly the authors in question were
“perky authors dressed as pedophile-furing schoolgirls”— a personal attack and interpretation
of the motive behind their apparel. But the comment was quickly rebutted. Author Alesia
Holliday responded, “This is flatly offensive. Also the premise of your post is unstupported -
writing good books is not a bar to being an effective marketer, as Liz's starred review in
PW attests. ™ The original comment was mostly ignored in the hours following, or referred
to by others as the lone example of egregious argument.
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Then that commenter returned and called Mancusi and Maverick “self promoting
cheesccake” and reiterated the idea that their dressing in a sexualized fashion was “about
promoting sex with underage girls.”* Despite the incendiary namure of the post, responses
were civil but firm. Author Lani Diane Rich replied:

I couldn’t disagrec more. First of ail, whether Marianne and Liz were actually dressed like schoolgirls
is up for debate. They were dressed in the style of manga, which is promotional for what they
write, and accusing them of supporting pedophilia is galactically out of line, It's like saying Playboy
bunnies suppott bestiality — that’s one hell of a stippery slope you're employing there.**

A few people took issue with the fact that the discussion was about what two women
wore, and felt that we were personally attacking them -— which is ironic since the original
entry that started the discussion was in favor of wearing costumes in the first place. One
commenter, desertwillow, wrote, “This debate has been going on since Tuesday and it has
been matured, balanced, and intelligent — for the most part. The few inappropriate com-
ments were squelched quickly, loudly. I've gotten a lot out of most of the postings and my
admiration for several members of this blog has grown. You all were so mature and wise.”®
But another commenter wrote, “Would any of you (and sheeeww there are some huge names
on these comments) like o be publicly reprimanded like this in a room of ten thousand or
more people? And be so embarrassed and humiliated that you can't even defend yourself?
Some of the points made are rather briliiant, but T still can’t help but see this as two people
being paraded around the town square and then flogged.”* The idea that the costume wearers
in question couldn't defend themselves is ludicrous — they already had, and had entered the
discussion several times explaining their perspective. But the idea that individuals disagreeing
and discussing the marketing decisions of three authors amounts to “public humiliation”
merely because they were being talked about is quite a jump, and indicative of the “Be Nice”
mentality that aligns itself so closely to Being an Asshole, despite residing on the supposed
opposite end of the behavioral spectrum. Whether one advocates for Being Nice and never
disagreeing, or Being an Asshole and attacking personaily those who disagree, the end result
s the same: discussions cannot occur, and education cannot be experienced.

Because the discussion became so complex and was about clothing worn by authors
promoting their books, it was alarmingly easy for some to cross the line into personal attack,
and when one comment does so, readers attempting to catch up on a long thread may see
one incendiary comment and read many of the other analyses of costume in that same light.
It’s also easy to extrapolate comments out of context and toss the entire thread under the
heading of bullying, when it was in reality an analysis of marketing technique in context,
plus a bonus discussion of where one buys stripy thigh-highs. But when other sites high-
lighted fragments of comments and used those to defend a hypothesis that we were bashing
authors and promoting online bullying, the comments strayed away from the issue to defend-
ing the discussion of the issue itself. Roberts wrote, “1 kinda wished I'd never clicked on
those links. Bullying is brought up several times. I'm horribly sorry and not a litde sick at
the idea that speaking my mind, expressing my opinton that 1 dislike — strongly dislike —
costumes at a particular event, and bow I feel that reflects on the genre could be construed
as bullying.”” Robin L. replied, “P'd Like to think this community’s sirength and value is
measured by the way it handles difference and disagreement — ideally in engaged, honest,
sometimes passionately raucous debate and not in mocking others for shits and giggles.”
Robin’s comments underscore the line between the issuc and the person, even when the
issue is what the person is wearing at the time as a method of self-promotion.
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. Cf al;)w;\:;r’, the a;g)llazmg t.?ung to me, as an administrator and author of the site, is that

wzy didn't start blossoming until there were over 375 comments in the discussio {
more importantly, that the really off-color comments, minus those referencing ped “’ha‘_“(
ar{d cheesecake, took place at other sites, not ours. Our community adhered tog tie opl o
fair argument for the bulk of the discussion, and individuals responded quickl cc;{flics o
to comments that broke those rules. Not only did the members of thquitchz . brmly
the concept of fair argument, but they immediately defended their right to do SZY ointing
out when outrageous accusations had no support behind them, and deliberatelj ?O‘n;“g
room for tht? dissenting arguments based on facts and personal opinion Y.

Most d1scussions within the romance novel communiry, unfortunat.cl are plagued b

th.e r.cl-entless “Be Nice” compulsion, and are unable to disagree without c);;;aﬁﬁlzrzg(ﬁ%(f iEy
this is just my opinion, but ...”} or without excusing themselves first (“I don’t want ¢ i
bad feel}ngs but ...”). There is no room for disagreement withous the auromatic ass otion
of dismissal, distrust, and derision. The subtext of the discussions on our site fo:?lg?;;fi

part remain simply but exceptionally di s T di i :
o | desptos you - peionally differenc: “T disagree with you. This does not mean

The Bitches” Rules

. T}fze participation and t?ze depth of the debate in involved threads demonstrate the cre-
ation of what [ loosely term The Bitch Rules of Argument, which apply miostly in our com-

m }l;lmty bur can be wielded in any situation involving debate, discussion, or general dialogue
e rules are simple and few, but powerful. o

Bitch Rule #1: Agree to disagree, and disagree to agree

o OOn;:S i\:;iy in whic}h our community is' uni.que is that t}.ze underlying drive to convert
< opp n to one’s own way of thinking is almost entirely absent. Arguments begin
with the assumption that anyone who argues will agree to disagree, and that a resol :
may not be reached. In fact, the underlying purpose of any dialogue on our site is not :l:lon
pf:rsuadmg the opposite party to one’s way of thinking, but maintaining and sustaini Ofljt
dialogue that is the foundation of the Bitchery community ’ T
For e i i i e
Peaphes Molaimed and s bide b, thene wet e st e ot e
1 Mok : : v individuals who identified them-
selves as Muslim and described how deeply offensive the book’s content was, as it is forbidden
to depict .Mohammcd and his wives as fictional characters. In the discus’sioﬁ on ou N
no one said thar the Muslim individuals shouldn’t feel offended, or that they we o
acting by explaining how much of an affront they considered the author’s Worlz Thfr: ‘\:arsl:’;
an attempt to convert their thinking to the other side. Most of the individual.s who partic-
1patec11) were not arguing to persuade; they were stating or defending their point of \E)iew.
. Eairt::s also disagree to agree, by which I mean that their disagreement is also founded
o ?h agreement. It coul(-i be that both parties adore the same author, or have the same
lanét;;) Thumor, or find David Hasse%hoﬁf to be among the sexiest creatures to walk the
e agreement beneath the disagreement plays out in what often seems o be a



190 Part Three: Love and Strife

meea-discussion that exists concurrently with the argument itself. It is ofter humorous, as
well as conciliatory, suggesting that through the disagreement there is 2 baseline of respect
so long as both parties keep to the established rules of argument. For example, in the midst
of the discussion about The Jewel of Medina, one of the first to explain why the book was
potentially offensive was a young Muslim woman who posted under the name “shewho-
hashope.” More than a few commenters challenged her explanation as to why the book was
potentially offensive and chastised her for using sarcasm. But the underlying foundation of
agreement allowed for a good dose of humor. When one commenter joked that there ought
to be an extension of Godwin’s law™ to include references to the terrorists seizing freedom
of speech, shewhohashope responded, “Screw the Iranian government. Let’s get married!™
Certainly proposals of gay marriage among Muslims and non-Muslims should be a prime
feature of any discussion of free speech and defining the boundaries of cultural overreaction.
Even though the thread was [ractious and involved several very personal subjects, this com-
menter and others maintained their sense of humor and a sense that, despite widely polarized
viewpoints, the participants weren't enemies. It's more than mere respect: it’s an agreement
to patticipate in each discussion with the understanding that we're part of the communicy
for a reason (a common love of romance novels) and that in the next debate, we might be

on the same side.

Rule #2: Apologize sincerely, but not condescendingly.
Admit when you're wrong.

Apologizing is something women are accused of doing far too much — and yet online,
apologies and admissions of incorrect assumption are few and far between. People on other
sites frequently begin comments with a condescending, “P'm sorry, but ...” which is not at
all the same thing.

At our site, apologizing and saying the other three magic words, “You were right,” is
a powerful demonstration of confidence. We apologize when we are wrong, but we do not
ever apologize for having opinions. We can have a balls-to-the-wail, knock-down, drag-
out, no-helds-barred discussion of the most minute of minutize, but when one party crosses
the line and begins personally attacking the other party, more often than not, the site regulars
who realize they've crossed the line apologize for doing so. Sometimes, even the guests to
a new discussion do as well. Ziggy, who joined the fewe! of Medina discussion afrer it was
brought to her attention on a Muslim community site, also argued that the book was offen-
sive. When another person took issue with her temperament in a comment, Ziggy replied,
“I may be mistaken, in which case I totally apologize tor losing my temper.”> Likewise,
when two longtime visitors to the site began arguing back and forth abous international
perceptions of American cultural attitude, one of them edited her own comment to redact
a few lines of sarcasm she later regrerted®® and apologized® for having been sarcastic ia the

firse place. Rather thar deleting what she had said, she used HFML coding that rendered
the redacted portion as if it were crossed out, allowing it to be read, along with the apology
that followed: a visual statement of “T was wrong, and T amend my statement accordingly.”

That’s it, really: there are only two main rules of Bitch conduct. Agree to disagree,
and apologize when you're an asshole.” Simplistic, yes, but revolutionary. In our perspective,
being a Bitch means that you have the confidence to disagree but can do so respectfully,
with the acknowledgement that the other party is a member of the same community and
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The Interactive Romance Community:

The Case of “Covers Gone Wild”

Miriam Greenfeld-Benovitz

Justas it is often difficult to classify novels as romance or as particular types of romance,
the romance community lacks clear boundaries. Authors, editors, publishers, and readers
can be identified as one community with subgroups or treated as separate communities.
The romance reader is also difficult to define. One must decide whether to look at quantity
and frequency of reading, or analyze those who self-define themselves as romance readers
regardless of how much or how often they read. Further complicating the problem is the
notion of community. Lee Komito shares this view, describing community as a social con-
struct that may be constructed differently in different societies: “A community is not fixed
in form or function, but is a mixed bag of possible options whose meanings and concreteness
are always being negotiated by individuals, in the context of changing external constraints. ™
This creates a context through which to understand the romance communrity and the com-
munication among its constituents, while acknowledging the impact of external forces,

Given this definition of community, it would be impossible to study the entire romance
community because the constant negotiation by individuals necessitates an understanding
of all individuals who constitute the romance community. Even with a workable definition
of what it means to be a member of the romance community, it does not mean that it is
possible to access the entire constituency. As such, fearning about the romance community
means understanding a piece of the whole, fixed in a particular historical context. This does
not mean thar it should not be attempted. Each undertaking to understand the romance
community provides another piece of the puzzle. Compiling a number of studies related to
the romance community provides patterns of issues and meanings that apply to multiple
segments and provide a broader understanding of what it means to be 2 member of the
fomance community. This chaprer explores one sub-community of the romance community:
those who post on the Smart Bitches Who Love Trashy Books (SBTB) website. By analyzing
the interaction in “Covers Gone Wild” entries and the role it plays in creating and sustaining
the SBTB subculture, we can learn more about the way one segment of the romance com-
munity works. What do visitors to SBTB accomplish through their participation and inter-
action in “Covers Gone Wild”? How do these accomplishments reflect SBTB'’s subcubture?
What implications does this have for our understanding of the larger romance community?

My own experiences as a member of the romance community led me to SBTB, and
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