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論文名稱: 尼可拉斯‧史派克羅曼史之女性愉悅研究: 以<<手札情緣>>、<<瓶中

信>><<分手信>>為例 

 

指導教授: 陳超明 

 

研究生: 張廷伊 

 

論文提要內容: 

    基於生理、心理與社會因素，女性愉悅較男性複雜。本論文試圖藉由美國當

代暢銷作家尼克拉斯‧史派克的愛情小說為文本，結合許多性別相關的理論去探

討女性愉悅。史派克的羅曼史是當代文本，唯美的純愛是其特色，然而，這些帶

來美好感受的愛情故事，是否是讀者們真心嚮往的美好愛情? 讀者在享受閱讀文

本的當下，或許也默默地被一種僵化的愛情公式所限制，所謂的快樂，也許只是

一種暫時的麻痺。 

    本篇論文從幾個不同角度切入去分析女性愉悅和羅曼史的關聯，第一章以丁

尼斯坦的理論為切入點，就心理與社會層面探究為何女性在選擇伴侶上比男性有

著更多限制，其理論也連結到嬰兒期由母親養育對於不同性別成年後伴侶關係有

影響 ; 第二章以史派克這三本羅曼史<<手札情緣>><<瓶中信>><<分手信>>文本

為主，並結合性別理論去分析羅曼史，探討其女性在羅曼史中的真相為何，文本

裡也有許多部份展現出女性的許多壓抑；第三章以讀者回應為主要分析，藉由社

群網站臉書的讀者真實回應，並結合過去其他做過相關讀者回應的理論與實際田

野調查，分析不同時候讀者都藉由羅曼史得到快樂，不同的讀者群有共同與相異

的讀者回應；第四章從這三本羅曼史的書信體形式，研究他者的缺席如何帶來快

樂與痛苦，遠距離的愛情造就書信的存在，這其中的等待與期待，盼望與失望，

主體不斷找尋失落客體的過程，都不斷創造失落與愉悅；第五章結論綜合前四章

論點，提出女性要真正愉悅的努力方向。 
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Abstract 

 

     Due to biological, psychological and social reasons, female pleasure is seen as 

much more complicated than male pleasure. In this thesis, I try to analyse female 

pleasure by applying gender theories to the romances of Nicholas Sparks. Sparks is a 

contemporary writer mainly producing pure love stories. Are these love stories the 

ideal that readers pursue? When readers get pleasure from reading romance, they may 

be brainwashed unconsciously and limited by a fixed pattern of love. So-called 

happiness might be a temporary escape.  

     This thesis attempts to analyse the relationship between female pleasure and 

romance from several perspectives. Chapter 1 assesses Dorothy Dinnerstenin’s 

viewpoint that women face more psychological and societal constraints when 

choosing a partner. The mother takes care of children when they are infants, leading to 

differentiation of the opposite sex as they grow up. Chapter 2 examines three of 

Sparks’ romances – The Notebook, Message in a Bottle and Dear John – in the 

context of various theories to analyse the truth in romance and how repression is 

reflected in these texts. In Chapter 3, readers’ responses are the main focus. I have 

used readers’ responses gathered from Facebook and have made a connection with 

other romance reader responses. I have also attempted to combine both the similar and 

different viewpoints in Radwan’s Reading Romance and Linda K. Christian-Smith’s 

Becoming a Woman through Romance with my own analysis. In Chapter 4, I have 

used the epistolary form of these three romances to research how the lack of the other 

brings pleasure and pain. The epistolary form stems from long distance relationships, 

and during the process of waiting letters, the subject keeps finding the lost object and 

acquires pleasure and pain again and again. Chapter 5 is my conclusion and proposes 

a way for women to find real pleasure.  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

     Human beings tend to pursue pleasure and avoid pain, and female pleasure is 

much more complicated than male pleasure due to biological, psychological and 

social reasons. In two surveys of Australian secondary students, Abbott-Chapman 

Denholm, Lindsay, Smith and Rosenthal, noted that ‘almost half of the young women 

who were sexually active expressed a sense of feeling loved after having sex’ (Warr, 

243). To many women, intercourse means physical intimacy: to women, love-making 

is that a strange object enters the body. At the same time, this is a direct way to enter a 

woman’s mind. After sex, a woman has a change in her mind towards the man who 

has sex with her, especially a man that can give her an orgasm. Women deeply feel 

loved after sex.  

Female spiritual pleasure has been affected by physical pleasure, and the 

spiritual and the physical both influence women interactively. The pleasure I research 

in this thesis mainly focuses on the spiritual condition, but the physical experience 

have abundant effect on the spiritual part. In Irigaray’s view, female pleasure is 

“autoerotic and plural” (Weedon, 61), which is different from male sexualitiest that 

focuses on the penis. Women’s sexual organs are multiple, and the mind is a key to 

female pleasure. Women care about “feelings” and various conditions such as sexual 

behaviours or languages cause different emotions of women.    

      Based on Dorothy Dinnerstein’s theory, women tend to be less able to achieve 

orgasm than men, meaning women have more limits when choosing a partner. As 

Dinnerstein puts it: 
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The first-hand coital pleasure of which she is capable more often requires 

conditions that must be purposefully sought out. Yet it is [the] woman 

who has less liberty to conduct this kind of search: . . . societal and 

psychological constraints . . . leave her less free than [a] man to explore 

the erotic resources of a variety of partners, or even to affirm erotic 

impulse with any one partner. (Dinnerstein, 73) 

From a biological perspective, female orgasm is not as obvious and direct as male 

orgasm. The structure of female body is more complicated, with many psychological 

and social limits; female pleasure is an ambiguous psychological condition with 

various levels. As Jeffrey Weeks mentions, “Female sexuality has been limited by 

economic and social dependence, by the power of men to define sexuality, by the 

limitations of marriage, by the burdens of reproduction and by the endemic fact of 

male violence against women” (Weeks, 39). This thesis is an attempt to employ 

Nicholas Sparks’ romances as the texts to analyse the origin, the limit and the 

possibilities of female pleasure.    

     In The Mermaid and the Minotaur-Sexual Arrangements and Human Malaise, 

Dorothy Dinnerstein discusses the reasons why women are so much more dependent 

than men on personal feeling as an ingredient for sex. In addition to the obvious 

reasons, such as the chance of pregnancy or women’s economic and social 

dependence on men, Dinnerstein tends to explain the psychological reasons of why 

women like to emotionalise sex. Dinnerstein presents an extraordinary study of the 

asymmetry of male and female relationships in all societies where children are 

primarily raised by women. From her perspective, the double standard of male sexual 

freedom and female loyalty to one sexual tie hails from the asymmetry in the way the 

sexes are raised in infancy. Dinnerstein’s theory follows Freud: everyone has an angry 
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infant in their mind.  

     On the basis of Freud’s point that the human infant’s incapacity to accept 

separation from the mother leads to the infant’s unsatisfied feelings, affecting the 

infant’s whole life, Dorothy Dinnerstein further analyses that the infant period leads to 

the difference between men and women in their whole life. The mother is the only 

object towards which the infant expresses love and anger, and the early relationship 

between the infant and the parent affects a person’s whole life. Because all the infant’s 

pleasure comes from physical contact with the mother, the baby develops the desire to 

own the mother completely. This desire has a different impact for men and women 

after they become adults. Men find the same satisfaction from a heterosexual partner;  

however, if that heterosexual partner gives the same pleasure to other men, , it will 

remind them of the condition of their childhood—the mother does not fully belong to 

them. A woman’s condition is not wholly the same. Although a rival may stir a 

woman’s frustration, women own similar resources to their mother, resulting in less 

frustration than for men. In other words, she is more autarkic than men and likes to be 

needed. Accordingly, some women do not mind sharing their man with other women; 

only when the man does not need them at all is the woman’s confidence crushed.  

     From a societal perspective, the repression of female sexual impulse can 

strengthen the social control over women. Women become afraid of their own sexual 

pleasure. During infancy, the child gradually finds that the mother is an individual 

separating from them; the infant cannot control their environment and feels lonely and 

melancholy, which is the initial sorrow of all human beings. Humans subsequently try 

to find activities that can provide pleasure to compensate for sorrowful feelings. In the 

course of sex, both men and women enjoy the physical pleasure, but men can enjoy 

the female body freely to revive the pleasure of infancy. In contrast, if women indulge 
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in sex, it will lead to the loss of harmony, as female sexual liberty will remind men of 

their early period of sorrow stemming from their incapability to control the mother.   

     Dinnerstein concludes that in a heterosexual relationship, men try to separate 

their soul from their body in order to protect themselves from truly immersing their 

heart in a woman. Men are afraid of facing the loss of their mother again, so therefore 

need to protect themselves from being hurt again. When men deal with their 

ambivalent emotions towards women, they face their feelings in many ways: they 

may separate tender love from wild desire, give their love to many different women, 

or give love to the same woman at different times. Men cannot link the body with the 

soul, while women cannot separate the body with the soul, which becomes the 

weakness of women. This condition leads to men’s coolness and women’s complaints, 

and this double standard results in harm to both men and women.   

      Dorothy Dinnerstein’s analysis reflects some formulas of Nicholas Sparks’ 

romances. In Sparks’ stories, it is normal for men to have many sexual experiences, 

but women are all inclined to cherish sex, waiting for someone special, unique and 

important to have sex with. Nicholas Sparks vividly creates an aesthetic, 

transcendental and tranquil atmosphere in his romance novels, from which readers can 

temporarily enter an aesthetic space and infuse some sparks into life. In this thesis, I 

focus on The Notebook, Message in a Bottle and Dear John, which are all touching 

love stories. The romances that Sparks writes have created a harmonious beautiful 

illusion that seldom exists in a real world. As Alison Light depicts romance: 

Romance imagines peace, security, and ease precisely because there is 

dissension, insecurity and difficulty. In the context of women’s lives, 

romance reading might appear less a reactionary reflex or an indication of 

their victimisation by the capitalist market, and more a sign of discontent 
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and a technique for survival. All the more so because inside a boring or 

alienating marriage, or at the age of fifteen, romance may be the only 

popular discourse which speaks to the question of women’s sexual 

pleasure. (224)   

Sparks’ romances are appropriate emblems of women’s desire. The tranquil and sweet 

world created by Sparks, like these cited lines, is a release from daily trivialities and a 

paradise within which to enjoy imaginary pleasure. Emptiness and the ennui of life 

are the very reason for readers to immerse themselves in such romances. 

     Unlike most romances, which have happy endings, the three books studied in 

this thesis do not end well enough according to the tradition of the genre. Traditional 

romance stresses the importance of a happy ending from which readers are supposed 

to obtain copious contentment. Some readers even turn the last page to check if it 

presents a happy ending before starting to read. Without the traditional happy ending, 

Sparks creates a new possibility for romance: the un-eagerness for a happy ending. 

Novels written by Sparks seem like traditional romances, following many formulas of 

the genre: their female characters are mostly women of good temperament, tenderness 

and beauty. Nevertheless, Sparks’ three works here do not end perfectly happily; 

indeed some even end sadly. As a result, they increase in aesthetic atmosphere.  

     In addition to the aesthetic atmosphere, another reason for choosing these three 

books as research material lies in their multiple layers, covering different ages of the 

characters from their teenage years through their twenties, thirties, and ultimately 

their last years. The wide age range in Sparks’ works reflects that the female desire for 

love in fact does not change drastically according to different stages in life. In many 

ways, women today have full equality with men, but women still cannot enjoy the 

utopia they can find in the imaginary world of romance fiction. This is the reason why 
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romances are still popular today; customers do not buy them just for entertainment, 

but also for a dream. 

     Romance, like poison covered with sugar, seems like a beautiful textbook that 

persuasively and convincingly teaches readers how to deal with a relationship. 

Through the abundant pleasure of reading, romance successfully brainwashes readers 

who have gradually accepted its ideology. Monogamy, as well as patriarchy, ideology 

traditionally emphasised in romances, has played a prominent role in contemporary 

romance fiction, such as that of Nicholas Sparks. A popular contemporary writer, 

Sparks’ copious love novels deeply fascinate his many loyal readers. Myriads of 

female readers comment on the high level of pleasure they derive from reading Sparks’ 

romances, through which they find the possibility of sincere true love. This thesis is 

an attempt to analyse this pleasure from three perspectives: affection, reader response 

and the epistolary form of The Notebook, Message in a Bottle and Dear John, with the 

aim of uncovering how romance’s lovely lie ingeniously and incessantly leads readers 

to enter a fixed pattern of love. 

     What do romances sell? The answer lies not in love but in a dream; an ideal and 

also an illusion. When reading romances, readers exhibit that they may lack 

something in daily lives. As Derrida argues in ‘…That Dangerous Supplement…:’ 

‘The supplement adds itself, it is a surplus, a plenitude enriching another plenitude, 

the fullest measure of presence. It cumulates and accumulates presence’ (Derrida 144). 

Romance has become the supplement of love and dreams for its addicted readers, so 

they enjoy this again and again through repetitive reading. In real life, an addicted 

romance reader may not get great amount of dramatic pleasure on the constant bases, 

and thus holds a strong desire for the image of passionate love. This desire is 

strengthened by romance. A romance makes for the reader another subject, creating 
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another identity to fulfil her ideal that cannot be accomplished amply in real life. In 

real life, a person who wholeheartedly follows her own mind in experiencing life 

would easily confront many difficulties that contradict her ideal will. In romance, 

however, readers can enjoy diverse identities in different conditions without risking 

losing anything in real life. Readers can contentedly play an unlimited game of love 

and enjoy abundant sexual pleasure, even though it is not physical, but most of the 

time imaginary sex is no less enjoyable than real sex. 

     Romances are akin to women’s pornography, bestowing unlimited pleasure on 

women, giving addicted readers an illusionary world where they can forget the true 

conditions of real-life relationships. If a man watches too much pornography and does 

not have authentic relationships with women, he will easily develop false expectations 

towards women’s behaviour in bed and immerse himself in imagination. If a woman 

reads too many romances with effusive plots, she may have some trouble facing a real 

life filled with repetition and boring daily trivialities. Most readers know the 

distinction between reality and romance, but the tranquil beautiful world created by 

talented authors still immerses some readers in a fallacious, harmonised pattern. As 

Alison Light puts it: ‘Romance offers us relations impossibly harmonised; it uses 

unequal heterosexuality as a dream of equality and gives women uncomplicated 

access to a subjectivity which is unified and coherent and still operating within the 

field of pleasure’ (224). Through reading romance, readers can easily find a lovely, 

peaceful world decorated with sincere love and beautiful commitment, in which 

readers can get what they want and lack in real life. Conflicts and quarrels are 

beautified and inequality between genders are concealed and camouflaged as sweet 

candies, eaten by addicted readers pleasantly and contentedly.  

     Behind the sweet pleasure lies the basis of ‘good sex’. In Gayle Rubin’s 
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‘Thinking Sex’, she sorts different sexual practices into diversified layers. Sparks 

follows the hierarchy that Gayle S. Rubin presents, holding obsessive moral values to 

judge sex. Rubin defines what good sex and bad sex are:  

According to this system, sexuality that is ‘good,’ ‘normal,’ and 

‘natural’ should ideally be heterosexual, marital, monogamous, 

reproductive, and non-commercial. It should be coupled, relational, 

within the same generation, and occur at home. …Any sex that violates 

these rules is ‘bad,’ ‘abnormal,’ or ‘unnatural.’ (Rubin, 13-14)  

In Sparks’ romances, sex is completely good, which is ‘normal’, ‘natural’, 

‘heterosexual’ and ‘vanilla’. All the sex in these three books represents a healthy 

atmosphere, reflecting that sex is so natural and wonderful. 

     For both male and female characters in Sparks’ novels, their sexual behaviour 

follows the ‘good sex’ model presented by Rubin. In the field of romances, ‘abnormal’ 

and ‘unnatural’ sex does not exist, their sexual behaviour all belonging to a higher 

sexual hierarchy. The formula of romantic love lies in love, intimacy and reciprocity: 

without love, two people cannot have intercourse. Sex without the basis of love has 

been regarded as animal behaviour, especially in women. When accompanying 

romantic plots, sexual intercourse has become an aesthetic passion. As Evans puts it, 

‘the 'romantic', a term previously associated with the wild and the untamed, came to 

possess an entirely opposite meaning: the form through which sexual desire and 

attraction could be appropriately organised and sanitised for domestic consumption 

(273)’. Romantic love becomes the rule for people pursuing sex; sex needs a reason to 

support it, building the stable condition of a society. Romance creates a trajectory of 

connubial love, persuasively limiting women to enter a fixed marriage to be a wife 

and a mother, maintaining the harmonious order of society.  
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     To the female characters in these romances, the ticket to have sex with men is 

love rather than a marriage. Their thoughts are not inborn but developed, like Simone 

de Beauvoir’s concept that one is not born, but rather becomes, a woman. Romance 

leads people to enter a marriage. The process of romance is a practice of marriage’s 

model. In contrast, from Beauvoir’s perspective, marriage damages women 

immensely, directing women to live a philistine and meaningless life without ambition 

and passion, and the basic structure of monogamy has been drastically criticised. In 

terms of romance, sex is very crucial and even affects a woman’s worth. Nevertheless, 

from Beauvoir’s perspective, the prominent consideration for a woman is not love, 

sex or marriage, but work. Work can lessen the distance between men and women, 

endowing women with freedom to pursue the life they wan without relying on a man’s 

financial support.    

     If the centre of a woman’s life is work, sex will not be regarded so seriously. 

The female protagonists in romances cherish their sex so much partly because it can 

be an exchange for a better husband or a pleasant marriage. Due to romance’s 

overemphasis on love, the sex/gender system is difficult to break. Sexual ideology is 

the product of different cultures. As Rubin mentions in ‘The Traffic in Women’, ‘Sex 

is sex, but what counts as sex is equally culturally determined and obtained. Every 

society also has a sex/gender system—a set of arrangements by which the biological 

raw material of human sex and procreation is shaped by human, social intervention 

and satisfied in a conventional manner, no matter how bizarre some of the 

conventions may be’ (32). Sexual worlds have been organised, and to follow 

convention is not necessarily bad, because it does not require much courage to resist 

an established system accepted by most people. 

     When we discuss sex, it is a must to differentiate men from women, being 
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extremely distinct spiritually and bodily. Lacan and Freud analyse sexuality in a 

psychological way and analyse female sexuality from a man’s angle, resulting in some 

misunderstanding of women. Luce Irigaray argues Freud’s and Lacan’s research that 

only focuses on male sexuality, neglecting the discussion of female pleasure. Irigaray 

argues: ‘Female libido is not constituted by a lack, as in Freud, but by female 

sexuality which is fundamentally other to male sexuality… Irigaray argues that the 

patriarchal definition of female sexuality caused women to lose touch with 

female-defined femininity which is located in the female body and its capacity for 

multiple and heterogeneous pleasure’ (Weedon, 61). In addition to the body’s sexual 

pleasure, I also analyse female pleasure of the mind in this thesis. For both body and 

mind, female pleasure is much more complicated than male pleasure. Limited in 

multifaceted pressure, like moral or social expectations, some women find that they 

have never been satisfied in life, either sexually or spiritually. Some independent 

women may have a higher social and economic status, but still do not enjoy real 

pleasure during life. When this phenomenon is linked to the reading of romance 

fiction, the formulaic fantasy brings safe pleasure, giving readers control over the plot. 

Even though the endings are not necessarily what the readers expected, they can be 

sure that they will get something they want from the process of reading. Romances 

are no longer just an escape from daily life; they become endless chocolate cakes 

providing readers with inner pleasure. However, romances also have the 

disadvantages that chocolate cakes may bring: just as if you eat too much cake, you 

may become obese, if you read too many romances without disassociating them from 

real life, you may no longer get pleasure from real life. 

     In my discussion of female pleasure, I mainly support Irigaray’s theory. 

Nevertheless, from my perspective, some of Freud and Lacan’s theories could still be 
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employed to analyse female pleasure. Indeed, female pleasure is very different from 

male pleasure, but not every human experience has a wholly clear gender dichotomy. 

Moreover, behind the reader’s pleasure, there are many rooted traditional ideologies 

hidden in these books. When Adorno presents his idea of culture industry, he stresses 

the worth of elite art and opines that mass culture is a tool for the government to 

control people. His viewpoints will be used to interpret part of the hidden ideologies 

and instructions in these three romances. Although Adorno’s view is highly related to 

Marxism and not so connected to feminism and gender studies, his concept focusing 

on mass culture could be used to explain the brainwashing from romances. When 

many female readers enjoy the romantic plot, they fail to notice that they have been 

brainwashed gradually and unconsciously. Nicholas Sparks’ romances are bestsellers, 

reflecting that many readers accept the concepts he presents in his works. His 

emphasis on pure love leads readers to enter an imaginary space, and some level of 

female repression is hidden in his books. Some of Nicholas Sparks’ works were 

written in the twenty-first century, but the ideology still supports and stresses the 

importance of monogamy. In Rubin’s sexual hierarchies theory, the points that 

Nicholas Sparks reveals in his romantic fictions all belong to Rubin’s ‘good sex’, 

representing that readers partly agree with the moral consciousness presented. Pure 

love with passion seems wonderful and like a dream for most women, but the 

emphasis onpure feelings means that these women may lose more possibilities.  

     In Irigaray’s view, female sexual pleasure is fundamentally ‘autoerotic and 

plural’ (Weedon, 61). Male sexuality focuses on the penis, but women have a 

‘multiplicity of sexual organs’ (Weedon, 61). Linking to Dorothy Dinnerstein’s theory 

discussed at the beginning of this chapter, female sexual desire is much more strong 

and colourful than men’s if the female sexual desire is aroused and developed. 
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Through a patriarchal repression of the female, female desire is regarded as 

completely foreign to patriarchal male desire. As a matter of fact, ‘[a] woman has sex 

organs just about everywhere’ (Irigaray, 103), so female language is nonlinear and 

incoherent, in contrast to male language filled with the logic of reason:  

          One must listen to her differently in order to hear an ‘other meaning’ 

which is constantly in the process of weaving itself, at the same time 

ceaselessly embracing words and yet casting them off to avoid becoming 

fixed, immobilised. For when she ‘says’ something, it is already no 

longer identical to what she means. Moreover her statements are never 

identical to anything. They touch (upon). And when they wander too far 

from this nearness, she stops and begins again from ‘zero’: her body-sex 

organ. (Irigaray, 103)  

     As the passage reflects, women are versatile and unstable. Male sexuality and 

desire, following the form of the phallus, have the rational logic and language through 

which men can express their social power. In contrast, female sexuality and desire do 

not have fixed rules which can be followed. Like female language, female sexuality is 

rich and plural. Without the repression of patriarchy, female libido can be expressed 

colourfully and variously.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

13 

 

The Structure of this Thesis  

     My aim in this thesis is to uncover that the love presented through romance is 

not as beautiful as it suggests; that it includes much repression and leads to the 

consolidation of love’s importance and the rule that enjoying sex requires following 

romance’s formula. This chapter is a sketch for the whole thesis, and indicates that 

strong repressive sexual concepts are secretly concealed in these popular romances. In 

Chapter 2, I will analyse the relationship between sex and romance more specifically, 

and argue that there is repression between the characters. What I want to elucidate is 

that sometimes pleasure stems from a rule because people take pleasure in breaking 

that rule. Although I argue that love’s strange and repressive system controls 

everyone’s love attitude, I do not assert that it needs to be thrown away completely. 

Moreover, I hope every reader can see the rule more clearly and play the game, be it 

love’s game or sex’s game, more proficiently, and learn how to enjoy love and sex 

without repression. Humans have linguistic and thinking abilities that are different 

from animals, so we cannot enjoy sex like animals without caring about manifold 

details. Linguistic ability makes people easily feel hurt and fills our perceptions with 

more colour and change. Accordingly, when I argue that human beings exist within a 

repressive system, I still care about human feelings which are more complicated than 

we think. In Chaper2, after presenting my argument, I still analyse these characters’ 

sublime love and how it make love’s game more valuable and interesting.  

     In Chapter3 I will discuss pleasure from a more practical perspective, 

employing readers’ responses from Facebook to interpret ideas. Radway’s Reading 

Romance and Linda K. Christian-Smith’s Becoming a Woman through Romance both 

used real readers’ responses to analyse and research the relationship between gender 

and romances. I also try to combine these writers’ similar and different viewpoints 
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with my own analysis of readers’ responses from the Internet, finding what pleasure 

readers get and analysing the pleasure. The pleasure readers gain from romance 

fiction is in the mixture of pangs and delights, like love’s process in the fiction; a 

mixture of joy and pain. Many of the readers posting responses are in happy 

relationships, but still love these love stories, suggesting that the pleasure they take in 

fiction does not necessarily indicate a lack of real-life pleasure. Human desire is 

unlimited, and romance is an easy way for readers to get quick pleasure. Nowadays, 

the reasons that many readers choose romances have been changing; instead of 

wanting to escape daily life as presented by Radway, or regarding romances as 

textbooks of love as presented by Christian-Smith, there is a desire to seek out more 

beauty, more dreams, and more of life’s possibilities. These desires will be addressed 

more explicitly in Chapter3.  

     In Chapter2 and Chapter3, I analyse female readers’ pleasure from social, 

psychological and emotional perspectives. In Chapter 4, I will use the format 

employed in the novels analysed to discuss pleasure. The three romances are all 

epistolary novels featuring long-distance love. In romantic love, a distance between 

the loving subject and the loved object is necessary. Long distance creates a more 

aesthetic image and lets the loving subject immerse him or herself in his or her own 

imagination. Though this may be painful, the loving subject enjoys the act of endless 

yearning for the love object, an ideal ego projected by the subject. Through letters, the 

subject can reveal their profound feelings in the written form, which includes 

sweetness and painfulness. In this process of mixing love and longing, it becomes a 

process of an ideal self. In these three romances, all the characters have growth 

through interaction via letter and build a much better self. Sublime pleasure usually 

cannot be separated from pain. Time and space are inevitable to bring more pain, but 
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at the same time create more pleasure. 

     In conclusion, I will assert how these three books have been affected by 

ideology and how this affects their readers. Moreover, I will suggest directions for 

other people wishing to research the topic further in the future. 
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Chapter 2 

Sex, Pleasure and Romance in These Texts 

 

     Romance provides a standard of sex for readers, causing these readers to accept 

and judge sex in a similar way. As Gayle S. Rubin presents, there is a distinction 

between good sex and bad sex, which is also emphasised by Nicholas Sparks, who 

uses an artistic form to express this idea. Sparks follows the hierarchies that Gayle S. 

Rubin presents, holding obsessive moral value to judge sex. Rubin defines what good 

sex and bad sex are:  

According to this system, sexuality that is ‘good,’ ‘normal,’ and 

‘natural’ should ideally be heterosexual, marital, monogamous, 

reproductive, and non-commercial. It should be coupled, relational, 

within the same generation, and occur at home. …Any sex that violates 

these rules is ‘bad,’ ‘abnormal,’ or ‘unnatural.’ (Rubin, 13-14)  

In Sparks’ romances, sex is completely good, which is ‘normal’, ‘natural’, 

‘heterosexual’ and ‘vanilla’. All the sex in these three books represents a ‘healthy 

atmosphere’, reflecting that sex is so natural and wonderful. In these three romances, 

love always happens at first sight, no matter whether the protagonists are teenagers or 

adults. ‘Love at first sight’ seems so beautiful and romantic, but is it also a little 

animal? Covered with love, sex is no longer criticised as animalistic behaviour. 

Accordingly, following the logic of these romances, is love the best reason to enjoy 

sex?  

     ‘Romantic’ is an aesthetic word transforming blind impulse into poetic passion, 

and the use of language decorates impulsive love, making it transcendent. ‘I love you’ 

is the most direct way to speak of love, but simply saying love is not enough, since 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

18 

 

many women like this to be loaded with more importance. Sparks’ language usually 

stresses that the meaning of men’s existence stems from women, like the repetitive 

naming of the woman as the man’s ‘reason’, ‘hope’ and ‘dream’. Sincere praise is 

what women long for the most, and Sparks’ words are often filled with emotions, but 

simultaneously show precise constraint towards sentimentality. Romantic words, as 

the best weapons, push women into a tamed condition. After receiving abundant 

praise, women easily feel cheerful and content, unconsciously wanting to become the 

female tender protagonist who can acquire the man’s limitless love. As Evans put it: 

‘the ‘romantic,’ a term previously associated with the wild and the untamed, came to 

possess an entirely opposite meaning: the form through which sexual desire and 

attraction could be appropriately organized and sanitized for domestic consumption’ 

(273). In order to keep the patriarchal society functioning smoothly, something that 

can maintain patriarchy has a reason to exist. As the Frankfurt School presents, 

popular culture ‘maintains social authority’ (Storey 85). Romance is one kind of 

popular culture and it plays a crucial role in maintaining social stability, especially 

regarding gender relationships. Romance provides people’s relationships with a rule 

which needs to be followed by one who wants conventional love. If one person tries 

to break the rule, people will argue and debase him or her without specific reasons 

because it violates the rule.  

     Sparks’ romances are like beautiful textbooks teaching how to have a good 

relationship. Culture gives the sexual game a beautiful name called love. The process 

of attraction makes people feel that they are different from animals. Normal sex needs 

a process of pursuit, drastically emphasised by love’s culture. In these three Sparks 

romances , sex would be classified in Gayle Rubin’s ‘good sex’ hierarchy. 

Nevertheless, is this a trivial problem within them? Even though Sparks’ romances are 
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contemporary works, some of them are still infused with an exaggeratedly traditional 

gender ideology. In The Notebook, the female protagonist, Allie, only has a sexual 

relationship with Noah, the male protagonist, in her whole life. Before she meets 

Noah again, she has some boyfriends and even a fiancé, but there is no sexual 

discourse between them. This is indeed a modern fairy tale, teaching the lesson that 

people be monogamous, but does not tell you why. When Allie meets Noah again and 

passionate love has grown in their minds, she has a confession:  

            ‘Noah, you’ve never asked, but I want you to know something.’ 

            ‘What is it?’ 

          Her voice was tender.  

‘There’s never been another, Noah. You weren’t just the first. You’re the 

only man I’ve ever been with. I don’t expect you to say the same thing, but 

I wanted you to know.’ (121) 

This dialogue reflects that invisible sexual control is still concealed in some women’s 

minds. The concept of lacking ‘another’ may make the love more beautiful or create 

more favour from the male’s side. Although sexually liberal feminists have endlessly 

promoted the idea that women need to release sexual oppression and develop the 

ability to have sexual autonomy, some women still cannot get rid of the concept that 

getting a good man requires a ‘pure’ body in exchange. We cannot say that this is 

because some women are still too conservative and not open-minded enough in the 

belief that some men still have a great desire to control their female spouse’s sexual 

life. Maybe this is a little unfair to men. To be more specific, not only to men but also 

to women, the possession of desire results from a set of complicated emotions which 

cannot be completely controlled easily. Therefore, for a woman, the thought of having 

more ‘exchange value’ cannot be easily erased. Even people who have open minds 
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towards sex do not necessarily take that open attitude to every lover or ‘friends with 

benefits’. Humans exchange all the time. The difference between animals and human 

beings lies in the complicated thoughts and unexpected behaviour of human beings.  

     Another typical example of women’s sexual oppression is revealed in Dear 

John. The female protagonist, Savannah, who has a strong insistence of chastity, 

cannot accept other college students’ casual sex lives:  

‘I [Savannah] mean, when I see two people heading off on a walk like 

this, I am thinking, Oh, that’s sweet. I’m not thinking they’re going to 

hook up behind the dunes. But the fact is, sometimes they do. I just never 

realize it beforehand, and I’m always surprised when I hear about it later. 

I can’t help it. Like last night, after you left. I heard about two people 

here who did just that, and I couldn’t believe it.’ 

‘I [John] would have been more surprised if it hadn’t happened.’  

‘That’s what I don’t like about college, by the way. It’s like a lot of 

people don’t believe these years really count, so you’re allowed to 

experiment with…whatever. There’s such a casual view about things like 

sex and drinking and even drugs. I know that sounds really old-fashioned, 

but I just don’t get it. Maybe that’s why I didn’t want to go sit by the fire 

like everyone else. To be honest, I’m kind of disappointed in those two 

people I heard about, and I don’t want to sit there trying to pretend that 

I’m not. I know I shouldn’t judge, and I’m sure they’re good people since 

they’re here to help, but still, what was the point? Shouldn’t you save 

things like that for someone you love? So that it really means 

something?’  

            I knew she didn’t want answers, nor did I offer any. (89-90)  
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From Savannah’s words, she has expressed her strong dislike for and judgment 

towards those who have casual sex. From her viewpoint, sex needs to be taken 

seriously, and those who just enjoy sex and do not think too much of love or 

relationships are disappointing. To Savannah, love is ‘sweet’, but casual sex is bad; 

sex should be cherished. Savannah’s reactions represent a typically traditional concept 

of sex in a patriarchal society, which is a system demanding sex operates to rigid rules. 

Savannah’s concept is not simply inborn but has developed in her living environment. 

Her parents both graduated from top five colleges and provided Savannah with 

abundant educational resources. Sometimes, more education equals more oppression, 

due to which people need to disguise, pretend and conceal the most instinctive part of 

being a person, which belongs to one kind of animal. Savannah and Allie are both 

passionate and lovely female characters, but their similarity is a conservative attitude 

towards sex. They do not insist only on marital sex, but do insist that they would only 

have sex with someone they love. The love that they want is mature, passionate, pure 

and profound.  

     What Savannah and Allie follow is a traditional sexual system developed 

gradually. Sexual ideology is the product of different cultures. As Rubin mentions in 

‘The Traffic in women’: ‘Sex is sex, but what counts as sex is equally culturally 

determined and obtained. Every society also has a sex/gender system—a set of 

arrangements by which the biological raw material of human sex and procreation is 

shaped by human, social intervention and satisfied in a conventional manner, no 

matter how bizarre some of the conventions may be’ (32). Sexual worlds have been 

organised, and to follow it is not necessarily bad because individuals do not need to 

have much courage to resist an established system accepted by most people. Almost 

every society has a sexual system in order to keep that society stable. In Sparks’ 
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fiction, there are still some moral accusations concealed in the characters’ interactions. 

Allie and Savannah are young, so their attitude for sex is affected by the living 

environment. However, another example is the female protagonist in Message in a 

Bottle, Theresa, who is a mature, divorced woman with a 12-year old son. She can 

accept sex with no marital limit, representing that even though she is so mature, she 

still lives in the framework the society provides. A short dialogue in Message in a 

Bottle shows Theresa’s attitude towards an affair:  

Garrett listened as she [Theresa] spoke, not saying much. When she 

finished he asked, ‘And you said you were married once?’  

She nodded. ‘For eight years. But David—that’s his name—seemed to 

lose heart in the relationship, somehow…he ended up having an affair. I 

just couldn’t live with that.’  

‘I couldn’t, either,’ Garrett said softly, ‘but it still doesn’t make it any 

easier.’ (127)  

The fact that Theresa could not forgive an extramarital affair demonstrates her sexual 

attitude – an insistence on monogamy. Marriage is not a ticket for Theresa to have a 

sexual relationship, but a man with a marriage is the most useful weapon to resist a 

relationship. Theresa’s and Garrett’s thoughts are similar, believing in pure and 

sincere feelings and stressing the importance of trust, which connects them, but also 

ruins their relationships. Theresa knows Garrett because she finds his message in a 

bottle written to his dead wife, which touches her profoundly and invokes her full 

curiosity and desire to know this man. After much struggle, Theresa finds Garrett but 

she does not have the courage to tell him. Instead, she just lets their relationships 

develop naturally and slowly. However, after Garrett discovers the truth, this event 

becomes their main reason for their break-up. His angry mood cannot be controlled:  
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‘Why should I listen? You’ve been lying to me ever since I’ve known 

you.’ 

‘I didn’t lie! I just never told you about the letters!’ 

‘Because you knew it was wrong!’ 

‘No—because I knew you wouldn’t understand,’ she said, trying to 

regain her composure.  

‘I understand all right, I understand what kind of person you are!’ 

Her eyes narrowed. ‘Don’t be like this.’ 

‘Be like what? Mad? Hurt? I just found out this whole thing was a 

charade, and now you want me to stop?’ 

‘Shut up!’ she shouted back, her anger suddenly rising to the surface.  

He seemed stunned by her words, and he stared at her without 

speaking. Finally, with breaking voice, he held out the letters again.  

‘You think you understand what Catherine and I had together, but you 

don’t. No matter how many letters you read—no matter how well you 

know me—you’ll never understand. What she and I had was real…’ 

He paused, collecting his thoughts, regarding her as if she were a 

stranger. Then, stiffening, he said something that hurt her worse than 

anything he’s said so far.  

‘We’ve never even come close to what Catherine and I had.’ (Message 

in a Bottle, 316)    

This dialogue is like that of a regular couple’s quarrel, reflecting many humans’ 

over-emphasis on a one-to-one relationship, the value of which has been taught 

everywhere; in families, schools, and through several kinds of popular culture. This 

culture creates a situation in which many relationships end because of another 
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person’s existence. After Garrett finds the truth that Theresa has the letters written to 

his dead wife and knows about his past passionate love, why does he feel so angry? 

The desire for preserving the past precious love is easily understood, but is it worth 

using this to hurt the present lover? The past relationship with Catherine has 

unconsciously blocked Garrett’s way to starting a new relationship without 

considering the past and comparing one woman with another. Human beings’ shackles 

are usually created by themselves, and Garret and Theresa’s angry mood can be seen 

in daily life, especially in the post-industrial society. People’s focus usually lies in 

relationships, and many people take serious attitudes towards ‘love.’ Ironically, love 

does not usually increase after being testified incessantly because truth is cruel.   

     However, the triangle relationship is still used as a main dramatic effect in 

romances. If there are only two people in a fiction, its dramatic effect will decrease 

and readers will not be so excited to see the development of their relationship. The 

‘other’ one is a crucial stir to evoke readers’ emotions and immerse them in the plot. It 

does not matter whether this ‘other’ is even alive; their existence is necessary for the 

plot’s function. In Sparks’ romances, the arrangement of triangular relationships gives 

female readers full pleasure. He has created a simulated reality in which people can 

see those that they love get happiness, creating ‘true love’, which lies in seeing lovers 

have a happy life, which is not necessarily so in real life. Sparks’ romances fulfil 

female readers’ desire for choosing a ‘good guy’, and their choices are so wonderful 

and difficult. In The Notebook and Dear John, the female characters both have two 

perfect men to choose from. Sparks’ structure fulfils what women want and completes 

women’s dream. Although these three books have tragic endings, the process 

immerses female readers in an aesthetic wonderful world, where women play a 

crucial role and the female is the centre of the world. These romances give readers a 
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visual identity in an imaginary space. 

     Although in this thesis I argue that Sparks and other romance writers 

deliberately consolidate monogamy as superior, I do not mean to suggest that it is 

wholly worthless. In human culture, any society needs a system to keep a balanced 

society. In the sexual field, monogamy can be very oppressive, but equally, it could be 

the origin of pleasure for some. Where there is a rule, there are many exceptions. 

Rules make games become more interesting, and transgression is more exciting and 

tantalising. Conflicts also make love become more attractive and relationships closer. 

     In addition to the repetitive pleasure of waiting for love before having sex, 

another crucial theme for Sparks is the importance of the ‘first’ time, including love at 

first sight, first love and first sex. It is not just an ideal of aesthetic projection; it 

reflects the importance of ‘first’ effect. Women’s first sexual experience profoundly 

affects how they face sex and love. To women, sexual discourse means a strange thing 

entering the body. In order to get real pleasure, getting rid of painful feelings is 

important. If a man is not tender and attentive enough, the woman that he makes love 

with cannot get pleasure. Even more terribly, making love becomes a nightmare to the 

woman. Sparks’ male characters are all tender and attentive to women’s feelings and 

needs; the characteristics most women want.  

     In The Notebook, Allie and Noah’s first sex is with one another. In Dear John, 

John is the first man whom Savannah  has a sexual relationship with, but the reverse 

is not true for John. In The Notebook, the description of their first sex is just one 

sentence: ‘They spent hours together talking about their dreams—his of seeing the 

world, hers of being an artist—and on a humid night in August, they both lost their 

virginity’ (14). Allie’s first sexual experience radically affects her and leads her to 

look for Noah’s image whenever she meets a man. A sentence reflects on how Noah’s 
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existence affects her relationships with others: ‘But in every boy I met in the next few 

years, I found myself looking for you, and when the feelings got too strong, I’d write 

you another letter’ (118). The real sexual description focuses on their first sex after 

their reunion. At that time, Allie has a fiancé, which becomes a barrier for Noah, 

trying deeply to control his desire for making love with Allie. Repression is the most 

powerful foreplay. The more people repress, the more pleasure they get.  

     The depiction of Allie and Noah’s foreplay and sex are poetic, evoking readers’ 

desire at the same time:  

     He ran his tongue along her neck while his hands moved over 

the smooth hot skin of her breasts, down her belly, past her navel, and up 

again. He was struck by her beauty. Her shimmering hair trapped the light 

and made it sparkle. Her skin was soft and beautiful, almost glowing in 

the firelight. He felt her hands on his back, beckoning him. …With a little 

tempting frown, she pulled him closer, but he resisted. Instead he lowered 

himself and lightly rubbed his chest against her, and she felt her body 

respond with anticipation. He did this slowly, listening as she made soft, 

whimpering sounds while he moved above her. 

He did this until she couldn’t take it anymore, and when they finally 

joined as one, she cried aloud and pressed her fingers hard into his back. 

She buried her face in his neck and felt him deep inside her, felt his 

strength and gentleness, felt his muscle and his soul. She moved 

rhythmically against him, allowing him to take her wherever he wanted, 

to the place she was meant to be. (124-126) 

 Though there are not many sexual scenes in Sparks’ romances, his words are 

filled with temptation, easily evoking female readers’ desire, which may not be so 
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easily evoked by men in daily life. As pornography represents those beautiful 

women’s sexual discourse with men, they can satisfy men’s sexual desire on an image 

level, and Sparks’ words can stimulate women’s sexual desire through the tempting 

process. When Allie and Noah enjoy each other’s caress, readers enjoy similar 

feelings when reading these passages.  

Noah is the only man whom Allie has had a sexual relationship with, and from 

this passage, readers can see clearly that Allie has indeed achieved orgasm. 

Responding to Dinnerstein’s theory, Allie is the woman who finds the man that can 

bring her sexual pleasure and she does not want to lose him. In contrast, Lon is Allie’s 

fiancée, but she never makes love with him and does not even have the desire to make 

love with him. Obviously, Lon does not make her feel as touched as Noah does. Lon 

could not evoke Allie’s passionate feelings, so Allie uses every excuse to escape from 

having sex with him, and the main cause is that she wants to have sex with him after 

they marry. Lon is usually ‘driven in his work’, not having time for poems or rocking 

on porches. But Allie wants ‘passion and romance’ (74). What Noah does for Allies is 

like a wonderful foreplay, authentically evoking Allie’s desire. Although Lon sends 

flowers to Allie, he does not ‘waste’ time doing something romantic. Lon does not 

like to ‘waste’ time, but the time of wasting is usually beautiful foreplay for women.  

Behind the foreplay, much repression is still concealed in these romances. If 

Allie does not go back to find Noah, does it mean that she cannot enjoy orgasm for 

the rest of her life? The first beautiful sexual experience is not only a wonderful 

memory but also a restriction, restricting her desire for finding a suitable mate in her 

later life. In the fourteen long years before their reunion, Allie has no sex life; 

surprising given that she is portrayed as being very passionate and sexy. Is this not a 

very obviously repressed woman? Pure love does indeed seem beautiful and romantic, 
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but it is the most beautiful restriction for a woman trying to enjoy life. She likes to 

make love with Noah so much, but does not have any desire for any other man. If she 

cannot get Noah again, does it mean that she will lead a life without any sexual 

pleasure? If she really marries Lon, is it easy for her to get sexual pleasure from a 

person she does not want to make love with?  

Another example more clearly represents a woman’s great sexual repression. In 

Dear John, Savannah may never get sexual pleasure in her life. Through Sparks’ love 

story logic, Savannah’s first sexual experience is John, and after that they are together 

for over a year. The main reason may come from the fact that theirs is a long-distance 

love. Their first sexual experience begins after a quarrel. Before John has sex with 

Savannah, he has many sexual experiences. In contrast, Savannah has much anxiety 

when facing her first sexual experience. John is waiting for her until she thinks that 

she is ready to start. A quarrel is a kind of foreplay covering some anxiety and 

nervous feelings for an inexperienced person facing sex for the first time. Surprisingly, 

Savannah’s first sex goes smoothly, which is not usually the case in real life. However, 

this is the only sex that Savannah has with John. Due to their violent fight before sex, 

this first and only sex is associated with some other elements, not just sexual pleasure, 

and there is no second time. 

Their sex combines impulse, the venting of emotions, and the pain of separation 

for a long time: 

I stood up from the bed and pulled off my shirt, then let my jeans fall to 

the floor. I kissed her neck and shoulders and felt the warmth of her 

breath in my ear. The sensation of her skin against mine was like fire, and 

we began to make love.  

  It was everything I had dreamed it would be, and when we were 
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finished, I wrapped my arms around Savannah, trying to record the 

memory of every sensation. In the dark, I whispered to her how much I 

loved her.  

  We made love a second time, and when Savannah finally fell asleep, I 

found myself staring at her. Everything about her was exquisitely 

peaceful, but for some reason, I couldn’t escape a nagging sense of dread. 

As tender and exciting as it had been, I couldn’t help wondering whether 

there had been a trace of desperation in our actions, as if we were both 

clinging to the hope that this would sustain our relationship through 

whatever the future would bring. (Dear John, 208-210)  

     Through this passage, Savannah’s passionate behaviour reflects her sexual 

repression. After a quarrel, she has an excuse to relieve her sexual passion, which is 

her true self, but which she has unconsciously been repressing for a long time. It 

seems that she gave vent to her feelings by making love. Before this, she never 

prepares enough for enjoying sex. She does not want to have casual sex like some of 

her classmates, but she may miss a lot in her life.  

After John returns to the military for a long time, Savannah’s best friend, Tim, 

experiences life’s depression. At the same time, Savannah feels very lonely because 

John is not beside her. Tim has loved Savannah for a long time, so it is easy for them 

to be together when they need warmth and consolation deeply, even though Savannah 

does not have great passion for him. Savannah and Tim marry soon, and Tim has 

cancer, which destroys their life. There is nothing about their sexual life depicted by 

Sparks, but it is very obvious that Savannah never has a stable and fascinating sexual 

life.  

     Dear John’s ending makes it seems a romantic and touching love story. John 
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secretly provides financial support to Savannah’s husband, Tim, for his cancer 

treatment. It seems touching that a man sacrifices his love to complete his lover’s life. 

However, does Savannah really lead the happy life she wants? When readers read this 

ending, many feel greatly touched, but this pleasure itself has some problems. In fact, 

Savannah’s sexual desire is ‘muting’ as Dinnerstein suggests. From Dinnerstein’s 

viewpoint, the muting of female sexual desire is socially forced on women, and the 

channelling of their sexual desire is in fact a great deprivation. Savannah is deprived 

of sexual desire’s good qualities. After her first sexual intercourse with John, she feels 

very sad the next day and has ‘tears running down her cheeks’ (Dear John 211). She 

does not want to answer anything, saying that ‘Last night was wonderful, but I don’t 

want to talk about it’ (212). Their first sex becomes their last sex. Savannah, like the 

women analysed by Dinnerstein, feels too much restriction and burden and cannot 

fully enjoy sexual life easily.  

     To female readers, Sparks’ love stories can make them feel that love is more 

important than sex, covering some unsatisfied sexual desire in real life. The male 

characters all know how to get sexual pleasure easily, but the female characters that 

can enjoy sex are few. They may not even want to try, but choose to receive their fate. 

Women that could have wonderful sexual lives do not generally seem to exist in 

Sparks’ fiction. Female readers that seldom find satisfaction in their own sex lives can 

find consolation from Sparks’ books because they find they are not lonely. Reading 

romances is an easier way to get pleasure than finding a suitable man. Sometimes, 

what represses women is not just the whole society but women themselves.  

     In Sparks’ books, the formula is that a woman who has a great job does not 

have a happy life or a satisfied love, and their love usually becomes tragic. Why do 

female readers still feel touched and love these stories? Because life is not perfect as 
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many romantic plots, Sparks’ romances provide consolation for female readers from 

many different backgrounds. Sparks’ female characters cannot get everything that 

they want: love, good job, beautiful sex, their family’s support and a happy life 

forever. Their tragic endings are aesthetic, evoking readers’ empathy. Moreover, this 

makes readers feel that real life is not so intolerable. These female characters can own 

beautiful love, but they still need to struggle for love and life, which is like the 

reader’s real life. Sparks’ love stories are romantic but not just illusion, and they mix 

sorrow, wait and loss. Love and life are both filled with struggles and challenges. 

Romance does not just provide a beautiful love story which is not like the real life, 

and it also gives readers power and courage to face the obstacles they meet in life, just 

like these characters that face obstacles and overcome them.  

     Another formula of Sparks’ romances is the stress on masculinity. Every male 

character in Sparks’ romances possesses physical beauty, and his vivid description 

evokes female readers’ sexual desire unconsciously. In The Notebook, only Noah can 

evoke Allie’s sexual desire. Even in the rain, ‘she could hear him breathing hard and 

the sound aroused her sexually in a way she hadn’t felt in years’ (109). In fact, in 

these three romances, all of their love stems from physical beauty, which means 

sexual attraction, but these heroines cannot face this directly. Women can accept that 

their love at first sight is love, but they refuse to accept this is because of sexual 

attraction. Women cannot accept that their love results from sexual desire, which is 

regarded as animalistic. Besides, it is also a game’s rule. Men’s sexual desire is more 

direct and obvious, so they can accept that sometimes love comes from sex and do not 

want to doubt it too much. Because female sexual desire is not so obvious, female 

sexual desire becomes more abstract and hard to grasp and handle. The easiest way 

for many women is to repress and neglect it, which is also taught by society and much 
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of popular culture, like romances or movies. Even in romances nowadays, chastity is 

still mutely encouraged and pursued by men, repressing more women finding pleasure. 

Although the hussy has some fatal attraction, facing marriage or a stable partner, men 

still prefer to choose the female who is chaste or a little naïve. Women who have 

abundant sexual experiences make men fearful, worrying that they cannot satisfy 

these women and therefore feeling less confident.  

     Although Sparks’ romances do not criticise any lascivious woman, he 

encourages women keep chaste, strongly brainwashing into believing chasteness is 

important in a ‘romantic’ way. In Sparks’ romances, although thoughts that are 

reflected from his writing unconsciously repress women, they also repress men at the 

same time. His style is still a typical ideology of the United States, and other countries 

which greatly defend monogamy. In the Victorian age, although sex was greatly 

repressed by the whole society, the use of prostitutes or the existence of mistresses 

was often an open secret. Victorian housewives’ sexual desire was greatly oppressed, 

which is easily understood. At that time, women did not have the financial ability to 

have their own life. However, although nowadays women have many rights that they 

did not have in the past, women’s sexual desire is still not released. ‘Love’ is the only 

way for women to enjoy sex. Without love’s priority, women do not want to try to 

enjoy pure sex. The excuse of love is necessary for women to have sex. In these three 

romances, the women are all attracted by men’s masculine characteristics, especially 

their physical beauty. But the whole story’s development needs to follow the formula 

of love’s pursuit, letting female readers believe that they are touched by love, not sex.  

     As Dinnerstein has put, a big weakness of women is the difficulty of separating 

sex from emotional intimacy. I further support this point and the belief that if a 

woman has the ability to treat sex objectively, she can get more of what she really 
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wants. Like the women in these three books, many women have a profound 

attachment to some men because of the sexual pleasure they get from them, which is 

precious for women to own. Even though they need to sacrifice some other things, 

they still want to accept them. It is not easy to meet an attractive man that can give a 

woman much sexual pleasure, and indeed, searching for adjusting to and developing a 

relationship with a man who can provide full pleasure can be a long process to. Every 

woman is different, so there is no best way to acquire pleasure. It needs abundant 

trying and trying. Women cannot just rely on good luck when looking for a good, or 

should we say ‘suitable’, man. Women cannot separate sexual pleasure from the soul’s 

pleasure, believing that they are linked together. If women can learn not to mix them 

together, they will have a better life and much better options for life.  

     The whole society’s anxiety to control everyone’s sex is reflected clearly 

through romances. When romantic pursuit is a process of love’s game, it is interesting 

and wonderful. When romantic love becomes a limit to control people’s choice, it is 

not so wonderful, and so-called ‘romantic’ elements become the most powerful 

weapon to control men and women’s sex. Women more easily tend to regard the man 

that provides great sex or who is more sexually attractive as the right man, but do not 

want to admit this. The concept of a romantic relationship is a beautiful protection for 

women to enjoy sex. Although the foreplay is interesting, women need to learn how to 

separate sex and relationships more, which would bring women more possibilities in 

life.  

     In Sparks’ romances, following monogamy is a must for both men and women, 

but especially for women. The truth of first love’s beautiful story is lifelong sexual 

limitation. Women cannot get rid of past experiences, especially sexual experiences, 

no matter whether they are good or bad. Love stories that happen at first sight mean 
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two people are strongly sexually attracted. ‘Love at first sight’ stresses what people 

see and feel, which is very physical. Deep understanding takes time, but these 

characters all have great feelings at first sight - is this a little animal? The heroines in 

Sparks’ romances are limited in these aesthetic first impressions. To Savannah in Dear 

John, she thinks that her relationship with John is not like other people’s ‘summer 

vacation love’, but in fact, it is no more unusual than many other people’s 

relationships. The whole difference is her overcautious and reserved attitude to face 

love and sex. Her attitude reflects many women’s attitudes: love is a must and priority 

for sex. Women pursue the combination of spiritual and physical pleasure, which is 

not the most important part that limits women. The most repression comes from some 

women’s refusal to try to gain pleasure, and Savannah is a good example of this kind 

of woman. Allie in The Notebook is the lucky one that can find sexual pleasure from 

her first man, Noah, and she finds him again after many years and has been living 

with him forever. But women do not need to only rely on ‘fate’ and ‘luck’; they need 

to have more courage to pursue pleasure due to the is more complicated sexual desire 

of a woman compared to that of a man.    

     The struggle for all human beings is that we are animals, but refuse to admit it 

and face it candidly. Culture is a reasonable mode controlling humans in order to 

achieve a harmonised society. In these three books, the heroines all have great 

physical affection for the male protagonists. When readers read these romances, they 

can see these heroines face female sexual excitement directly. Readers may not face 

their own sexual desire honestly in their daily life. Moreover, there is a great illusion 

in Sparks’ romances: every male protagonist knows how to make love with women 

and bring them to orgasm, no matter they have had previous sexual experiences or not. 

This phenomenon is not so usual in real life, especially for those men who have not 
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had many sexual experiences. It is not so easy for a man without much sexual 

experience to master how to make women happy and satisfied. Men’s great ability in 

these romances brings female readers more confidence and courage to believe that 

there are still many men that can bring women full pleasure and contentment. Though 

reading these romances, female readers can face their sexual desire in a private way 

and get more confidence and hope to face their life. Their pleasure does not just lie in 

romantic plot itself, but lies in that their dream and desire can be evoked again and 

again. Through the abundant ideal men depicted by the novelists, female readers can 

believe in love and have the energy and desire to find more and more suitable men to 

have a relationship with and have great sex again and again. Simply put, romantic 

plots evoke in female readers a wish to treat their sexual desire from an aesthetic 

angle, and female readers can rid themselves of the shame of feeling animalistic. Only 

when women free themselves from shame can they enjoy love and sex and have the 

courage to pursue what they really want. Although there are many plots that repress 

women’s sexuality, their romantic atmosphere and ideal as well as the wonderful 

images of men still encourage women’s pursuit and bring female readers much 

pleasure. Pleasure arouses women’s curiosity, from which women may have more 

courage to face real life’s challenges.  
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Chapter 3 

Readers’ Response: Housewives, Teenagers and Fans from Facebook 

 

     A reader named Sally Shoemaker commented via Facebook that ‘The Notebook 

is a classic love story’ (May 5
th

, 2012), reflecting that Sparks employs a traditional 

way of representing love that has successfully captured readers. As reader Amy Brich 

put it, The Notebook is a ‘brilliant book and movie, same story and yet so different’, 

which evokes my desire to research these popular love stories. Like various traditional 

love stories, Sparks’ romantic stories’ plots are not very special. Many readers from 

Facebook, however, commented Sparks’ The Notebook as the ‘best’ book that they 

have ever read. In this chapter, I will analyse the reasons that contemporary readers 

love Sparks’ love stories. I will quote some Facebook responses from readers;  

moreover, I will compare them with Radway and Christian-Smith’s research of 

romance readers, trying to find some common factors amongst readers who like 

reading romances and to understand why romantic love is still an everlasting 

passionate theme, no matter what period we live in.  

     Love plays a crucial role in Sparks’ fiction. Many of his readers believe that 

true love conquers everything, and his books seem representative of the readers’ ideals 

and dreams. In addition readers share their personal stories and connect with other 

fans that are also addicted to Sparks’ books through the Internet and social media. For 

instance, reader Theresa Ward-Morgan wrote of her passionate love for that The 

Notebook due to its high similarity with her personal experience.:  

            This is an amazing love story, it reminds me of my husband and I and 

all that we went through as high school sweethearts and how when we 

split up for a year during college, we still made our way back to each 
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other, the ♥ wants what the ♥ wants... true love prevails overall...I have 

read this book at least a half dozen times and have 2 copies of the dvd 

because I watched the first one so much it is worn out... thank you Mr. 

Sparks thanks so much!!! (May 5
th

, 2012)  

Theresa loves Sparks’ story because it reminds her of her personal romantic story. 

Reading leads readers to review love again and again. Lost time cannot come back, 

but memories can be revived again and again. Through reading, readers face their own 

cherished memories and refresh their reminiscence, enjoying feelings of love and the 

excitement that love brings.  

     According to the website, most of fans are female readers who believe in the 

power of ‘true love’. Readers love to use ‘amazing’ to describe their feelings for the 

love in Sparks’ books. Anna Myers writes on The Notebook: ‘The scene where they 

are on the boat in the rain with all the swans! The fact that they never stopped loving 

each other all those years is amazing! Also, where she reads all those love letters and 

the poetry he wrote!! Best movie Ever!!’ The beautiful scene in The Notebook 

successfully grasps most readers’ minds, making them feel romantic and touched. 

Many readers expressed that they love their kiss in the rain. The plots are so touching 

and readers expect that they can experience this kind of love in real life. Most of them 

feel that it is not easy to find a man like Noah in real life. A reader named Monoic 

Wotaraa even wrote, ‘Why can't I find a man like Noah...hopeless dream. Ahah...’, 

and Dawn Quinn wrote that ‘Why can't this be true lol’ (2012/5/13). Sparks’ romantic 

fictions obviously fulfil readers’ ideals and dreams.  

     Most of the readers seem to appreciate the male protagonists’ commitment to 

the female protagonists. Judging by the readers’ responses, modern people usually 

sigh that love is not so stable in the complicated modern society. Pure love becomes a 
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desire when people face much unstable love in life. The desire for pure love seems a 

postmodern nostalgia for the past, which seems purer and simpler. In Sparks’ fictions, 

male characters passionately insist in their love of the female characters, which is 

deeply approved by many female readers. To readers, although they do not think this 

kind of romantic love may happen in their own life, they believe that it is possible for 

others in real life, which represents how deeply they hold the ideal of love.  

     However, romantic love alone cannot completely capture readers’ attention, so 

the ‘other’ one plays a crucial role in romantic fictions. Love needs only two people, 

but in romantic fictions, there are usually three people, which creates nervous 

atmosphere and evokes readers’ interest. The ‘other’ excites readers’ expectations and 

makes them eager for the protagonist to ‘win’. Love’s passion and excitement usually 

comes from competition. Human beings enjoy many kinds of matches. To see a love 

story is like a match of two women or two men, which leads readers to see a game 

played by two fictional people. By reading the process of competing, readers get the 

enjoyment of watching love’s contest.   

     In these three books, the male characters possess prominent ability and are 

gorgeous looking. In The Notebook and Dear John, two great men love one woman. 

In Message in a Bottle, the main three characters are a good man, a woman with great 

professional ability and the dead wife of that good man. In The Notebook and Dear 

John, the ‘other’’s advantages and disadvantages highlight the male protagonist. The 

competition gives female protagonists two wonderful choices. No matter who these 

female characters choose, they get a good man, as every man is so good.  

     In The Notebook, the main character, Noah, said that ‘‘I wrote you 365 letters. I 

wrote you every day for a year. It wasn't over. It still isn't over.’ In addition to his good 

looks and masculinity, the way he treats his lover and expresses his love touches 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

40 

 

every reader’s heart. Responding to this quotation, 64448 people on the Facebook 

express that they ‘like’ this (2012, 4/28). To some readers, these fictional male 

characters not only bring them pleasure but also provide them with faith in love, 

letting many readers believe in true love again.  

     Many readers reflect that they feel the power of love again from this. As Karen 

Kring has put it:  

            I was so truly moved by this book in more ways then[sic] one could 

only imagine. Thank you Nicholas Sparks for restoring my faith in love. 

After a recent heartache with someone who I thought was ‘the one’ I 

learned that a mans[sic] heart can indeed show more love then[sic] one 

woman could ever imagine. There is hope for me. There is hope for 

happiness. For something to move me to such happy tears. Tears of sheer 

joy as this book did says much. Thank you again. I need to find more of 

your books. (Facebook page for The Notebook, May 3, 2012)   

Reader Nvard Loryan responded that ‘To continue loving someone so long is not so 

simple. It gives you sufferings and pain but strength to go on living. Watch it, when 

you feel you have ceased to believe in Love, Real Love !!!!!!’ (Facebook page for The 

Notebook, May 7
th

 2012).  

     Through these readers’ responses, Sparks’ books fill them with hope, belief in 

love and the courage for love. Sparks’ writing power creates a world where readers 

can find strength to face and believe in what they did not believe in before, which is a 

magic power of writing. Through Sparks’ description, true love lets everyone have the 

power to face any of life’s difficulties. From the readers’ responses, one of the crucial 

traits unconsciously emphasised is that a man must be beside his lover.  

     To accompany a lover may not seem so special in many conditions, but it seems 
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difficult in these three books due to the long distance which affects their relationships 

profoundly. In the love competition in these three books, the one who can accompany 

their lover becomes the one who gets the lover at last. In The Notebook, Noah has 

waited for Allie for more than ten years. Though they suffer a lot owing to the 

opposition from Allie’s family, they overcome various difficulties to be together. What 

touches readers most is that Noah accompanies Allie when she is very old and has lost 

all memory, but Noah still insists on going along with her every day, moving readers 

more.  

     In Dear John, the one who wins the female protagonist is not the male 

protagonist, John, but Tim, who has been there for the female protagonist every day. 

Though the love story of John and Savannah is very touching, John is not the one 

Savannah chooses. These two men are both attractive and prominent, possessing their 

own advantages. After Savannah breaks up with John, he still secretly donates money 

to Savannah to help her and her new lover, Tim, who is seriously sick. In real life, it is 

not so usual to see this kind of situation. Sacrifice, however, becomes a great virtue 

highly praised by many readers.  

     Readers love passionate love in these books, whose love stories all belong to 

love at first sight. In addition to love at first sight, love’s insistence plays a much more 

important role in fulfilling readers. Many readers share their personal experience of 

falling in love at first sight or in a short time, but it is also easy for them to say 

goodbye to this kind of love. In real life, love’s passion happens easily, but love’s 

sacrifice is not easy to find. To fall in love is much easier than to insist in a love for a 

long time.  

     In Sparks’ romantic fiction, its peaceful atmosphere leads every reader to enter 

a tranquil competition of love. In many other love stories, ‘the other person’ is usually 
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harshly criticised by many readers, even becoming a figure of hatred for some readers 

who cannot detach themselves from the plots. The other person in Sparks’ books, 

however, does not result in readers’ hate due to their gentlemanly behaviour; or, in the 

case of Message in a Bottle, the other person is the male protagonist’s dead wife, who 

is portrayed as having been very sweet and tender. Every character is warm and 

considerate, and they do not cause an angry mood in the audience. The failure of the 

characters’ love results from fate, especially distance and interruption from other 

people, like family or society. Sparks’ fictions may evoke readers’ passions, but does 

not result in an angry mood.  

     In the 1980s Janice A. Radway’s  research focused on readers’ responses in 

Reading the Romance, concentrating on housewives living in the Midwestern 

community of Smithton. In this book, Radway concludes that the act of reading a 

romance is mainly an escape from daily life, and that the ideal romance lies in the 

promise of patriarchy. Due to daily life’s boring routines for these housewives, 

romance reading ‘engages their attention that it enables them to deny their physical 

presence in an environment associated with responsibilities that are acutely felt and 

occasionally experienced as too onerous to bear’ (Radway 91). When interviewing 

these housewives directly, Radway finds that those husbands do not like their wives’ 

reading behaviour. When Radway interviewed Dot, she revealed that ‘men often 

found the very act of women reading threatening. It is seen as time reclaimed from the 

demands of family and domestic duties’ (Storey, 124). Men worry about not only time 

spent by wives’ reading but also thoughts changed by reading unconsciously. In the 

past, women depended on their husbands’ financial support to lead a life, and men 

were accustomed to women’s reliance on them, fearing women’s independence and 

intelligence.  
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     Radway’s research took place in the 1980s, and many women were housewives 

at that time. The condition is different from today’s society, where many women have 

their own work and economic ability. Besides, Radway’s research focused on a small 

town, whose ideology and thinking may not represent many readers living in the big 

cities or other towns. At that period and space, through her research, Radway 

established that the husbands of these women did not like them to read romances, 

which may create beautiful illusions bringing them more desire. Women may become 

out of control from their own lives. The unlimited illusionary wonderful world is a 

‘utopian protest’ against real life and ‘a longing for a better world’ (Storey 124).  

     No matter what period, the functions of romances have been similar. In 

Radway’s analysis and modern readers’ responses from Facebook, there are many 

similar conditions of readers; in both the past and present, readers enjoy a utopian 

world through reading. As Radway put it:  

          On the basis of these schematic answers alone I think it logical to 

conclude that romance reading is valued by the Smithton women because 

the experience itself is different from ordinary existence. Not only is it a 

relaxing release from the tension produced by daily problems and 

responsibilities, but it creates a time or space within which a woman can 

be entirely on her own, preoccupied with her personal needs, desires, and 

pleasure. It is also a means of transportation or escape to the exotic or, 

again, to that which is different. (Radway, 61)  

The readers who enjoy Sparks’ romantic fictions live in a society filled with various 

kinds of entertainment. Compared with people living in the 1980s, many readers 

nowadays have their own space and the ability to choose how to relax, but many of 

them still love reading romantic fictions due to their function of releasing the reader 
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from a world which is not so perfect and wonderful.  

     There is no perfect world in real life, and there is no perfect love or relationship 

either. In Sparks’ fictions, the relationships have their own problems, but they seem so 

perfect that it almost does not matter if they have a happy ending or not. Love in 

Sparks’ romances is aesthetic, leading readers to a world which is like a real world, 

but it is more beautiful and vivid. Readers nowadays can get pleasure more easily, but 

they still cannot resist an aesthetic love which is not easy to find in their own life, just 

as the readers interviewed by Radway could not.  

     Both Smithton’s readers and Facebook’s readers do not clearly express whether 

they gain sexual pleasure from reading these romances. In Radway’s analysis:  

          Although Dot's customers will not discuss in any detail whether they 

themselves are sexually excited by the escalation of sexual tension in a 

romance, they willingly acknowledge that what they enjoy most about 

romance reading is the opportunity to project themselves into the story, to 

become the heroine, and thus to share her surprise and slowly awakening 

pleasure at being so closely watched by someone who finds her valuable 

and worthy of love. (Radway, 67)  

This phenomenon is the same as many responses on Nicholas Sparks’ Facebook fan 

page. Many readers on Facebook express their desire to become these female 

protagonists or to get love from men like those in the books. They consider this love 

is not so realistic, but still possible in the real world. Readers are eager for love, 

relationships and wonderful sex no matter what background they have.    

     A key consideration when considering the responses of readers via Facebook  

is the limitations of this audience. Readers who go on to Facebook to share or 

comment are generally those who love Sparks’ fiction, resulting in the loss of more 
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complete comments and different opinions. The readers Radway studied were also 

fans of romances. To achieve a more complete research of readers’ responses, 

searching for comments from those who do not like romances is a direction for the 

future.  

     While Radway’s reader focus is on housewives, Linda K. Christian-Smith 

focused on teenage girls. She asserts that romances affect how young girls make 

decisions about their futures, and that their imaginary futures often stem from 

romantic expectations infused and taught by romances. Through her research, she 

structures the code of romance:   

1. Romance is a market relationship.  

2. Romance is a heterosexual practice.  

3. Romance manages sexuality while privileging non-genital forms of 

sexual expression.  

4. Romance is a transforming experience giving meaning to heroines’ 

lives and endowing heroines with prestige.  

5. Romance is about the dominance of men and the subordination of 

women.  

6. Romance is about learning to relate to men.  

7. Romance is a personal, private experience. (Christian-Smith, 17-18) 

In Christian-Smith’s analysis, she describes how adolescent femininity is constructed 

through the code of romance. Her research is about the relationship between personal 

life, romance and power. She groups the forty-two novels she studies into three 

periods: Period 1(1942-59), period 2 (1963-79) and period 3 (1980-82), stressing the 

experience that forms femininity. Although this research is about the past’s gender 

analysis, forming femininity is still the manifest feature in Sparks’ romances.  
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     The tame and tender female characters aesthetically created by Sparks affect 

readers unconsciously, especially those teenage readers with little life experience. 

Teenagers are easily shaped by what they read or see. The codes that Christian-Smith 

describes are not necessarily what every romance follows, but many romances are 

indeed so. When Christian-Smith describes romance as ‘a market relationship’, she 

states that ‘the feminine terms involve fidelity and devotion, which are exchanged for 

the support and prestige one has as the girlfriend of a popular boy’ (Christian-Smith, 

18). In The Notebook and Dear John, the love stories begin when the characters are 

teenagers; for the two female characters, it is their first love. Though it is not so 

obvious to see their ‘fidelity and devotion’ in these two books, they indeed follow the 

spirit of fidelity and devotion.  

     The long wait for love of both Savannah in Dear John and Allie in The 

Notebook  clearly shows their fidelity towards John and Noah respectively. After 

John goes into military service in Germany for a long time, there are many people 

around Savannah on campus, but she waits for an unstable and ambiguous future. 

During her wait, the wonderful image of John is a power that supports her. She tells 

her friends how good John is and gets much satisfaction from the admiration and envy 

from others. When John’s behaviour and attitude no longer seems good to her friends, 

however, Savannah feels frustrated and does not insist her love for John as 

passionately as before.  

     In The Notebook, after Allie leaves Noah, she does not get any news from him 

due to interference from her mother. Nevertheless, she still waits for him, for a 

surprise, for a miracle. Before she engages with Lon, she tries to find Noah again and 

chooses to be together with him for her whole life. Her ‘fidelity and devotion’ are also 

clearly expressed by her behaviour. When readers on Facebook admire their touching 
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love, they support the concept of fidelity and devotion at the same time. This response 

reflects people’s double standard towards the fictional figures and people in real life. 

Readers think it is stupid and worthless to wait for a person who does not offer a clear 

future in the real world, but see it as very romantic and touching in fiction.  

     Christian-Smith’s code describes romance is a ‘heterosexual practice’: ‘That 

boys will be the exclusive objects of heroines’ desire is taken for granted in the texts.’ 

(Christian-Smith, 20) Heterosexuality is the basic form of pleasure for readers. Sparks’ 

romances follow the different genders’ traits distinctly. Heroes and heroines in these 

romances are clearly defined: there is no ambiguous gender in the three romances. 

Moreover, Sparks emphasises the male and female features in his description. Men 

are all masculine, and women are all beautiful and tender, following the traditional 

model of men and women. Though it may seem so old-fashioned, modern people still 

love this kind of heterosexual relationship.  

     Researchers such as Kate Millet, author of Sexual Politics, have presented the 

heterosexual relationship as a struggle for power between men and women. 

Christian-Smith’s   concept of ‘the dominance of men and the subordination of 

women’ is similar to Millet’s focus on the role that patriarchy plays in sexual relations, 

which is a classic ideology of feminism, and Sexual Politics is an important 

theoretical touchstone of the second wave of feminism. After the second wave of 

feminism, do women really release themselves? Sparks’ romances are popular among 

many female readers, but do they all accept the patriarchy in these three romances? In 

many readers’ responses via Facebook they care about the ‘love’ between these 

couples, not ideology or any concealed trap. Readers’ pleasure is an immediate 

reaction and a kind of lost and vague beauty. Readers are lost in the beautiful world 

that Sparks’ has created and temporarily forget the true image of love. After they 
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awaken, do they still feel happy and contented with the aesthetic world? 

     In Christian-Smith’s analysis, in addition to the heterosexual relationship, she 

also discusses the power of romances:  

            Romantic relationships feature heroines’ attempts to try to negotiate 

better terms for themselves— to seek ways to be influential and powerful, 

and to participate in decisions that may affect their relationships. This 

process of negotiation or absence thereof reveals romance to be an 

important experience for learning about the power relations between 

women and men. (Christian-Smith, 25) 

In these three romantic fictions, readers can see how power works between men and 

women. While the heroines seem tender and beautiful, they have much more power 

than the male characters. They have more financial ability. Their love stories are like 

another kind of fairy tale—the princess loves the common people’s style.  

     In these three romances, the strong educational background of the heroines is 

given prominence, and they have wealthy families in the background to support them. 

Though sometimes the family or society their love, limiting their freedom to pursue 

what they are eager for, they eventually choose who they love, no matter how the 

world sees or judges them. This free style makes readers feel excited, and readers 

project themselves into these heroines, thinking that they can have courage and power 

to choose what they want in their life. However, readers do not see the blind spot: 

they are not these heroines, and they may not have so much support in the background. 

The tragic ugliness of real life is not so aesthetic. When readers hugely admire the 

pure love in these stories, they have some hidden answers in their minds. The basic 

form of love in these stories can be achieved, but the perfect love story is not so easy 

to get in real life. These romances give these readers a common belief, stressing the 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

 

49 

 

importance of love and the power of love, which makes everything possible.  

     In Linda K. Christian-Smith’s Becoming a Woman through Romance, there is 

another chapter focusing on teenage girls. Some teenage readers think that romance 

reading can become ‘an act of opposition to dominant curricular arrangements’ 

(Christian-Smith, 99), and the behaviour of reading can be a release and freedom from 

authority and power. Her research took place in a large American Midwestern city, 

Lakeview, focusing on seven – eight middle schools in Jefferson and Sherwood Park 

and an inner-city seven - nine junior high school. Two teachers, both white 

middle-class, express different opinions on seeing their students reading romances:  

          I feel guilty about letting the girls order these books through TAB [a 

school bookclub]. I read a couple of them once. They are so simple and 

the characters in the novels are stereotypes. You know, mom at home in 

her apron, dad reading the paper with his feet up. But the girls seem to 

like the books and the classroom sure is quiet when they’re reading them.  

 

          The girls just love them [romances]. I see them reading their books in 

study hall and even in lunch. Can you believe that! I’m just happy that 

they are reading, period. (Christian-Smith, 102) 

On the surface, reading romance is a behaviour that teachers encourage, especially 

when they teach in classrooms filled with students showing no desire to learn. The 

ideology in these romances, however, brainwashes teenage girls and affects them 

deeply. 

     Many students get pleasure from reading romances and they want to read 

‘something interesting’ (103). The seventy-five girls in Christian-Smith’s research 

read romance fiction for the following reasons: 
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          1. Escape; a way to get away from problems at home and school. 

          2. Better reading than dreary textbooks. 

          3. Enjoyment and pleasure.  

          4. To learn what romance and dating are about. (105)  

The reason of ‘escape’ from daily appears again and again. To these young readers, 

there is always a solution for or an ending to a family’s problem. In real life, the 

cruellest thing is that people cannot see their own ending, and a lot of problems 

usually cannot be solved in many conditions. A reader, Mary Jo, commented that the 

romances portrayed the world as ‘I would like it to be’ (105). Like Sparks’ romances 

to readers on Facebook, these books provide an ideal world where readers are 

passionately eager for.  

     In Radway’s research of housewives, the reasons that readers read romances are 

as follows: 

     a. To escape my daily problems                          13 

     b. To learn about faraway places and times                 19 

     c. For simple relaxation                                33 

     d. Because I wish I had a romance like the heroine’s          5 

     e. Because reading is just for me; it is my time              28 

     f. Because I like to read about the strong, virile heroes        4 

     g. Because reading is at least better than other forms of escape  5 

     h. Because romantic stories are never sad or depressing       10 

      

     Most of the reasons are similar to those demonstrated through Christian-Smith’s 

research on teenagers, but are a little different from those seen in Sparks’ readers. All 

three romances end unhappily, but readers do not feel depressed when reading the 
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endings. The Notebook ends with the heroine losing her memory, but the hero’s 

considerate accompanying touches makes the tragedy more aesthetic and warm. In 

Message in a Bottle, though the hero dies at the end, this makes the ending full of 

love’s atmosphere. Moreover, the hero passionately loves his dead wife, so his death 

also represents another kind of romantic behaviour. In Dear John, eventually, the hero 

secretly donates money to save the life of the heroine’s husband. To sacrifice his own 

feelings and love to help his love is highly praised by readers. Though it is not a 

happy ending, it seems more touching.                      

     The romances that the teenage girls studied by Christian-Smith read are full of 

smart, funny and resourceful heroines, who are like female characters in Sparks’ 

romances. No matter how old readers are, they easily project their dreams onto these 

characters and want to become like them. Moreover, they want to have a boy like 

these characters in their life. For teenage girls, these romances give them hope to 

escape their boring school life. In this part, Sparks’ fans are different: what they enjoy 

is reading about a true love’s feelings. They do not want to escape by reading these 

romances. In contrast, lots of readers share their own love stories by reading the same 

romances written by Sparks. Sparks’ romances give them chance to review their own 

life or something pleasant in their life.  

     In Reading the Romance, Radway does not make a clear conclusion about 

romances. From her perspective, romance reading is a complicated behaviour, and it 

is not difficult to describe ‘a comprehensive portrait of a fixed and unified object, the 

romantic text’ (Radway, 209). Because reading gives these women a chance to ‘refuse 

momentarily their self-abnegating social role’ (Radway, 210), these romances seem 

good for them. However, ‘the romance’s narrative structure embodies a simple 

recapitulation and recommendation of patriarchy and its constituent social practices 
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and ideologies’ (Radway, 210). From her perspective, nothing can fully account for 

the actual phenomenon of romance reading due to distinct outcomes from multiple 

perspectives.  

     Christian-Smith’s conclusion is that romance fiction not only supplies readers 

with ‘mass produce fantasies’ as Modelski suggests, but also influences ‘young 

women’s self-conceptions through complex and often contradictory processes’ 

(Christian-Smith, 115). Romances may contribute towards readers’ concepts of 

femininity, but they sometimes are very beneficial because they make these readers 

eager to become competent women. Nevertheless, the reality that she observes is that 

‘the girls’ femininity more often featured testing boundaries rather than transcending 

them’ (115). This reflects that romances have great impact on readers, especially 

young readers. Readers still have the ability to consider how they would cope with the  

conditions they face, even though they do not have much power to change the rooted 

ideology, but the influence that romances bring cannot be underestimated.  

     When researching readers’ reactions on Facebook, I have observed that love 

stories have become not merely entertainment or a way for escaping from daily lives, 

but a source of power and strength for people to believe in love, to cherish their own 

relationships, and to become open-minded to face love’s different kinds of ending. 

From readers’ responses in Radway and Christian-Smith’s research to readers on 

Facebook nowadays, there has been much change. Facing formulaic love stories, with 

many sources of entertainment available nowadays, readers choose to read because 

they really love and enjoy reading, not just to escape from daily life. The research 

shows that many readers even change their life by reading Sparks’ romances. 

Romances become not just romance, creating more possibility and power which have 

been evidenced by many readers. Readers’ pleasure has been not just pleasure but 
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power.   
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Chapter 4 

Desire and Pleasure in Epistolary Romantic Fiction 

 

The distance between the lovers plays a crucial role in The Notebook, Message 

in a Bottle and Dear John, and the letters’ exchange becomes the way for lovers to 

communicate with. The background of epistolary fiction lies in the long-distance 

relationship. Through distance, the characters experience many difficulties and endure 

the torture brought by distance. Distance stimulates the sender and the receiver’s 

desire, which is incessantly triggered, transformed and annihilated. In The Gay 

Science, Nietzsche stresses the importance of the distance, which creates much 

ravishing attraction. He thinks that the success for a man to allure a woman lies in 

keeping the distance. As Nietzsche puts it, ‘The magic and the most powerful effect of 

women is, to speak the language of the philosophers, action at a distance, actio in 

distans
1
: but that requires, first and foremost—distance!’(Nietzsche 71). Distance 

enhances enticement, creating feelings of mirage imbued with colourful illusions 

about love. Distance, the absence of the lover, and the delay or disappearance of 

letters, generates aesthetic form and evokes readers’ voyeuristic desire. The absent 

other creates the desire of finding the lost again, from which the protagonists choose 

writing to express their feelings and to try to connect the gap between them and their 

lovers.  

     The pleasure of love, stemming from waiting and expectation, is a process 

mixing imagination and intoxication. Epistolary fiction, with a formulaic style, evokes 

readers’ desire and leads readers to feel like a protagonist falling in love, waiting for 

the lover’s letter. The delay of waiting to receive a letter creates the waiting process, 

                                                 
1
 ‘action at a distance’  
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stimulating and tantalising readers. To Sigmund Freud, the pleasure comes from 

mastering the object. He proposes the fort da game in Beyond the Pleasure Principle. 

As Freud observed his grandson playing a wooden reel, the ‘fort’ means the ‘gone’ of 

the reel thrown away by the child, and the ‘da’ means the ‘return’ of the reel. Freud 

states that ‘the pleasure principle follows from the principle of constancy’ (9). In 

epistolary exchanges, like the fort da game, the sender enjoys the pleasure of sending 

something to the lover and the fulfilment of obtaining the response from the lover.  

     Jacques Lacan presents a different interpretation of the fort da game. From 

Lacan’s perspective, the pleasure is not from the stable condition of the fort da game, 

which creates the repetitive satisfaction. To Lacan, the process is suffused with 

suffering from the unfulfilled feelings for the lost object. Pleasure is not from the 

simple accumulation but from suffering. In ‘Tuché and Automaton,’ Lacan analyses 

that the game of the cotton-reel is ‘the subject’s answer to what the mother’s absence 

has created on the frontier of his domain’ (62). The reel is ‘a small part of the subject 

that detaches itself from him while still remaining his, still retained’ (62). The object 

of desire, the reel, reflected the subject’s lack and loss. The absent other will lead to 

trauma, but it produces pleasure during the tantalising process. The subject enjoys the 

feelings of controlling the reel, which is not beside the subject, but is controlled by the 

subject. Like the sender in epistolary fictions, he or she who writes to the receiver 

does not meet the absent lover, but he or she can choose to write as the child plays 

with the reel, getting pleasure from creating a diversified self.   

In The Seminar of Jacques Lacan Book VII: The Ethics of Psychoanalysis, 

Lacan discusses ‘Das Ding’, meaning a lost object that people are eager to find again. 

As Lacan has put it, ‘That object will be there when in the end all conditions have 

been fulfilled—it is, of course, clear that what is supposed to be found cannot be 
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found again’(52). People cannot find something missed, but they can get pleasure 

from the process of finding. The pleasure principle lies in the state of ‘wishing for it 

and waiting for it’ (52). From my perspective, finding the ‘das Ding’ is like epistolary 

writing: when one cannot see the absent lover, the writing brings them pleasure and 

pain at the same time, infusing complicated feelings. They are eager to obtain the 

response and want to find the lost object again, ardently wishing to come back to the 

initial condition—returning to the past wonderful time when love first appears.   

To Lacan, since ‘Das Ding’ is ‘a matter of finding it again’ (58), he thinks that 

we can characterise this object as ‘a lost object’ (58). He further states that, ‘although 

it is essentially a question of finding it again, the object indeed has never been lost’ 

(58). Like the fort da game discussed earlier, the reel is a lost object. When the child 

throws it away, it seems like it has been lost, but in fact it has never been lost. In the 

epistolary fictions, the sender feels that the lover has been lost, so he or she chooses to 

write letters to maintain their relationship. In fact, the lover, the absent object, has 

never been lost. Writing is like the search that endows copious pleasure. The search 

for the object ‘encounters in its path a series of satisfactions that are tied to the object 

(58)’. When writing, the subject can use his own way to have dialogues with the lover, 

which is a process of enjoying the self’s search. Though writing letters to the lovers 

tend to stress the object’s importance, in fact, it is the process of searching the self 

which is suffused with pleasure.  

The three romantic fictions are infused with ample letters which affect the 

development of these stories. The absence of the lover leads to the employment of 

letters, where these addressers find their alter ego. Long-distance relationships, 

nostalgia for past wonderful memories and expressions of strong feelings intensify the 

importance of the epistolary form. Epistolary exchanges substitute the sender, giving 
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the receiver an imaginary representation. Letters supplement the distance limiting 

lovers’ direct contact, creating the possibility of lovers’ connection. Letters, the tools 

of linking lovers, make long distance relationships possible. The two sides of lovers 

share the world created by their letters. The connection letters provide lets them grasp 

the other’s presence. Due to the difficulty of seeing the lover, they transform their 

desire into eagerness to receive love letters. Letters, like lovers, bring the other side 

expectation and anxiety. Moreover, letters concretise love and create accumulation of 

love. Love is no longer an abstract idea but has become a concrete representation.  

    Although letters can decrease anxiety when lovers cannot see each other, they 

create another kind of anxiety at the same time. When lovers cannot expect to see the 

other side, they begin to wait for the coming of letters passionately. They have an 

ardent desire to possess the letters symbolising the lover. Letters can satisfy lovers’ 

zest, but they may stir more desire in the receiver. Receiving letters stimulates the 

desire for more and more letters, as well as a zealous eagerness for seeing their lover. 

Waiting is the process imbued with copious pain and pleasure. In A Lover’s Discourse: 

Fragments Roland Barthes describes the condition of waiting as follows:  

          1.   I am waiting for an arrival, a return, a promised sign. This can be 

futile, or immensely pathetic: in Erwartung (Waiting), a woman waits for 

her lover, at night, in the forest; I am waiting for no more than a 

telephone call, but the anxiety is the same. Everything is solemn: I have 

no sense of proportions. (Barthes, 37)  

Waiting is ‘pathetic’ and full of ‘anxiety’ from Barthes’ viewpoint. When people fall 

in love with someone, they are destined for a life filled with pathetic waiting, 

especially for those who cannot easily see their lovers. Waiting for the letters and for 

seeing their lover leads to full anxiety.  
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When a person loves someone, he or she will usually lie in the condition of 

waiting. Waiting is a way to testify whether a person falls in love or not. Barthes 

further explains this condition in these terms:  

5.   ‘Am I in love?—Yes, since I’m waiting.’ The other never waits. 

Sometimes I want to play the part of the one who doesn’t wait; I try to 

busy myself elsewhere, to arrive late; but I always lose at this game; 

whatever I do, I find myself there, with nothing to do, punctual, even 

ahead of time. The lover’s fatal identity is precisely: I am the one who 

waits. (Barthes’ emphasis, 39-40) 

The person who falls in love blindly loses the self easily, becoming the one who keeps 

waiting. Love is like a game, and the one who loves more is the loser. When a person 

chooses to wait endlessly for their lover, their love has passed the examination. A long 

distance relationship is the best test for these lovers.  

     A wonderful relationship endures many hardships. During the process of 

sending letters, their meaning may be transformed. Without the misunderstanding, 

these stories would lack the culmination. The climax lies in the basis of process filled 

with waiting, misunderstanding, and the disappearance of letters. The test of love can 

prove love’s truth and profundity. These stories all reflect some conditions of love’s 

test. In Message in a Bottle, Garrett’s love for his dead wife passes the test. His love 

for Theresa, who picks up and passionately searches his love letters written to his wife, 

however, does not pass the trial of love. Most lovers who can pass the test of the 

long-distance relationship prove that their love is authentically sincere, not being 

replaced. In The Notebook, the letters which Noah writes to Allie were intercepted and 

hidden by Allie’s mother, but Noah has still been waiting for fourteen years expecting 

an impossible possibility that Allie will come back to his side. Before Allie marries 
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her fiancé, she eventually tries to find Noah, who is her right man, only belonging to 

her. Fate cannot separate them, which illustrates that true love is worth waiting for.  

     By contrast, in Dear John, the female protagonist, Savannah, cannot wait John 

for a long time, representing that their love cannot pass fate’s test. Long-distance 

relationships have two kinds of possibilities: one kind is that both the male and female 

characters do not meet other people chasing them; the other kind is romance’s 

formula—there must be the other person who loves the charming character, creating 

the climax of the plot, in which love has been tested incessantly.  

     A triple relationship is romantic fiction’s basic element, especially in epistolary 

fiction. The third one evokes the lover’s jealousy, resulting in more desire from the 

lover. The existence of a third person is necessary, as Ruth Perry explains: 

            A triple relationship is mediated by someone else’s responses, and this 

mediation, this awareness of a third person’s implication in the love affair 

intensifies the desire, for the rivals imitate each other, reinforces their 

own fixations by imaging the other’s feeling. …Such triangulation is 

almost standard in epistolary novels, in which letters between lovers or 

confidantes are always being forged, intercepted, or even just read, 

legitimately, by a third person. (Perry, 162) 

Desire needs to be evoked and triggered, and a simple ‘two-way mutual attraction’ 

(Perry, 162) is a direct relation between ‘the one who loves and the object of desire’ 

(Perry, 162). Triangulation of desire organises a ‘three-way love interest’, which 

makes the relationship more colourful and vibrant. Desire will be enhanced through 

the triple stir.  

In Message in a Bottle, is the identity of the third person is an ambiguous 

question because the rival Theresa faces is a dead one. The dead is usually the winner. 
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The lost one has an aesthetic image which will not be erased, uglified or eroded as a 

result of daily trivia. When Garrett goes out with Theresa, he usually feels guilty over 

his dead wife, Catherine. During his relationship with Theresa, Catherine appears in 

his mind all the time. The dead wife is the main third person between Garrett and 

Theresa. Distance is one reason for their tragedy, but nostalgia for Catherine is the 

most important element. Catherine is like a shadow in this relationship; like a 

substitute, Theresa cannot be separated from the role of Catherine’s replacement. To 

Garrett, Catherine is the lost object of desire, creating a lack which is not easy to 

mend.   

     There are many ‘the third persons’ in The Notebook, including the female 

protagonist’s fiancé and her mother. When Allie leaves Noah the first time, Noah 

writes many letters to Allie, all of which are intercepted by Allie’s mother. Without 

response, Noah still keeps writing many letters with ebullient emotions, waiting for a 

miracle, a response, a possibility to fulfil their love. This is a conflict with the 

epistolary principle that emphasises the mutual exchange. However, his waiting 

proves his love, and he is the one who loves because he keeps waiting; as Barthes 

analyses, ‘the one who waits’ (40) is the person that falls in love. The story’s romantic 

part lies in that both the male and the female are the one who wait. The reader, as the 

outsider, can clearly see the two sides’ torture, from which readers can get pleasure 

and enjoy the process of seeing the protagonists’ searching, leaving and 

re-encountering.  

    Letters make the relationships in these books more spiritual and sublime. 

Readers are deeply touched by their pure and innocent love. Letters let the lovers 

speak their true thoughts bravely and directly. Savannah in Dear John writes to John:  

          You’re a rare gentleman, John, and I treasure that about you. In all the 
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time we were together, you never pressed me to sleep with you, and I 

can’t tell you how much that meant to me. It made what we had seem 

even more special, and that’s how I always want to remember my time 

with you. Like a pure white light, breathtaking behold. (Dear John, 168) 

These words follow the typical patriarchal thoughts: women are eager to remain pure 

and virginal to be a ‘good woman’. Savannah appreciates that John does not have sex 

with her and considers that this shows his esteem for her. Pure women seem to have 

no desire of body or eagerness for sex.  

     Some beautiful feelings can be expressed in written words when people do not 

have courage to voice their love directly and passionately. In The Notebook, after 

Noah and Allie part during their teenage years, the first letter Noah writes to Allie is 

filled with sincere and wholehearted love. In Noah’s letters, he writes to Allie:  

            The reason it hurts so much to separate is because our souls are 

connected. Maybe they always have been and will be. Maybe we’ve lived 

a thousand lives before this one and in each of them we’ve found each 

other. And maybe each time, we’ve been forced apart for the same 

reasons. That means that this goodbye is both a good-bye for the past ten 

thousand years and a prelude to what will come. (The Notebook, 

121-122)  

Through the written form, Noah can express his appreciation to the full, stating that 

Allie is his right one, linking their souls together. Besides, in these three romances, all 

of the lovers say ‘I love you’ through letters. Love in written form can be seen again 

and again, and the receiver or the readers can enjoy this touching moment repetitively, 

allowing the reader to acquire endless pleasure. 

     In Message in a Bottle, Theresa falls in love with Garrett due to her deep 
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fascination for the letters that Garrett writes to his dead wife. As long as the letters 

exist, love can be preserved for a long time. Letter writing, especially in fiction, 

constructs an ideal world beyond the world of reality. When fighting, people tend to 

scold others directly rather than using writing. When lovers choose to write, they tend 

to express their better parts, focusing on presenting love. The letter’s power lies in the 

power of words. True feelings make the receiver and other people feel touched. When 

Garrett writes letters to his dead wife, he does not intend them to have an authentic 

reader, as the recipient is dead. As Theresa reads Garrett’s love letters written to his 

dead wife, though she is not the receiver, she feels deeply touched. 

     Writing letters is a communication with the other, but it leads people to face 

themselves. In Message in a Bottle, the imaginary receiver is Garrett’s late wife who 

cannot read his letters because she is dead. Garrett’s writing creates a dialogue to 

Garrett himself. Through writing, he recollects his and her past memories again. The 

receiver is absent and the immediate presence of writing plays a significant role. In 

the process of writing, everyone faces his or her own true voice rooted in their mind. 

It is difficult for these senders to disguise their true heart through writing.  

     For Garrett, the loss of his wife leads him to lose his own direction in life. 

When writing the letters which will be thrown into the sea, Garrett does not need to 

guise her true feelings. As he writes in Message in a Bottle:  

Life passes by now like the scenery outside a car window. I breathe and 

eat and sleep as I always did, but there seems to be no great purpose in 

my life that requires active participation on my part. I simply drift along 

like the messages I write you. I do not know where I am going or when I 

will get there. (Message in a Bottle, 74) 

 Garrett is accustomed to life with his wife, who has gradually become the centre of 
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his world. When she dies in an accident, this centre is crushed. Writing becomes a 

way for him to integrate his self again, releasing himself from his ambiguous mood. 

His father expects him to start a new life, but he refuses to. His ideal lover’s image 

has been developed, which cannot be replaced easily. His love letters will not be 

answered forever. Surprisingly, however, his letters are answered by a woman that he 

falls in love with again.  

     The letters, in which Garrett expresses his feelings to his dead wife, become a 

medium for Theresa to realise his attitude for love. Theresa divorced her ex-husband 

because he had an affair and she could not endure unfaithfulness in the marriage. In 

great disappointment, however, Theresa finds confidence in love due to Garrett’s 

passionate and pure love for the dead wife. These letters evoke Theresa’s curiosity, 

and she eagerly tries to find other letters written by Garrett. The process of finding 

other letters endows Theresa with plentiful pleasure. To Theresa, the journey of 

finding other letters written by Garrett mixes happiness with torture, combining 

expectation and fear of harm. These letters are put into a bottle and thrown to the sea. 

Before Theresa goes to find the letter’s owner, she has an expectation that something 

will happen. She thinks that ‘if their instincts were right and he seemed to be 

approximately her age, she decided she would try to speak with him.’ (Message in a 

Bottle, 88) Their meeting offers a high possibility for them to develop a relationship. 

If Garrett is the ‘normal’ man of standard appearance, Theresa will fall in love easily. 

She has read his letters, appreciating his passion for his dead wife. Garrett fits her 

stereotype of an ideal lover. The letter, being a matchmaker and a destroyer, 

romantically leads them to meet each other and causes their drastic misunderstanding 

because Garrett finds those letters in Theresa’s house. The letter’s double meaning has 

the power to begin the relationship and also break it.  
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     The epistolary correspondence tends to possess an isolated privacy, excluding 

the third person’s interference. This explains why Garrett is so angry when he 

discovers that Theresa has found the letters he wrote to his dead wife. In the 

relationship between Garrett and his dead wife Catherine, Theresa becomes the third 

person that intrudes on their love and peeks at their private field. Garrett’s addressee 

is Catherine, not Theresa. The addressee’s existence is essential in epistolary writing. 

Janet Gurkin Altman explains the relationship between the sender and the receiver: ‘In 

letter language, moreover, the addressee plays a role; he is able, and is expected, to 

initiate his own utterance’ (117). The sender has an expected receiver when he writes 

the letter, and the receiver is the unique one which cannot be replaced. In most cases, 

the sender waits for the receiver’s response. In Message in a Bottle, however, the 

receiver is dead, which means the sender does not expect a response. The person who 

picks the letter from the sea becomes both the interceptor and the new lover, ironically 

reflecting the joke of fate.  

     The multiplicity of epistolary exchanges has been created through the changes 

once a letter is sent. The meaning of the letter has never been confined in the original 

condition that the sender imagines. The way that the receiver interprets the content 

may be utterly different from the idea that the sender originally envisages. The letter 

connects the relationship, but it also has the function to end the relationship. In Dear 

John, Savannah’s letter to break up with John endows the letter with the meaning of 

sorrow. John ‘crumpled up the letter and threw it aside’ (Dear John, 233), feeling 

‘she’d crushed everything that had any meaning in the world’ (223). John is immersed 

in an ambivalent emotion, trying to destroy the Dear John letter, but he has another 

emotion eager for maintaining the letter which symbolises the object of desire. When 

the relationship ends, the letter becomes an object with complicated meanings, which 
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symbolises the process of love but arouses torture at the same time. This desire for 

preserving the letter mixes pleasure and pain, laughter and tears, illusion and 

disillusion.  

     In the epistolary form, the sorrow can be interpreted in an aesthetic form. The 

letter of break-up leads readers to enter an aesthetic world, turning the break-up into a 

sublime love. In Dear John, because Savannah falls in love with someone else, she 

writes a break-up letter to John who is at the war. In this letter, Savannah praises John 

ceaselessly and feels guilty towards him, apologising to him and reproving herself. 

When remembering their wonderful past, Savannah writes that ‘You and I shared 

something wonderful, and I never want you to forget that. …You’re rare and beautiful, 

John. I fell in love with you, but more than that, meeting you made me realise what 

true love really means’ (Dear John, 228). In the break-up letter, Savannah does not 

express dissatisfied feelings to John but cherishes the beautiful memory they shared 

before. Using the letter to break up makes the receiver calm, and the sender does not 

need to face the other’s outrageous reaction without control, which easily lead to the 

drastic quarrel.  

     In the Dear John letter, the sender can express his/her weakness. In Savannah’s 

letter, she further states that ‘When I close my eyes, I see your face; when I walk, it’s 

almost as if I can feel your hand in mine. Those things are still real to me, but where 

they once brought comfort, now they leave me with an ache (228)’. The statement 

represents a common problem that the long-distance relationship usually brings. 

Distance transforms pleasure into pain, making the desire to meet again an endless 

illusion. Distance is the main reason that leads to Savannah and John’s break-up. The 

letter she writes to John reflects that she still loves John so much, but the endless 

departure leads her to another direction of life. Waiting without end is torture, travail 
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and trail.  

     The absence of the desired object is essential for this kind of epistolary writing, 

during which pain and pleasure is produced at the same time. The aim of writing is to 

lessen the anxiety that distance brings, but the desire for meeting the other still exists. 

In addition to the pain that distance may create, distance is also the catalyst of the 

sender’s desire, arousing imagination and creating more desire. During the process of 

writing and the distance between the lovers, the lover can find themselves when 

writing to the lover. The process of writing develops the writer’s new self and creates 

a new identity.  

     Through writing to the other, the sender can check the life they are leading and 

reflect if the life is what they imagined and dreamed of. The meaning of the letter is 

transformed during the process of writing. As Derrida claims, ‘a letter can always not 

arrive at its destination’ (Post Card, 33). The existence of the other is a mediator for 

the subject to present the self. Through the object, the subject can complete what s/he 

lacks. The object of desire is a supplement to the absence and a substitution for the 

subject’s representation. There is a gap between the subject and his/her desire. As 

Lacan asserts, the big Other is ‘unconscious’, and ‘the unconsciousness is structured 

like a language’ (203). From Lacan’s perspective, the unconsciousness is ‘the sum of 

the effects of speech on a subject, at the level at which the subject constitutes himself 

out of the effects of the signifier’ (126). Writing is like the language’s expression, 

releasing some unconscious feelings and thoughts, in which desire is reflected in a 

concrete form.   

     According to Lacan’s analysis, the subject needs the signifier to present his/her 

self. Writing becomes a signifier for the subject to express his/her own thoughts. In 

Dear John, the distance between Savannah and John forces them to write letters to 
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each other. Writing not only allows them to express how they miss one another, but 

also evokes their feeling of self, enabling them to find out who they are and what they 

want. Writing inspires the writer to explore and discover the hidden self. Ironically, 

the writing’s goal is to express love, but sometimes after writing, the sender knows 

his/her self more and chooses to break up with the lover. Distance is a common reason 

to break a long distance relationship, but the distance can enable both parties to know 

themselves better, which may in itself be a key reason for a break-up.  

     Based on the process of writing, the sender can reconstruct his/her self. 

Through the other’s existence, the sender can find what s/he lacks and what s/he is 

eager for. The sender’s self has been developed through the interaction with the 

receiver. In the Post Card, Derrida mentions that ‘it is indeed to someone else that we 

address ourselves’ (57). Without others, we cannot see ourselves clearly, and we 

cannot feel the gap between the self and the others. The receiver is the sender’s object 

of desire, from which the sender gets inspiration for writing and abundant imagination. 

In The Notebook, when Allie does not receive Noah’s letters and does not answer him, 

Noah keeps writing letters to her. During this process, Noah realises how important 

Allie is to him, which is a process of developing his self. In his monologue in the 

letters written to Allie, the letters become a conversation with himself. Without the 

response, the writing can continue, which makes the writing become the process of 

pursuing the self.  

     In Message in a Bottle, Garrett writes to his dead wife, who can never answer 

him. The letter by definition will have no answer; the sender is completely the subject 

without the object. The object is what the subject imagines due to the death of the 

object; the object is fully the projection of the subject. The letters here are against the 

rule of the epistolary form, which stresses the importance of exchange with others. 
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Knowing that there is no response, Garrett keeps writing to his dead wife, which 

satisfies his own emotions and fulfils the gap in his mind. His wife is dead but she is 

not marginalised. In contrast, her death makes her become the centre of the fiction, 

which makes readers feel touched by the romantic feelings that Garrett has for his 

dead wife.  

     Women love to be cherished, emphasised and doted on. Being the centre of 

man’s life is a dream for many women. In Message in a Bottle, even though Catherine 

is dead, Garrett still writes love letters to her, expressing his love for her and how 

much he misses her. This makes female readers believe in the worth of women and 

the power of female attraction. The letter to a dead spouse is a very romantic concept, 

appealing to female readers. This kind of letter symbolises the everlasting power of 

love, bringing readers sweet happiness. The letter is a substitute for the lover: readers 

love the letters as the substitution but hate the other one as the substitution. With love, 

the letter has life and becomes the symbol of love, from which people can enjoy the 

pleasure of love again and again. It is the fetishism that brings the letter endless worth 

to give female readers abundant pleasure.  
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion 

 

     In the preceding chapters, I have analysed pleasure and desire from biological 

affection, readers’ responses and the epistolary form. In this chapter, I will integrate 

these parts, representing the view that female pleasure is a very complicated system 

affected by copious elements. Romance is the best way to control a woman with a 

wild mind for pursuing love and sex. As Linda K. Christian-Smith concludes in ‘Love 

Makes the World Go Round: The Code of Romance’: ‘Romance not only centres 

heroines’ sexuality around heterosexuality, but also becomes a powerful way of 

controlling the range of their sexual pleasure’ (29). Romance leads readers to enter a 

gorgeous world filled with pleasure, but the pleasure will bring the control of thoughts, 

channelling readers into the idea that happiness comes from the relationship with a 

special man. Love becomes the centre of the female life.  

     Nicholas Sparks writes romantic fictions with the similar themes repetitively. 

Between the writer and the reader, who is manipulating who? The publisher is ‘the 

prisoner of past successes, trying to find again the somewhat mysterious combination 

of elements that made a particular book hit the taste of the street’ (Snitow 142). The 

romance’ market is aimed primarily at female readers. The readers enjoy the pure love 

stories, leading the writer to write them again and again. The romance formula comes 

from the need of the audiences. The typical style of Sparks’ male protagonists is the 

man who is a little wild, with full muscles and a fit figure. These beautiful men satisfy 

the female readers’ desire for man with an attractive body. The male is depicted as 

good, exciting and tender in romantic fiction. The readers enjoy seeing this kind of 

man, leading the writers to write them more and more.  
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     Sparks’ romantic fiction provides the readers with pleasure and satisfies their 

desire. The romances offer ‘easy pleasures to passive consumers who had difficulty 

distinguishing between ‘reality’ and the fantasies they read’ (Hollows, 71). Part of this 

argument is right, but from my perspective, the readers are not only limited by the 

‘lowest common denominator’ (Hollows, 71). There are abundant reasons for many 

readers to choose to read romantic stories. Some readers can distinguish the ‘reality’ 

and the ‘fantasies’, but they still choose to immerse themselves in the dreamlike world 

which the real world does not offer. Romantic fiction can still give them expectations 

for life, waiting for some sparks, some colours, and some surprises.  

     Many feminists’ responses to ‘feminine narrative’ have been ‘dismissiveness’, 

‘mockery’ and ‘hostility’ (Modleski, 14). Kate Millett drastically claims that romantic 

love legitimates ‘emotional manipulation’ and ‘obscures the realities of female status 

and the burden of economic dependency’ (Millet, 37). I agree with the argument 

presented by Millet. In the past, most romance readers were housewives who did not 

work. Nowadays, many readers have jobs, but the romance ideology still successfully 

imbues these readers with the thought that love is more important than work. Love’s 

easy pleasure covers the burden of work, so the romance ideology becomes a way to 

escape life’s many difficulties.    

     Romantic love is a haven for women and the most beautiful excuse to 

rationalise some failures in life. Infused by the ideology of owing romantic love, some 

women give up something that is precious to them because of ‘love’. Moreover, if 

love becomes a woman’s vocation, she will focus the whole power on this relationship. 

Eventually, without the relationship, what else is left? As Shulamith Firestone has put 

it, ‘romanticism is a cultural tool of male power to keep women from knowing their 

conditions (Firestone, 139).’ This powerful ‘tool’ has a sweet appearance attracting 
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women to it. Love’s pleasure has more attraction than much of the torture of life. The 

aesthetic pure love world depicted by Sparks is a release from life’s perplexity.  

     Combined with the previous chapters, female pleasure stems from many 

different sources. Women tend to be affected by biology; sex has much influence on 

women than on men, and women cannot clearly separate love’s feelings from sex. In 

addition to biological sexual effects, females are very affected by social constraints . 

Romantic love is a way to control female sexuality in order to keep a stable 

heterosexual society. Female pleasure from reading romantic fiction is a temporary 

pleasure, easily leading women into a world where they do not love their own life’s 

worth and achievement. Romantic love is a way to escape the difficulties of life and 

enjoy an easy pleasure. But is it good to immerse in the world that highly stresses 

love?  

     In Weber’s words, eroticism is ‘the most irrational and thereby real kernel of 

life, as compared with the mechanisms of rationalisation’ (345). But Marcuse 

expected that the liberation of eroticism would energise social emancipation. Giddens 

applauded ‘pure relationships’ (62) freely and frankly to replace romantic fantasy, 

thinking ‘reciprocal sexual pleasure’ (Giddens, 62) a good reason to end a relationship 

when one party considers that the other has ceased to offer abundant erotic 

satisfaction. A free sexual relationship is another kind of ideal to many theorists. 

Totally different from what romantic fictions provide, pure sexual relationships seem 

more active and colourful.  

     Nevertheless, a completely free world will arouse many people’s profound fear. 

People are eager for the exciting world, but at the same time fear the unstable chaos. 

Once marriage and monogamy are broken, many people will lose the direction to 

follow. What many people worry about is who will raise children if the family system 
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does not exist. Lindholm has stated that socio-biologists assume that ‘romantic love is 

simply a mechanism for directing sexuality in order to maximise the production and 

nurturing of children’ (Lindholm, 246). Lindholm does not believe that this is 

completely correct, as many cross-cultural examples show that ‘the beloved is very 

rarely the person one marries, and reproduction and romantic attraction usually do not 

coincide’ (246). According to his fieldwork in northern Pakistan, people organise 

marriages for the purpose of cementing alliances between clans. Men pursue 

romances secretly, prostitutes and adolescent boys, and not having children, being the 

idealisation of romantic love.  

     Affected by the long Western civilisation, romantic love seems crucial to 

developing a family relationship. The three romances written by Nicholas Sparks 

clearly represent this belief again and again. Covered with romantic love, Sparks has 

been emphasising the importance of the family. In addition to romantic relationships, 

his fictions reflect that the family relationship is as important as the romantic 

relationship. Moreover, the romantic relationship is the basis of the family 

relationship, and the children also play an important role in Sparks’ stories. Female 

characters in Sparks’ fictions are like the Victorian ideal of women who seem to have 

no sexual desire - but the difference is that romantic love was not the key to marriage 

in the Victorian age. In Sparks’ romantic world, romantic love is the basic structure of 

a marriage.      

     During the life of marriage, do women really get pleasure? Pleasure and pain: 

which one plays the main part during the marriage? Romantic love is a sweet 

expression to repress male and female desire to pursue more excitement, which will 

be condemned. Marriage restricts both men’s and women’s freedom for a more 

colourful desire. To stress monogamy seems to control the world and provides the 
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world of emotions a rule to follow, but it does not mean this rule is perfect in any time 

or at any place, and it may change due to different times and backgrounds.  

     Sexual enjoyment and spiritual enjoyment are different, but they affect each 

other. As discussed in the previous chapters, sexual pleasure affects women 

profoundly and makes many women feel loved. Compared with men, women have 

more difficulty separating sex from love, which is a main weakness of women. 

Romance intensifies the control over women and centres heroines’ sexuality around 

heterosexuality. Romance becomes a ‘powerful way of controlling the range of their 

sexual pleasure’ (Christian-Smith, 29). Through the brainwashing of romance, female 

readers usually follow the code that romance provides for what can bring real pleasure 

to their lives. Nevertheless, female readers will limit themselves more after reading 

ample romances. When females totally choose to believe the code of romance and pay 

much attention to the romantic relationship, they easily tend to live in the world which 

has double standards for men and women.  

     Unlike the traditional male protagonists of romantic fictions, such as Mr. 

Bennett in Pride and Prejudice, the male characters in Sparks’ fictions are not so 

smart and knowledgeable. The attractiveness of these men lies in their tenderness, 

sweet hearts and beautiful bodies. Clever and thinking are what Mr. Bennett owns, but 

they are not so important in Sparks’ heroes, who are more poetic and filled with soul. 

Though the male characters’ characteristics are different in different fictions, they are 

all definitely attractive and charming. Romance provides readers with sweet 

imagination and ‘distorts and limits the possibilities of human relationships’ (Evans, 

273) at the same time.  

     In this thesis, there are some real responses from the real readers of Sparks, 

which all reflect how much pleasure they get from reading Sparks’ romances. This 
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phenomenon reflects that readers enjoy reading love stories and feel touched by pure 

and passionate love. The ideologies in romances infuse readers in a silent but violent 

way. When readers immerse in the ideal love world, they agree and accept the code 

that romance provides, gradually thinking that marriage and monogamy is life’s ideal 

direction. Love becomes people’s vocation, relationship being the centre of life, 

especially for women. In the epistolary form, the object of desire becomes more clear 

and love becomes more sublime, moving readers more. These love stories are all 

imbued with aesthetic worth, but the ideologies hidden in the outside beauty are worth 

considering more deeply.  

     It is easy for women to get temporary pleasure, and reading romance is a simple 

way. Affected by romance, women pursue love with full passion and expectation, 

which easily leads to more pain than pleasure. The most difficult part for women is to 

separate sexual pleasure from spiritual pleasure, which will be a task for women to 

learn through abundant experiences. When readers immerse in the pure love depicted 

in Nicholas Sparks’ aesthetic world, readers can try to enjoy the atmosphere and take 

the mood of appreciation, not immersing the whole mind in these love stories. Love 

stories can be at best snacks, but they may lead readers to a hell filled with wrong 

ideals and imagination. The women who can enjoy pleasure copiously are those who 

know the self, pursue the dream and choose to grow up with the partner in one or 

many relationships.   
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