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Abstract

The rise of digital reading communities has transformed literary evaluation by creating spaces where ordinary
readers actively participate in the construction and negotiation of literary value. This thesis examines how
literary value and legitimacy are constructed, negotiated and maintained within online reading communities
through discussions surrounding spicy books, specifically on the romantasy series A Court of Thorns and Roses
by Sarah J. Maas and The Empyrean series by Rebecca Yarros. The study is situated within Library and
Information Science and approaches literary evaluation as a social process of information assessment rather than
as a reflection of fixed textual qualities. Drawing on Erving Goffman’s concepts of face and face-work, the thesis
investigates how readers manage threats to reading identities, defend their literary preferences and negotiate
within larger cultural hierarchies. The empirical material consists of fifteen publicly available social media posts
from Instagram, TikTok and Threads and approximately 75 comments from the original posts comment sections.
The material was analysed using qualitative thematic textual analysis combined with a theoretically informed
interpretation through Goffman's framework. The findings demonstrate that literary legitimacy within online
reading communities is continuously negotiated through interaction. Readers employ various forms of face-work
to challenge dismissive labels, normalise sexuality, connect literary stigma to gendered cultural assumptions and
construct alternative forms of literary value based on emotional impact, personal transformation and communal
recognition. The findings simultaneously reveal internal disagreements regarding which strategies are considered
appropriate for defending the legitimacy of spicy literature. The thesis contributes to Library and Information
Science by demonstrating how digital reading communities function as alternative sites of cultural evaluation
where literary authority, value and legitimacy are socially constructed, contested and maintained through
everyday interaction.

Sammanfattning

Framvaxten av digitala lasgemenskaper har fordndrat litterdr vardering genom att skapa arenor dar vanliga ldsare
aktivt deltar i konstruktionen och férhandlingen av litterért varde. Denna uppsats undersoker hur litterdrt varde
och litterar legitimitet konstrueras, forhandlas och uppritthdlls inom digitala ldsgemenskaper genom
diskussioner kring spicy litteratur, specifikt romantasyserierna A Court of Thorns and Roses av Sarah J. Maas
och The Empyrean-serien av Rebecca Yarros. Studien ar forankrad i biblioteks- och informationsvetenskap och
betraktar litterdr vdrdering som en social process av informationsvérdering snarare dn som en aterspegling av
fasta textuella egenskaper. Med utgdngspunkt i Erving Goffmans begrepp face och face-work undersoker
uppsatsen hur ldsare hanterar hot mot sina identiteter som ldsare, forsvarar sina litterdra preferenser och
forhandlar inom Overgripande kulturella hierarkier. Det empiriska materialet bestar av femton offentligt
tillgdngliga inldgg fran Instagram, TikTok och Threads samt ungefdr 75 kommentarer fran dessa inldggs
kommentarsfélt. Materialet analyserades genom en kvalitativ tematisk textanalys kombinerad med en teoridriven
tolkning utifrdn Goffmans teoretiska ramverk. Resultatet visar att litterdr legitimitet inom digitala
lasgemenskaper kontinuerligt forhandlas genom interaktion. Lasare anvéander olika former av face-work for att
utmana nedvéarderande etiketter, normalisera sexualitet, koppla litterdr stigmatisering till konade kulturella
forestdllningar samt konstruera alternativa former av litterdrt vdrde baserad pa emotionell paverkan, personlig
forandring och gemensamt erkdnnande. Samtidigt visas det forekomma interna meningsskiljaktigheter kring
vilka strategier som anses vara lampliga for att forsvara spicy litteraturs legitimitet. Uppsatsen bidrar till
biblioteks- och informationsvetenskap genom att visa hur digitala lasgemenskaper fungerar som alternativa
arenor for kulturell vérdering dar litterar auktoritet, virde och legitimitet konstrueras, ifragasatts och uppritthalls
genom vardaglig interaktion.
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lasgemenskaper, Lasare, Face, Face-work
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Chapter 1 - Introduction

This chapter gives an introduction, introduces the research problem, the purpose and the
research questions of the thesis as well as the delimitations, key concepts that were used and
an overview of the structure of the study.

1.1 Introduction

The digitalisation of everyday life has transformed how readers encounter and interact with
literature. While reading can be understood as an individual activity, digital platforms have
disrupted that idea by being easily accessible environments that enable readers to engage with
reading in a way that turns it into a collective experience. These online reading communities
have become important sites for literary discussions and places that allow for readers to
collectively construct meaning, identity and understanding of literature.

Questions concerning how information is evaluated, interpreted and assigned
legitimacy have great importance within Library and Information Science. Research has
previously shown that evaluations of information are not solely determined by objective
characteristics of the information itself but also through processes that are social and
contextual in nature.” As digital environments have become increasingly participatory it in
turn means that users no longer function as simply consumers of information but also as
producers, evaluators and distributors of it. This in turn means that digital environments
create new opportunities for users to participate in discussions about value and legitimacy
rather than them occurring exclusively through avenues of institutionalised expertise or
professional authority.

Online reading communities provide a particularly visible example of these processes
in action. Readers use these spaces not only to discuss books but also to evaluate them,
recommend them to others and to debate their merits.> Through the use and production of
recommendations, reviews, rankings, discussions and debates readers contribute to the
establishment of informal yet influential norms regarding what kinds of literature are seen as
worthwhile. These communities function as significant sites of literary evaluation, identity
formation and information sharing and they create a challenge to traditional understandings
of literary authority by creating alternative spaces where readers themselves negotiate cultural
value.

Spicy books and the discussions surrounding them offer an interesting example of
such negotiations. Within contemporary online reading communities, terms such as smut and
spice become common ways of describing books containing sexually explicit or sensual

! Marianne Martens, Gitte Balling & Kirk A. Higgason, ‘#BookTokMadeMeReadlt: Young adult reading
communities across an international, sociotechnical landscape’, Information and Learning Science 123:11 —12
(2022), s. 8-12, doi:10.1108/ILS-07-2022-0086.

2 Soo Young Rieh, ‘Judgment of information quality and cognitive authority in the Web’, Journal of the
American Society for Information Science and Technology 53:2 (2002), s. 156-159, doi:10.1002/asi.10017.

3 Lala Hajibayova, ‘Investigation of Goodreads’ reviews: Kakutanied, deceived or simply honest?’, Journal of
Documentation 75:3 (2019), s. 618-622, doi:10.1108/JD-07-2018-0104.;

Martens, Balling & Higgason, ‘#BookTokMadeMeReadlIt’, s. 8-12.



content. They ways these terms are used differ, sometimes playfully by the readers of them
themselves and sometimes they appear through more general cultural discussions,* and in
those discussions they are sometimes interpreted by readers as having dismissive or
derogatory connotations. This reflects a longstanding tension that exists surrounding literature
associated with sexuality, romance and female readership. Romance literature and related
genres have historically occupied a marginalised position within literary hierarchies despite
their enduring popularity and commercial success. It is a genre that is frequently dismissed
while its readership is faced with stereotypes and sexual stigma.”

The recent popularity of romantasy, a genre which combines fantasy and romance, has
shone a spotlight on these tensions. Series such as Rebecca Yarros's The Empyrean series and
Sarah J. Maas's A Court of Thorns and Roses series (ACOTAR) have attracted millions of
readers, with the ACOTAR author having sold 75 million copies of her combined series,® and
The Empyrean series having over 12 million copies sold in the United States,” and have
subsequently become central works for discussions in online reading communities. They
have, simultaneously to their rising popularity, become recurring fixtures in criticism and
dismissal of the genre within online discourse. The simultaneous popularity and devaluation
of these books make them a productive case for investigating how legitimacy and value is
negotiated in contemporary digital environments.

Existing research has previously documented the stigma surrounding romance
literature,® the role of online reading communities,’ and the process through which users
evaluate information.'® Less attention has been paid to how readers themselves collectively
negotiate literary legitimacy and value in response to both external criticisms and internal
community discussions. While previous studies have demonstrated the awareness romance
readers have of the contested status of their preferred literary genre and how they engage in
strategies to defend their reading practices because of that," relatively little is known about
such negotiations unfold within contemporary social media environments and the collective
nature of them.

This thesis addresses this gap by examining discussions of spicy books within online
reading communities through the theoretical lens of Erving Goffman's concept of face and
face-work. Through analysing how readers discuss, defend, challenge and justify spicy
literature in digital environments, this thesis will be able to contribute to a wider

4 Jennifer Zhan, ‘The Rise of Rebecca Yarros, Mother of Dragon Smut’, Vulture, 17 January 2025.;

Kathryn VanArendonk, ‘The Mortal Queen of Faerie Smut’, Vulture, 30 January 2024.

> Elin Abrahamsson, Enahanda ldsning: En queer tolkning av romancegenren, doktorsavhandling (Stockholm:
Stockholms universitet, 2018), s. 100-139,; Lynne Cameron, ‘The romance publishing industry and its
reputation’, Publishing Research Quarterly 36:1 (2020), s. 1-14., do0i:10.1007/s12109-019-09703-2.; Jennifer
Lois & Jocelyn Gregson, ‘Sneers and Leers: Romance Writers and Gendered Sexual Stigma’, Gender

& Society 29:4 (2015), s. 460-463, 465-481, doi:10.1177/08912432155846032.

® Sarah J. Maas, About the author, n.d.., https://sarahjmaas.com/about/ [accessed 31 May 2026].

7 Rosenfeld, Jordana. "Rebecca Yarros". Encyclopedia Britannica, 9 Apr. 2026,
https://www.britannica.com/biography/Rebecca -Yarros. [accessed 31 May 2026].

8 Lois & Gregson, ‘Sneers and Leers’; Cameron, ‘The romance publishing industry and its reputation’;
Abrahamsson, Enahanda 1asning.

% Martens, Balling & Higgason, ‘#BookTokMadeMeReadlt’; Thelwall & Bourrier, ‘The reading background of
Goodreads book club members’; Hajibayova, ‘Investigation of Goodreads’ reviews’.

10 Rieh, ‘Judgment of information quality’, s. 150-159.

K. P. Brackett, ‘face-work strategies among romance fiction readers’, The Social Science Journal 37:3 (2000),
s. s. 350-359., doi:10.1016/S0362-3319(00)00073-2.



understanding of how cultural value and legitimacy are constructed within contemporary
participatory information culture online.

1.2 Problem discussion

The way in which information is interpreted, evaluated and assigned legitimacy constitutes a
great concern within Library and Information Science. These processes are being increasingly
shaped by user-generated content within contemporary digital environments since they
constitute environments where authority is distributed rather than institutionally fixed. Rieh
argues that individuals continuously make judgements regarding both information quality and
cognitive authority when interacting with information online. These judgments are shaped by
a combination of factors related to content, sources and users' previous experiences rather
than objective measures of quality alone.'? Rather than relying solely on experts, critics or
formal institutions users are instead actively participating in the production, circulation and
evaluation of information. This development raises questions about how cultural and
informational value are established, negotiated and contested in participatory digital
environments.

Online reading communities represent a particularly visible site for such processes.
Previous research has shown that these communities function as spaces for discussing books
as well as places where readers negotiate identity, belonging, expertise and taste.'® Informal
yet influential norms are born through these interactions concerning what kinds of reading are
considered valuable, legitimate and worthy of recognition.

Spicy literature constitutes a highly relevant case for examining processes of value
negotiation within this context. Romance and sexually explicit literature have a long and well
documented place in the margins of literary hierarchies. Despite being commercially
successful and widely read these genres are frequently associated with low cultural value and
are often dismissed as intellectually inferior to other forms of literature. This devaluation is
not solely directed at the works themselves but also at their producers and consumers who are
predominantly female. Previous research suggests that such evaluations and devaluations are
closely entwined with broader gendered assumptions regarding sexuality, cultural capital and
literary legitimacy.'* Abrahamsson further argues that romance reading is subjected to a form

of pathologization," which mirrors the contempt against authors who wrote about female
pleasure without shame that was observed by Lois & Gregson,'® while Brackett's study of
romance readers shows that readers frequently employ face-work strategies in their personal
lives when discussing their reading practices, indicating an awareness of the genre's contested
status."

These dynamics become particularly visible within online reading communities and
particularly through the discussions surrounding romantasy, a subgenre that has seen a

12 Rieh, ‘Judgment of information quality’, s. 156—159.

13 Tove Haglund, ‘Enkelséngar, ékta fiendskap och oplanerade graviditeter: Bruket av troper bland BookToks
romanceldsare’, Passage 39:91 (2024), s. 99-112.

14 Lois & Gregson, ‘Sneers and Leers’, s. 460463, 465-481.

1> Abrahamsson, Enahanda ldsning, s. 100-139.

16 Lois & Gregson, ‘Sneers and Leers’, s. 465-471.

17 Brackett, ‘face-work strategies among romance fiction readers’, s. 350-359.



significant uptick in sales within the larger fantasy and science fiction bubble.'® These works
occupy an ambivalent cultural position in which they are simultaneously celebrated and
dismissed, celebrated by their readers and dismissed by wider cultural discourse. Discussions
surrounding labels such as fairy smut and dragon smut illustrate how literary value,
legitimacy, gender and sexuality become intertwined within contemporary reading culture.
Online reading communities provide readers with opportunities to have these discussions
where they can establish, defend, negotiate and redefine the value of these works.

This thesis seeks to contribute to an expansion of the understanding of how cultural
and informational value and legitimacy are constructed within digital environments by
examining how readers discuss and evaluate spicy books within online reading communities.
In doing so it will add to addressing a central concern within Library and Information
Science; how legitimacy is established, challenged and maintained through everyday practices
of information evaluation and social interaction.

The study exhibits relevance from both a scientific and societal perspective. Within
Library and Information Science it contributes to the understanding of how literary value,
legitimacy and authority are negotiated within digitally mediated environments where readers
increasingly participate in the evaluation of cultural and informational objects. From a societal
perspective, the study contributes to discussions concerning how cultural hierarchies,
gendered norms and assumptions regarding sexuality continue to shape the ways in which
literature and its readers are evaluated. By examining these processes within online reading
communities the thesis highlights how digital spaces can simultaneously reproduce and
challenge established systems of cultural value.

1.3 Aim and research questions

The aim of this thesis is to investigate how literary value and legitimacy are constructed,
negotiated and maintained within online reading communities through discussions of spicy
books. This thesis focuses on how readers in digital environments such as TikTok, Instagram
and Threads use interactional and linguistic strategies to manage questions of legitimacy,
cultural and literary value and reader identity.

This thesis approaches discussions of literary value and legitimacy through Erving
Goffman's concepts of face and face-work in order to examine how readers manage
evaluations, criticism and questions of social recognition through their interactions.

Research questions:

The research questions that this thesis will attempt to answer are the following;

1. How are literary value and legitimacy constructed, negotiated and maintained
within online reading communities in discussions about spicy books conducted by
their readers?

18 Creamer, Ella, “Romantasy and BookTok driving a huge rise in science fiction and fantasy sales”, The
guardian, 3 February 2025, theguardian.com.



2. What prompts these negotiations on value and legitimacy?
3. How can these discussions be understood in relation to broader processes of
cultural evaluation?

1.4 Delimitations and special considerations

The scope of this thesis is limited due to its nature as a qualitative case study of discussions
concerning spicy literature within online reading communities. More specifically the study
has decided to focus on discussions surrounding Rebecca Yarros’s The Empyrean series and
Sarah J. Maas's ACOTAR. These works were selected because they emerged repeatedly during
initial observations and represent two of the most visible examples of contemporary
romantasy literature. The intention is therefore not to examine all forms of romance,
romantasy or spicy literature. The intention is instead to investigate legitimacy and value
negotiations through a strategically selected case.

The study focuses on readers' discussions about the books rather than on the books
themselves. Consequently, evaluation of the literary quality, thematic content or ideological
implications of the selected work is not something this thesis attempts to evaluate or
determine. Attention is instead directed toward how readers discuss, evaluate, and negotiate
literary value and legitimacy through interaction.

The study is further limited to publicly accessible discussions. Private communities, closed
groups, direct messages and other forms of restricted communication are excluded. The
findings of this thesis should therefore be understood as reflecting negotiations taking place in
publicly visible online reading spaces rather than all possible discussions of spicy literature.

A further consideration lies within the use of terminology. The concepts of spice and
smut are used throughout the empirical material and often in ways that differ between
participants. Rather than imposing strictly fixed definitions on these terms this study instead
chooses to approach these terms as socially negotiated categories whose meanings are part of
the very legitimacy struggles being examined and therefore cannot be strictly defined
beforehand.

A final consideration is that this thesis is concerned with cultural and literary value
rather than commercial value. While the selected works have achieved considerable
commercial success, when examining the way readers fight to establish and maintain their
value it is understood as referring to cultural and social value, not commercial.

1.5 Definitions of key concepts

Several of the concepts central to this thesis are fluid and contested terms that lack
universally agreed-upon definitions. This section therefore presents the conceptual
understandings of these key concepts that are applied throughout the study and clarifies how
these terms are used and understood within the specific context of this thesis.



1.5.1 Spice and spicy books

Defining genres, subgenres and genre-relating terminology is inherently challenging. Genres
are not fixed categories but fluid ones whose meanings change over time and across
communities. The term spice exemplifies this fluidity. While the concept lacks a universally
accepted definition it is still commonly used within online reading communities and thus an
important term to include in this thesis.

Spice refers to sexually explicit and/or sensual content included within a larger literary
work that is written with the intention of eliciting pleasure, desire and romantic engagement in
readers.

Spicy books may refer to works that contain varying degrees of sexual content. Within
the context of this thesis, it is understood as referring to books in which sexual content
constitutes one element among many, rather than as the primary narrative focus. Spice is
therefore seen as a descriptive term referring to the presence of sexually explicit or sensual
content within a larger literary work rather than as a genre category in and of itself.

1.5.2 Smut

The term smut occupies a more contested position than spice and appears frequently within
the empirical material. Unlike spice, which primarily functions as a descriptive adjective,
smut may refer to either an entire work or to individual scenes within a work and once again
deals with sexually explicit content written to elicit pleasure, desire and romantic engagement
in the reader.

In this thesis a distinction is made between smut books and smut scenes. A smut book
refers to a work in which sexually explicit and sensual content constitutes the primary focus
of the narrative as well as serves as the central source of engagement for the reader. Smut
scenes on the other hand refer to individual passages containing explicit sexual content
written to elicit pleasure, desire and romantic engagement in the reader. Meaning that a smut
book is a work consisting of a collection of smut scenes strung together to create that book's
narrative while another book can contain smut scenes in it whilst still belonging to a
completely separate genre.

1.5.3 Online reading communities

Online reading communities refer to networks of readers who interact through digital
platforms in order to engage in their shared interest of reading. Unlike traditional reading
groups these communities are not determined by geographical location and operate
independently of physical space. This thesis uses an understanding of the term that views it as
not being confined to individual platforms. Rather than existing exclusively on any single
platform it should be viewed as being able to extend across multiple digital spaces. Readers
can move between platforms whilst still maintaining shared norms, references, vocabularies
and cultural practices. Discussions taking place on one platform may reflect broader
community norms that go beyond platform boundaries. Online reading communities are thus
viewed as fluid and an interconnected social formation rather than a platform-specific group
in this thesis.



1.5.4 Reading practices

Reading practices refer to activities, behaviours, interpretations and social interactions
through which reading is performed and given meaning. Within Library and Information
Science reading is seen as being more than just the act of decoding and consuming text.
Reading practices include how readers select books, discuss them, recommend them and
integrate them into their lives.

1.5.5 Romantasy

Romantasy is a contemporary publishing and reader label used to describe works that
combine elements of fantasy and romance. It is once again a fluid and contested term in terms
of exact definitions, some readers and publishers use the term to describe fantasy works where
there is a romantic subplot with varying levels of significance, from great to less so, while
others use it to refer to fantasy works where the romance functions as a central narrative. This
thesis implements a flexible understanding of the term, where it can be understood as a genre
category that combines elements of fantasy and elements of romance in the same work.

1.5.6 Literary value

Literary value refers to the ways in which literature is understood, evaluated and assigned
significance within particular cultural contexts. It may involve assessments of aesthetic
quality, emotional impact, intellectual importance, social meaning or cultural recognition. In
this thesis, literary value is examined as a category that readers actively discuss and negotiate
in relation to spicy literature.

1.5.7 Literary legitimacy

Literary legitimacy refers, in this thesis, to the extent to which a work, genre, reading practice
or reading community is recognised as culturally valid and worthy of serious consideration. It
is similar to literary value as it is also concerned with the quality of literature, as a result the
two terms become closely intertwined. Their major difference is that literary value is more
closely tied to particular cultural contexts whereas literary legitimacy more so refers to
determinations of quality within the broader literary landscape. Legitimacy is more dependent
on broader cultural recognition and the acceptable ways a work is valued is what makes up
the building blocks to determining a work's legitimacy. When readers engage in legitimacy
negotiations, they are attempting to establish legitimacy by underlining the different ways the
work has value.

1.6 Structure of the thesis

This thesis is divided into seven chapters.

Chapter one introduces the research topic, presents the problem discussion, outlines
the aim, presents the research questions as well as outlines the thesis's delimitations as well as
identifies and defines key concepts used in this thesis. This chapter also situates the study
within the broader field of Library and Information Science by showcasing the connection



between discussions of literary legitimacy and value of spicy books to general questions of
information evaluation and cultural value.

Chapter two reviews previous research relevant to the study. This chapter is organised
thematically and examines research related to online reading communities, valuation and
expertise and the relationship between romance literature, sexuality, and stigma.

Chapter three presents the theoretical framework used. This chapter introduces Erving
Goffman's concepts of face and face-work, how they are being understood in relation to this
thesis and finally discusses how these concepts can be applied to negotiations of legitimacy
within online reading communities.

Chapter four outlines the methodological approach being used. It describes the
qualitative case study design, the method of data collection, how the empirical data is
presented, ethical considerations being taken in relation to the collection and presentation of
the empirical data as well as outlining the analytical procedures that are used throughout the
study.

Chapter five presents the collected empirical data through five thematically organised
sections that capture patterns in how literary legitimacy is negotiated within discussions of
spicy literature.

Chapter six analyses the empirical material through the lens of Goffman's theory of
face-work. Particular attention is given to how readers construct, defend, challenge and
maintain legitimacy through interactional practices.

Chapter seven discusses the study’s analytical conclusions in relation to the research
questions as well as to the previous research. A conclusion is presented as well as reflections
on the implications of the findings and potential directions for future research.



Chapter 2 - Previous research

This chapter situates the thesis within existing research on online reading communities,
literary evaluation and the cultural position of romance and sexually explicit literature. The
previous research is organized thematically in order to highlight central discussions relevant
to the study’s examination of literary value, legitimacy and stigma surrounding spicy
literature.

2.1 Online reading communities and evaluation

Digital reading communities have transformed reading from a predominantly private activity
into a visible, interactive and socially negotiated cultural practice. Rather than being spaces
just for individual book consumption online reading communities function as spaces where
readers publicly exchange recommendations and participate in the collective construction of
meaning regarding books and reading. Previous research shows that these communities are
not just extensions of offline reading cultures but that they are their own distinct social
environments with their own norms, hierarchies and different forms of participation.

Martens, Balling and Higgason, in their study of online reading communities on
TikTok, commonly referred to as booktok, argue that booktok functions as a part of a larger
“sociotechnical landscape”'® where reading practices are shaped through interactions between
users, platform affordances and recommendation culture. Their study emphasizes the
emotional engagement of users as central when it comes to recommendations and promotion
of books. Affective reactions are commonly used instead of formal literary criticism to
promote or recommend books. They further argue that platform affordances, in this case
TikTok's algorithmic structures, actively shape which books gain visibility as well as online
reading culture at large.”

Research done on the literary platform Goodreads also similarly suggests that online
reading communities construct alternative forms of legitimacy and value outside of traditional
literary hierarchies. Thelwall and Bourrier found that book clubs on Goodreads frequently
prioritized emotionally engaging and discussion-oriented works rather than critically
acclaimed or institutionally canonised works. Their findings suggest that literary value within
online reading communities is more strongly determined by emotional resonance and
recommendation culture than academic prestige. They further situate Goodreads as a strongly
gendered reading platform, with women making up the majority of users on the platform
which in turn positions Goodreads as a community shaped by gendered practices and
collective valuation processes. The study posits that Goodreads communities create a form of
alternative female fiction canon wherein books gain their canonical status through readers and
community participation and engagement.*

19 Martens, Balling & Higgason, ‘#BookTokMadeMeReadIt’, s. 1-2.

2 Martens, Balling & Higgason, ‘#BookTokMadeMeReadIt’, s. 2-13.

2! Mike Thelwall & Karen Bourrier, ‘The reading background of Goodreads book club members: A female
fiction canon?’, Journal of Documentation 75:5 (2019), s. 7-20, doi:10.1108/JD-10-2018-0172.



Hajibayova similarly observes the role of affective responses when it comes to
reviews on Goodreads and how it contrasts traditional professional literary criticism. Users act
as consumers of literature and as evaluators and the study highlights how this destabilises
distinctions between professional criticism and amateur reviewing and how this enables
ordinary readers to act as influential cultural evaluators. Hajibayova also found that
authenticity was seen as a source of legitimacy within these spaces.?? This suggests that
online reading communities operate using alternative evaluation logics where emotional
engagement, sincerity and shared reader experience become the central mechanisms through
which literary value is negotiated.

2.2 Valuation, expertise and the literary field

Research on online evaluation and word-of-mouth suggests that literary value is not solely
produced through institutional expertise but also through social interaction and collective
negotiation. These processes of social interaction complicate traditional distinctions between
expert criticism and ordinary readers' opinions by positioning online communities as active
sites of cultural valuation.

Alon and Brunel argue that peer-to-peer word-of-mouth within online communities
should not be understood as merely functional information exchange but rather as a
communal social act shaped by social interaction and group identity. The study shows that
online discussions about consumption evolve collaboratively and become increasingly
connected to community cohesion over time. The study importantly notes that word-of-mouth
also serves social and emotional purposes beyond just recommendation practices.” This
occurs through the way it prompts relationship building and community reinforcement. This
is seen as particularly relevant for this thesis in regard to online reading communities where
recommendations and evaluations frequently function to discuss books and to reinforce
belonging and identity.

Tang and Wu examine how readers process positive and negative electronic word of
mouth concerning mystery fiction and find strong evidence of confirmation bias within
literary evaluation. Their study posits that readers tend to perceive reviews that align with
their existing attitudes as more credible and objective while dismissing opposing reviews as
more subjective or less trustworthy. The study shows that this tendency becomes stronger
when readers possess higher levels of emotional involvement with a genre. Tang and Wu
argue, based on this, that literary evaluation online is not solely a rational process but is also
shaped by identity and affect, similarly to observations made by Alon and Brunel previously
discussed as well as those made by Martens, Balling and Higgason,” Thelwall and Bourrier,*®

2 Hajibayova, ‘Investigation of Goodreads’ reviews’, s. 618-622.

% Anat Alon & Frédéric F. Brunel, ‘Peer-to-peer word-of-mouth: Word-of-mouth extended to group online
exchange’, Online Information Review 42:2 (2018), s. 177, 179-187, doi:10.1108/0OIR-09-2016-0290.

24 Muh-Chyun Tang & Pei-Min Wu, ‘Reconciling the effects of positive and negative electronic word of mouth:
Roles of confirmation bias and involvement’, Online Information Review 46:1 (2022), s. 114-115, 117, 120-127.
doi:10.1108/0IR-01-2020-0026.

%> Martens, Balling & Higgason, ‘#BookTokMadeMeReadIt’, s. 9-10.

% Thelwall & Bourrier, ‘The reading background of Goodreads book club members’, s. 7-20.
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and Hajibayova,” in the previous section regarding online reading communities and
evaluation. This thesis focuses on online reading communities related to romance, specifically
romantasy, where the readers demonstrate how emotionally meaningful the genre becomes for
the readers and how this can lead to criticism of the genre to be interpreted as criticism of the
readers themselves which mirrors this. The study done by Tang and Wu further complicates
assumptions regarding literary expertise by showing that credibility online is frequently
attributed based on alignment with existing community beliefs.

Research on information evaluation further shows that value and legitimacy are not
always inherent qualities, they are instead assigned through processes of judgement and
recognition. In investigating how people assess information online Rieh makes the argument
that evaluations of information quality are closely linked to assessments of cognitive
authority. Perceptions of expertise, trustworthiness and prior experience are used to determine
what information should be seen as credible or valuable, not just objective criteria.”® This is of
interest as discussions on spicy literature often involve competing claims regarding who
actually possesses the authority to bestow value or legitimacy and it underscores how
processes of evaluation depend on socially constructed understandings of expertise and
authority rather than fixed standards of quality.

The shifting relationship between expertise and legitimacy within literary culture can
be further viewed through Pierre Bourdieu's conceptualisation of the literary field. Bourdieu
conceptualises literature as part of a broader cultural field in which actors compete over
legitimacy, authority and the power to define what counts as valuable culture. The literary
field is “an independent social universe with its own laws of functioning [with] its dominants
and dominated” and is a social universe where “the question of knowing who is part of the
universe, who is a real writer and who is not” takes place in accordance with the rules set
within the field and the cultural capital afforded to the following of those rules.*® Bourdieu
exerts that “the position of the literary field within the field of power affects everything that
occurs within the latter,”*® meaning that in order to understand what one can create within the
field of literature that is deemed good or acceptable one must first understand the greater
structure of power that surrounds the literary field and thus influence its framework of rules.
What is deemed of high cultural value is thus not something neutral or purely individual as it
is something being created and reproduced in accordance with the literary field which in turn
is shaped by the structure of power surrounding it. Certain forms of literature become
positioned as high culture while others are marginalized and seen as inferior based on their
relations to the established rules of the literary field.*’ Romance and romantasy's close ties to
women and their pleasure can because of these aspects be understood as being low in the
hierarchy which aligns with the perceived devaluation seen in the previous research discussed.
However, the previous discussion on digital reading communities complicates the traditional
structure of the literary field through its enabling of readers to themselves negotiate value and
visibility.

¥ Hajibayova, ‘Investigation of Goodreads’ reviews’, s. 618-622.

28 Rieh, ‘Judgment of information quality’, s. 156—159.

» Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production (Cambridge: Polity Press, 1993), s. 163.
30 Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, s. 165-166.

31 Bourdieu, The Field of Cultural Production, s. 161-175.
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2.3 Spice and stigma

Research on romance and sexually explicit literature consistently show that these genres
occupy a marginalised position within literary and cultural hierarchies. Despite romance being
one of the most commercially successful literary genres, the previously done research shows
that it is often associated with low cultural value, intellectual inferiority and gendered stigma.
Cameron argues that romance fiction has historically been framed as trashy,
easy-read or as porn, labels which function as a way to delegitimise both the genre itself as
well as its predominantly female readers. Cameron posits that such terminology as something
that reinforces misogynistic assumptions about women's desires, interests and intellectual
capabilities. Romance literature is thus positioned within a larger cultural context where
works associated with women are frequently devalued. Cameron further posits that romance
receives significantly less institutional respect than male-dominated genres despite its
popularity and economic significance.* Similarly, Lois and Gregson describe romance as still
remaining “the most popular, least respected literary genre,”* and show in their study how
both readers and writers become socially stigmatized through their association with sexual
and romantic content consumption and production. Their ethnographic study highlights how
romance writers are frequently ridiculed through stereotypes portraying the genre as shallow,
overly sexual, or intellectually inferior.>* These two studies suggest that stigma surrounding
romance and sexual content is closely tied together with gendered cultural hierarchies and
assumptions regarding women's sexuality and pleasure. Cameron notes that romance fiction is
frequently criticised because it centres women's desires and emotional experiences. The study
argues that genres associated with female pleasure are frequently reduced to smut or porn
regardless of narrative complexity or thematic depth.* Lois and Gregson similarly showcase
that romance writers are subjected to what they call gendered sexual stigma where outsiders
apply sneering and leering forms of judgement that attempt to shame women for engaging
with or producing sexual literary content.* Their findings suggest that romance writers are
often perceived as lacking the “appropriate amount of shame”® regarding sexuality which
leads to outsiders ridiculing and/or delegitimising their work. The study further connects this
stigma to broader practices of slut-shaming and cultural regulation of women's sexuality.*®
Abrahmasson similarly examines the cultural devaluation of romance through an
analysis of how romance readers have historically been represented within both popular and
academic discourses. The study puts forth the notion that romance reading has seen repeated
association with intellectual deficiency, excessive emotionality and problematic forms of
sexuality. Abrahamson puts forth the idea that the romance readers frequently appears as a
figure whose reading practices are viewed through a lens of suspicion and highlights how
romance reading has been linked to a form of sexual pathologization where readers are

3 Cameron, ‘The romance publishing industry and its reputation’, s. 1-14.
# Regis (2003, xi), quoted by Lois & Gregson, ‘Sneers and Leers’, s. 460.
3 Lois & Gregson, ‘Sneers and Leers’, s. 460-463, 465-481.

% Cameron, ‘The romance publishing industry and its reputation’, s. 1-14.
% Lois & Gregson, ‘Sneers and Leers’, s. 465-478.

¥ Lois & Gregson, ‘Sneers and Leers’, s. 460.

% Lois & Gregson, ‘Sneers and Leers’, s. 460, 466, 474.
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portrayed as engaging with romance literature in a way that is seen as excessive, unhealthy or
morally questionable. She situates romance reading within a longer historical tradition of
cultural suspicion toward female readers and thus argues that critical depictions of romance
readers frequently rely on stereotypes inherited from general cultural anxieties surrounding
women's reading as well as pleasure and emotional investment in fiction.*

Brackett examines how romance readers manage the social dismissal associated with
reading romance fiction through what she conceptualises as face-work strategies. Brackett
notes that the “marginalization of the romance as acceptable literature threatens the ‘face’ of
the reader,”*® and proposed that readers often felt compelled to justify their reading choices
and the time they chose to devote to it as a result.** Although time that has passed since
Brackett's initial study significantly lowers its relevance in terms of its results it is still of
relevance for this thesis through Brackett's understanding of face-work in relation to literary
stigmatisation. Brackett's findings can therefore be viewed as early indications of the kinds of
defensive, corrective and legitimising practices that continue to shine through discussions
surrounding romance and romance literature today.

Haglund's study on digital romance-reading communities challenges the assumption
that romance readers engage passively with genre conventions. The study demonstrates that
readers actively negotiate, reinterpret and discuss romance literature through shared tropes,
community language and participatory reading practices. Haglund argues that
romance-reading communities are spaces where readers collectively create meaning and
establish shared references through shared language terms which categorises the genre's
common tropes such as forced proximity and friends to lovers. Rather than simply consuming
formulaic narratives, readers actively use the language of tropes to break down these formulas
and to discuss preferences, emotions and social dynamics within the genre.*

The marginalisation of sexually explicit literature can be seen reflected within Library
and Information Science itself. Hill and Harrington illustrate that LIS educational texts
frequently approach sexual materials through a predominantly negative connotation and rarely
provide nuanced distinctions between erotica, pornography, obscenity or other forms of sexual
literature. Their content analysis of LIS educational texts found that sexual materials are often
discussed in relation to controversy, censorship or harm rather than as legitimate cultural or
literary forms. The study argues that this lack of nuance risks reinforcing institutional biases
and self-censorship within librarianship itself. It is noted that material containing sexual
content is frequently sorted into generalised categories such as pornography or obscenity
without taking into consideration differences in genre, intention or cultural context. Hill and
Harrington further note that sex remains one of the most common reasons for challenges to
library materials.*® This illustrates not only that literary hierarchies surrounding sexually
explicit material are reproduced socially but that they also can become embedded within
professional and institutional discourses concerning information organisation.

3 Abrahamsson, Enahanda lisning, s. 100-139.

“0 Brackett, ‘face-work strategies among romance fiction readers’, s. 348.

! Brackett, ‘face-work strategies among romance fiction readers’, s. 348.

*2 Haglund, ‘Enkelsingar, ikta fiendskap’, s. 99-112.

3 Heather Hill & Mary Harrington, ‘Beyond obscenity: An analysis of sexual discourse in LIS educational
texts’, Journal of Documentation 70:1 (2014), s. 63, 67-71, doi:10.1108/JD-11-2012-0150.
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Chapter 3 - Theory

This thesis uses Erving Goffman’s theory of face-work as its main analytical framework.
Goffman’s concept of face and face-work is used as an analytical lens to examine how
legitimacy is negotiated within online reading communities.* More specifically, face-work is
used to analyse how readers present reading identities publicly, defend those identities against
devaluation, negotiate cultural hierarchies surrounding literary taste, validate one another’s
practices within the community and collectively construct legitimacy around reading forms
that are often culturally marginalized.

Goffman’s concept is particularly useful for examining how legitimacy is negotiated in
interaction, as they direct attention towards how individuals seek to maintain socially valued
identities and respond to situations where these identities may be challenged.*> Although
Goffman developed his theory in relation to face-to-face encounters the concepts of face and
face-work remain relevant for examining digital interactions as online communication
similarly involves the presentation of identities, the management of social evaluations and
responses to challenges from others. In online reading communities, where users publicly
discuss reading practices, literary taste, and emotional experiences connected to books,
interaction becomes a social arena where participants both present themselves and defend the
legitimacy of what they read. Goffman’s framework therefore offers a way to understand how
these negotiations are carried out.

Goffman defines face as “the positive social value a person effectively claims for
himself by the line others assume he has taken during a particular contact,” where line refers
to “a pattern of verbal and nonverbal acts by which he expresses his view of the situation and
[...] his evaluation of the participants”*. Face continues to be defined as “an image of self
delineated in terms of approved social attributes—albeit an image that others may share, as
when a person makes a good showing for his profession or religion by making a good
showing for himself”.*” Face is therefore not an internal or fixed quality; it is something
socially produced and dependent on recognition from others. It emerges in interaction and
must be continuously maintained. A person’s face is tied to the impression they project and
the image of self that becomes accepted within a given social encounter. When discussing
face, the concept can refer either to an individual’s face or to the face of a collective.

Social interaction is understood as inherently ritualised because participants are
invested in preserving both their own face and the face of others. Face is vulnerable, it can be
challenged, questioned, strengthened, or lost, and therefore requires constant management.*
Face is positioned as something “on loan [...] from society [that] will be withdrawn unless he
conducts himself in a way that is worthy of it”.*® The way face is managed and maintained is

“ Erving Goffman, Interaction Ritual: Essays on Face-to-Face Behavior (New York: Pantheon Books, 1967), s.
5-29.

4 Goffman, Interaction Ritual, s. 5-13.

46 Goffman, Interaction Ritual, s. 5.

47 Goffman, Interaction Ritual, s. 5.

48 Goffman, Interaction Ritual, s. 6-12.

4 Goffman, Interaction Ritual, s. 7.
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what Goffman refers to as face-work: the communicative actions individuals use to establish,
maintain, protect, or restore face during social interaction.

Face-work consists of “the actions taken by a person to make whatever he is doing
consistent with face.”® Goffman posits that different subcultures have different face-work
practices but that at its core they all draw from the same logical framework of possible
practices. These practices can be divided into defensive and protective forms and are utilised
depending on the interactional context.” Face-work can involve explaining oneself, repairing
misunderstandings, avoiding embarrassment, reaffirming a social position, or challenging
another person’s position. Face-work is not limited to moments of open conflict; it also
includes subtle, everyday practices through which interaction remains socially organized.

3.1 Face, value and legitimacy as relational and socially negotiated

A central aspect of Goffman’s theory is that face is relational. It does not belong solely to the
individual but exists only in relation to others.”* Face depends on whether others accept the
line a person presents. It is constructed through shared norms and expectations. What is
valued in one setting may not be valued in another.

The relational nature of face is especially relevant in this study because readers
publicly discuss and defend their reading practices in front of large audiences. Readers who
publicly post about books are not simply describing private reading experiences. They are
presenting themselves through those experiences. Book choices, reading preferences,
emotional reactions, and interpretations become part of a visible social identity. Reading is
therefore both a personal act and a means through which individuals present aspects of
themselves to others. Within digital reading communities, users frequently position
themselves in relation to dominant ideas about what counts as good literature, serious reading,
or valuable reading practices. These positions are then responded to, validated, challenged or
ignored by others. Through these interactions, questions of legitimacy become relevant, as
readers position themselves in relation to broader ideas of what constitutes valuable literature
and acceptable reading practices.

This thesis examines both literary value and literary legitimacy and the two concepts
are understood as related but analytically distinct. Literary value refers to the qualities through
which literature may be understood as worthwhile. Literary legitimacy concerns the extent to
which these forms of value are recognized as socially acceptable and culturally valid. Thus,
questions of legitimacy and value are closely connected within the context of this study and
are viewed together to examine how different understandings of what makes literature
valuable become relevant in negotiations of whether certain books, genres and/or reading
practices are considered legitimate. Through the lens of Goffman the analysis does not treat
literary value and legitimacy as inherent characteristics of texts but rather examines how
readers invoke and negotiate different understandings of value when defending or challenging
particular reading practices and their deemed legitimacy.

0 Goffman, Interaction Ritual, s. 8.
5! Goffman, Interaction Ritual, s. 8-20.
52 Goffman, Interaction Ritual, s. 5-8.
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3.2 Face-work as a social and collaborative process

Although face-work is often associated with self-presentation, Goffman stresses that it is
rarely an individual process. Instead, face-work is collaborative. Participants in interaction
often cooperate to preserve each other’s face and to maintain the interaction itself; “each
participant in an undertaking is concerned [...] with saving his own face and the face of the
others”.>® Face-work therefore becomes a shared social responsibility. Participants help each
other sustain the interaction by responding tactfully, overlooking minor disruptions, softening
disagreement, or offering validation. Within the context of online reading communities this
kind of face-work serves as a way to protect members from potential external devaluation
while also strengthening internal solidarity.

Goffman further argues that when face is threatened, the restoration of interaction
often matters more than assigning blame. He writes that “resolution of the situation to
everyone’s apparent satisfaction is the first requirement; correct apportionment of blame is
typically a secondary consideration.”>*

This suggests that interactions often prioritize maintaining collective belonging and
shared legitimacy over establishing who is objectively right or wrong.

Within the context of this thesis, face-work is therefore understood as the interactional
strategies through which readers manage evaluations of their reading practices and negotiate
whether their literary preferences are recognised as valuable and legitimate.

3.3 Defensive, corrective and aggressive face-work

Defensive face-work refers to strategies aimed at protecting face from anticipated threat and
mainly refers to preventative actions. These may involve disclaimers, explanations, softening
statements, humour, clarification, or strategic self-positioning. Defensive face-work attempts
to prevent embarrassment or devaluation before it fully emerges.*

Corrective face-work takes place when “participants [...] fail to prevent the occurrence
of an event that is expressively incompatible with the judgements of social worth that are

being maintained.”® The embarrassment and/or devaluation was not able to be prevented and
now must be dealt with and corrected so that the participants who faced it can be returned to a
state of equilibrium. Goffman describes this as face-work being done primarily by the
offender, not the offended. The model presented for this kind of face-work is one consisting of
4 steps; The challenge (wherein participants call attention to the misconduct that took place),
the offering (where typically the offender gets a chance to correct the the offense, this may be
done through positioning the act as unintentional, as a joke, offering ways of penance etc.),
acceptance (where the participant who are receiving the offering accept it) and thanks (where
the offender offers thanks for being forgiven).>’

5 Goffman, Interaction Ritual, s. 29.

% Goffman, Interaction Ritual, s. 28.
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Goffman describes interaction as potentially becoming “an arena in which a contest or match
is held”*® where participants attempt to preserve their own line while challenging others. In
such moments, face-work becomes explicitly strategic and conflict-oriented and aggressive

face-work is utilised.” Goffman states that “Every face-saving practice which is allowed to
neutralize a particular threat opens up the possibility that the threat will be wilfully introduced
for what can be safely gained from it,” and that “the general method is for the person to
introduce favourable facts about himself and unfavourable facts about the others.”®

The understanding of what aggressive face-work entails is widened a bit in this thesis.
Because of the subject matter at hand I have made the decision to view personal interest as an
extension of self, and therefore face. Because of this, aggressive face-work can also be
exhibited through the introduction of favourable facts about the interest and unfavourable
facts and musings about the force that oppose them; in this case spicy books and their
devaluers. Using this understanding aggressive face-work strategies can be seen when users
respond directly to cultural devaluation, for instance by confronting stereotypes about
women’s reading, criticizing literary elitism, or openly rejecting assumptions that romance
readers are unintelligent or unserious. These responses actively push back against
delegitimizing discourse rather than merely protecting against it.

These categories should not be understood as fixed or mutually exclusive. A single
interaction may involve several forms of face-work simultaneously, and the same rhetorical
strategy may function differently depending on the interactional context in which it appears.
Thus, all three modes are understood as forms of face-work through which legitimacy is
negotiated.

3.4 Ritual order and interactional norms

Goffman situates face-work within what he calls the ritual order of social life. Interaction is
governed by implicit norms regarding respect, recognition, tact, and acceptable conduct.
These norms shape what can be said, how disagreement is expressed, and how social
relationships are maintained.®* Social interaction depends on participants’ willingness to
follow these unwritten rules and face-work is what enables interaction to continue despite
moments of tension, disagreement, or vulnerability.

Digital communities also develop their own ritual orders. Although they are
technologically mediated, they are still governed by shared expectations. These may include
norms around emotional openness, recommendation culture, supportiveness, humour,
vulnerability, confession, or mutual validation. They may also include expectations around
defending marginalized reading tastes and resisting external literary judgment. These norms
shape how legitimacy can be negotiated similarly to how unwritten rules shape how social
interactions go. For example, disagreement may be acceptable if framed playfully or critically
toward external institutions, but less acceptable when directed toward fellow community

8 Goffman, Interaction Ritual, s. 24.
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members in ways that threaten belonging. Similarly, emotional intensity may function not as
loss of control but as a culturally valued way of expressing authenticity. Goffman’s theory
helps illuminate these dynamics by framing interaction as ritualised and socially regulated.
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Chapter 4 - Methodology

This thesis is conducted as a qualitative case study based on a textual analysis of publicly
available social media material regarding legitimacy negotiations surrounding two highly
visible romantasy series: The Empyrean series by Rebecca Yarros and the ACOTAR by Sarah.
J Maas. Because this thesis seeks to gain an understanding of how readers understand,
evaluate and negotiate literary value and legitimacy rather than measuring the frequency of a
certain phenomenon it was determined that a qualitative approach was the most appropriate to
implement.®* Rather than identifying statistical patterns it is instead the interactional processes
in which readers discuss and evaluate spicy literature that is at the forefront of this thesis.
Thus, focus is placed on the content, context and social significance of these discussions
rather than on quantifying them. The aim was not to study individual users or their personal
motivations, but rather the broader patterns of negotiations surrounding literary legitimacy
and value that emerge through interactions within online reading communities.

Since the empirical material originates from online reading communities, the thesis
takes inspiration from digital ethnographic perspectives in its understanding of digital
environments. Digital ethnography is concerned with the study of social practices, interactions
and meaning-making processes as they occur in digital spaces.®® This perspective allows for
the social media posts analysed in this thesis to be taken as parts of larger online communities
coloured by shared norms and collective practices rather than as isolated pieces of text.
However the study does not constitute a digital ethnography in a traditional sense as it does
not involve long-term participation or observation of a specific community. Digital
ethnography instead functions as a methodological inspiration that informs the approach to
collecting and contextualising the empirical material and its subsequent textual analysis.

4.1 Data collection method

The empirical material was collected through a purposive criterion-based sampling strategy,*
which was conducted between March 2025 and May 2026 from the social media platforms
TikTok, Instagram and Threads. The selected posts had to fulfil several predetermined
criteria; they had to be publicly available, concern the selected romantasy series ACOTAR
and/or The Empyrean and they had to contain interactions between readers where discussions
of spice, literary value and/or legitimacy could emerge. Although the initial collection was
guided by keywords using hashtags it is still important to recognise that the search results
themselves were mediated by platform algorithms. The empirical data was therefore shaped
both by the strategic selection criteria and by platformspecific mechanisms that influence the
visibility and circulation of content within digital environments. The initial keyword-based
searches were subsequently expanded through the collection of algorithmically recommended
posts, which allowed access to further discussions connected to the selected topic.

62 Alan Bryman, Samhillsvetenskapliga metoder, 3 uppl. (Malmé: Liber, 2020), s. 454-462.
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Tiktok and instagram were selected prior to the data collection as they provided
environments where individual users publicly shared videos about their reading experiences
while simultaneously engaging in discussions with other readers through the comment
sections. The combination of self-presentation and community interaction made them
particularly suitable for examining how literary legitimacy and value is negotiated in public
digital settings. Although Youtube was considered it was not included as the platform was not
observed to facilitate the same type of immediate and extensive reader-to-reader interaction
that characterised the selected tiktok and instagram material. The inclusion of Threads was
made during the data collection phase.

Data collection occurred in three stages. The first stage consisted of a cursory and
exploratory observation of posts discussing romantasy literature and spice on instagram and
tiktok, where the two series, The Empyrean series and ACOTAR, were identified as widely
popular and commonly at the source of discussions. This motivated the use of the two series
as focus for the case study. The second stage consisted of observation and collection of posts
discussing the selected book series. These were found by searching through the hashtags
Fourth wing, The Empyrean, Rebecca Yarros, A court of thorns and roses, ACOTAR, Sarah J.
Maas, spice, dragon smut, and fairy smut on instagram and tiktok. During this phase,
preliminary observations regarding recurring discussions topics were noted in order to guide
further sampling. About half of the total amount of collected videos were collected for
transcription during this phase. The third phase consisted of an algorithmic supported
collection of posts, where the previous collection of material allowed the platform's
algorithms to recommend content related to the previously collected posts and the other half
of the total amount of videos were collected during this phase. During this phase two
discussion threads from the platform Threads were found and their relevance to the study was
what informed their inclusion.

The selection of The Empyrean series and ACOTAR was strategic in nature. As
mentioned previously both series repeatedly emerged during the initial observation stage and
they represent two of the most visible and widely discussed examples of contemporary
romantasy literature and I had knowledge of their status as spicy works. Focusing on these
two series created a manageable and coherent case whilst also ensuring that discussions
surrounding spice in the context of literary value and legitimacy could be identified as present
even when readers did not explicitly use terms such as spice or smut. Expanding the study to
romantasy literature at large would have required extensive verification of individual titles
and their relationship to spicy content which would have made the material substantially
harder to delimit and analyse.

The final dataset consists of 15 social media posts that have been transcribed, 13
videos and 2 discussion threads, as well as their associated comment sections. The posts were
selected strategically rather than representatively as the intention was not to produce a
statistically generalized overview. The intention was instead to capture a variety of
discussions in which literary value and legitimacy were being negotiated. The selected posts
include recommendations videos, responses to criticisms, discussions of romantasy as a genre,
reactions to media coverage, humorous sketches and personal reflections on readers
experiences. These posts provide multiple perspectives on the topic that is being investigated
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whilst still remaining connected through their focus on spicy romantasy literature and by their
throughline of the two book series.

In addition to the original posts were approximately five comments transcribed from
each comment section. The selection of comments to transcribe was informed by observations
of the comment section as a whole. Entire discussions were read and observed before
individual comments were selected for transcription. Those selected were done so by
observing the numerous discussions taking place and then selecting comments that
represented recurring positions, arguments and points of disagreement identified. A conscious
decision was made to not solely base the selection of comments on whatever the dominant
opinion on display was. If the selection of comments were based on what the majority of the
comments said then it would have resulted in a mischaracterisation of the community
members as representing a completely homogenous perspective. An effort was instead made
to capture the comment sections multiplicity. This in practice meant transcribing comments
that represented the general consensus as well as the comments that went against that
consensus, even if they were fewer in number. This approach enabled the capturing of
recurring themes, patterns of agreement and disagreement and interactional dynamics that
extended beyond the original posts themselves and ensured a nuanced view of the comment
sections could be gained.

Ethical considerations significantly influenced both data collection and presentation.
Research involving online material requires careful consideration of the distinction between
public and private information. As Cocq and Liliequist argue, questions of privacy should be
understood in terms of technical accessibility as well as be evaluated in relation to how
information is made public and whether there exists an intention of being private.®® The
material included fulfils the criteria proposed by Pace and Livingston, as cited by Bryman, for
the ethical use of online material; The information collected was publicly available, easily
accessible without passwords, no platform policies prohibits the use of the material for
research purposes and the discussions did not involve highly sensitive information.®® The
primary ethical consideration concerned the potentially sensitive nature of discussions
involving sexuality and reading practices, particularly due to the stigma that may be attached
to such topics. Additional precautions were taken to ensure good ethical research practice
were being taken because of this. The collected posts were ensured to have high public
visibility, a minimum requirement of 25,000 views were set with the majority of posts
exceeding 100,000 views. The high visibility of the selected posts contributed to the
assessment that the users were unlikely to have a reasonable expectation of privacy.
Additionally, the study does not produce any usernames or identifiable personal information.
All participants have been anonymized through the use of the generic labels of poster and
commenter. To further reduce the possibility of identifying individual users, the material was
collected in a way that avoided repeatedly including content from the same individual and
direct quotations are included only when necessary for the analysis. These measures were
implemented to balance analytical transparency with consideration and protection of
participants' privacy.

5 Cocq & Liliequist, ‘Digital etnografi’, s. 33.
% Bryman, Samhillsvetenskapliga metoder, s. 188.
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4.2 Presentation of data

Each post was analysed together with its accompanying comment section. Rather than treating
comments as secondary material this thesis positions them as being of equal importance as the
original posts as they often contained direct negotiations of literary value and legitimacy
between readers. To gain an understanding of all discussions taking place as a whole all
available comments were observed before a smaller section of approximately five comments
per post were transcribed. These comments were selected because they illustrated recurring
themes and/or points of agreement and disagreement found within the comment section
and/or because they provided clear examples of value negotiations occurring within the
comment sections.

The final collection of empirical data therefore consists of fifteen original posts as well
as approximately 75 transcribed comments. While the number of comments that were
transcribed are limited in relation to the number of comments existing on each post they
should not be taken as isolated units of analysis. They were instead selected based on
observations of the comment sections in their entirety and are used to illustrate broader
patterns throughout the material.

The material collectively represents a wide range of situations in which literary
legitimacy becomes a topic of discussion. Some posts emerged in response to external
criticism while others originated from discussions internal to reading communities. The
material therefore provides an insight into both externally prompted and internally generated
negotiations of literary value and legitimacy. These discussions form the empirical basis for
the subsequent analysis.

4.3 Analytical method

The empirical material was analysed using qualitative text analysis with elements of both
argumentation analysis and content analysis in the results. The purpose of the analysis is not
to determine whether particular claims about spicy literature were true or false but rather to
investigate how literary value and legitimacy were constructed, negotiated and subsequently
maintained within online reading communities.

The analysis uses a discourse-oriented interpretive strategy as it is presented by
Bergstrom and Boreus. This approach understands individual texts as expressions of larger
discursive patterns and places an emphasis on recurring categories, evaluations, assumptions
and ways of discussing a certain phenomenon.®”” Rather than focusing primarily on individual
participants, the analysis instead seeks to identify patterns that emerge across multiple
discussions and how these patterns can be related back to wider social and cultural patterns of
understanding of literature, gender, sexuality and legitimacy.

The analytical process was conducted in several stages, similarly to how the data
collection was. Firstly, all collected posts and comments were read repeatedly to establish a
familiarity with the material and to begin identifying recurring topics and arguments.
Secondly, the material began to be coded inductively. Situations where readers justified,
defended, challenged or otherwise negotiated the value of spicy literature and statements

57 Bergstrom & Boréus, ‘Samhillsvetenskaplig text- och diskursanalys’, s. 24-26, 34-38.
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about why certain books were valuable, why particular labels were seen as problematic, how
readers responded to criticism and how legitimacy was established were noted and grouped
together. This stage revealed several recurring patterns that appeared across platforms and
discussions which were then, thirdly, organised into wider thematic categories. Five central
themes emerged from the material; legitimacy through distinction, legitimacy through
normalisation, legitimacy through gendered comparison, legitimacy through emotional and
transformative value and internal tensions and conflicting legitimacy strategies. These themes
structure the presentation of the results and represent different ways in which readers
negotiated the legitimacy of spicy literature and their own reading practices.

The analysis of these identified themes was subsequently conducted using Erving
Goffman's theory of face and face-work which functioned as the primary analytical
framework. The concepts of face, face threats and face-work functioned as analytical tools
used to gain an understanding of how readers managed questions of legitimacy and value
through their interactions. Goffman's theoretical framework was used to explore how
face-work operated across a range of different interactional contexts, including, but not
limited to, conflicts between readers and external critics and/or devaluers, negotiations
occurring within reading communities and discussions regarding the relationship between
sexuality, pleasure and literary value. The purpose of the analysis is not simply to identify
positive or negative attitudes toward spicy literature. Rather it is to investigate the
interactional processes in which literary legitimacy is continuously produced, challenged,
defended as well as maintained. By combining qualitative text analysis with Goffman's theory
of face and face-work this thesis examines how discussions of spicy literature operate as
broader negotiations of identity, value and legitimacy within online reading communities.
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Chapter 5 - Results

The collected empiric material consists of 15 posts and their corresponding comment sections
taken from the social media platforms TikTok, Instagram and Threads where readers engage
in negotiations concerning how spicy literature should be understood, valued and positioned
to broader literary culture. This thesis has made the decision to limit the posts to those talking
specifically about two book series; The Empyrean series by Rebecca Yarros and ACOTAR by
Sarah J Maas, and this is reflected in the collected material.

The posters of the posts are referred to using Px as shown in the table below, with P
denoting post and x denoting the number of the post.®® When specific comments are being
quoted or referenced then the commenters of the post are referred to using CzPx, with C
referring to commenter, z denoting the comment’s number, P denoting post and x denoting the
number of the post.

The following table gives a brief description of each of the transcribed posts;

Px | Description of the post

P1 | Aresponse to claims that women who read many books primarily consume smut. The poster argues that romantasy
is unfairly reduced to sexual content and emphasizes its world-building, character development and emotional
themes.

P2 | A discussion on romantasy’s cultural appeal, arguing the genres broader narratives of empowerment and resistance
as being central.

P3 | A comedic stand-up routine about reading Fourth wing and discovering its sexual content.

P4 | A video showcasing quotes from strong female protagonists in The Empyrean series and ACOTAR.

P5 | A book recommendation post suggesting titles for readers who enjoyed popular romantasy series, including The
Empyrean series and ACOTAR.

P6 | A book recommendation post suggesting titles according to popular fantasy and romance tropes. including The
Empyrean series.

P7 | A recommendation post categorizing books according to different levels of spice, including The Empyrean series
and ACOTAR.

P8 | A response to criticisms that romance and spicy literature are not real literature. The poster argues that reading
should not be judged based on genre and criticises elitist literary hierarchies.

P9 | A response to an article questioning whether fairy smut is ruining literature. The poster argues that the dismissal of
romantasy reflects misogyny and ignores the genre's other themes.

% For the purpose of readability, references to specific posts throughout the results, analysis and conclusion refer
to the original posts as well as the discussions that took place in their associated comment sections. The original
posts are therefore used as shorthand references for the broader discussions surrounding them. Specific
comments are referenced using the shorthand CzPx only when they are being directly quoted or a specific
interaction is being referenced.
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P10 | A reposted interview clip where Sarah J. Maas discusses how the label smut devalues women's fantasy writing
whilst positioning sex as a natural part of storytelling.

P11 | A comedic sketch portraying the embarrassment and stigma associated with publicly reading romantasy and smut.

P12 | A video where the poster explains how reading ACOTAR helped them recognize and leave an unhealthy
relationship.

P13 | A reposted interview clip where Rebecca Yarros discusses writing fantasy as a way to critique real-world social and
historical issues.

P14 | A discussion thread criticizing the labeling of Rebecca Yarros as the mother of dragon smut through the comparison
of male-authored fantasy.

P15 | A discussion thread reacting to the labelling of Rebecca Yarross work as dragon smut.

Four recurring forms of viewing the works' value, which informed how negotiations of
their legitimacy were performed, were identified within the material. These consisted of
negotiations through distinction, normalisation, gendered comparison and emotional or
transformative value. The following table gives an overview of what forms of value and
legitimacy negotiations that were identified in each post and their corresponding comment
sections;

Px

Description of the post

Types of negotiations displayed in the post and its
comments

P1 | Aresponse to claims that women who read many -Legitimacy through distinction
books primarily consume smut. The poster argues that | -Legitimacy through normalisation
romantasy is unfairly reduced to sexual content and -Legitimacy through gendered comparison
emphasizes its world-building, character development | -Legitimacy through emotional and transformative value
and emotional themes.
P2 | A discussion on romantasy’s cultural appeal, arguing -Legitimacy through distinction
the genres broader narratives of empowerment and -Legitimacy through gendered comparison
resistance as being central. -Legitimacy through emotional and transformative value
P3 | A comedic stand-up routine about reading Fourth -Legitimacy through distinction
wing and discovering its sexual content. -Legitimacy through normalisation
-Legitimacy through emotional and transformative value
P4 | A video showcasing quotes from strong female -Legitimacy through distinction
protagonists in The Empyrean series and ACOTAR. -Legitimacy through normalisation
-Legitimacy through gendered comparison
-Legitimacy through emotional and transformative value
P5 [ A book recommendation post suggesting titles for -Legitimacy through distinction

readers who enjoyed popular romantasy series,
including The Empyrean series and ACOTAR.

-Legitimacy through normalisation
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Rebecca Yarross work as dragon smut.

P6 | A book recommendation post suggesting titles -Legitimacy through distinction
according to popular fantasy and romance tropes. -Legitimacy through normalisation
including The Empyrean series. -Legitimacy through gendered comparison
P7 | A recommendation post categorizing books according | -Legitimacy through distinction
to different levels of spice, including The Empyrean -Legitimacy through normalisation
series and ACOTAR.
P8 | A response to criticisms that romance and spicy -Legitimacy through distinction
literature are not real literature. The poster argues that | -Legitimacy through normalisation
reading should not be judged based on genre and -Legitimacy through emotional and transformative value
criticises elitist literary hierarchies.
P9 | A response to an article questioning whether fairy -Legitimacy through distinction
smut is ruining literature. The poster argues that the -Legitimacy through normalisation
dismissal of romantasy reflects misogyny and ignores | -Legitimacy through gendered comparison
the genre's other themes. -Legitimacy through emotional and transformative value
P10 | A reposted interview clip where Sarah J. Maas -Legitimacy through distinction
discusses how the label smut devalues women's -Legitimacy through normalisation
fantasy writing whilst positioning sex as a natural part | -Legitimacy through emotional and transformative value
of storytelling.
P11 | A comedic sketch portraying the embarrassment and -Legitimacy through distinction
stigma associated with publicly reading romantasy and | -Legitimacy through normalisation
smut.
P12 | A video where the poster explains how reading -Legitimacy through distinction
ACOTAR helped them recognize and leave an -Legitimacy through normalisation
unhealthy relationship. -Legitimacy through gendered comparison
-Legitimacy through emotional and transformative value
P13 | A reposted interview clip where Rebecca Yarros -Legitimacy through distinction
discusses writing fantasy as a way to critique -Legitimacy through normalisation
real-world social and historical issues.
P14 | A discussion thread criticizing the labeling of Rebecca | -Legitimacy through distinction
Yarros as the mother of dragon smut through the -Legitimacy through gendered comparison
comparison of male-authored fantasy.
P15 | A discussion thread reacting to the labelling of -Legitimacy through distinction

-Legitimacy through normalisation

In addition to these recurring patterns the material also revealed internal tensions
within the reading community itself regarding how legitimacy should be defended and what
strategies should be used in response to stigma and dismissal.
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5.1 Negotiating legitimacy through distinction

One of the most recurring patterns within the material involved readers attempting to establish
the legitimacy of their reading by emphasizing that the books contain substantially more than
sexual content (P1; P2; P3; P4; P5; P6; P7; P8; P9; P10; P11; P13; P15). In these discussions,
readers repeatedly distance the books from labels such as smut, fairy porn, and dragon smut
by highlighting elements associated with more culturally legitimate literary value such as
worldbuilding, political themes, character development, and emotional complexity;

I believe, whole heartedly, with my full chest, that the reason people keep trying
to delegitimize women's literature, like ‘fairy smut’, is because if- if- if you
spent even 3 seconds reading one of these ‘fairy smut’ books you would realize
that the books aren't just smut. No, they are typically filled with political
intrigue, and women having autonomy and making decisions for themselves and
trying to tear down systems that oppress people.

-P9

so much of the stuff people dismiss as “fairy smut” are books with like 2 spice
scenes and an entire world of political intrigue grounded in relatable issues
people are actually dealing with. When we read, we gain perspective. Always.

4
-C1P8

In response to criticism directed toward women who read frequently, that poised that
the things that they are reading are just smut and therefore not an impressive feat to have read
a lot of, P1 argued that people criticizing these books “have no idea what they’re even talking
about” and emphasized that many of these books contain very little sexual content in relation
to their total length. According to P1, readers engage with these books for “world building,
plot, character development, found family and romance,” rather than solely for sexual scenes.

Similarly used strategies appeared repeatedly throughout the material. Readers
frequently attempted to quantify or minimize the sexual content itself (P1; P3; P4; P8; P9;
P14 ). P1 argued that sexual content in Yarros’s books made up “less than 2% of the words
that are on the page,” while C1P3 defended the series by stating that “the smut is such a small
percentage of the story.” P1 stressed that explicit scenes often occur only after “300, 400, 500
plus pages” or even multiple books.

The recurring emphasis on complexity and narrative depth also appeared in
discussions of the book's themes. Readers highlighted political intrigue, critiques of
oppressive systems, historical parallels, emotional arcs and social commentary (P1; P2; P3;
P5; P8; P9; P10; P12; P13; P15). P2, in discussing the rising popularity of romantasy as a
genre, argues that the genre is not primarily about sex, but about justice, describing recurring
narratives in which female protagonists are betrayed, underestimated and eventually reclaim
power;
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Those ACOTAR and fourth wing books you see popping up in airport
bookstores and the booktok feed are part of an expansive literary ecosystem that
has women of all ages in a chokehold. And I think T know why. It's not just the
dragons, it’s not just the sex, its justice. On the surface, it’s easy to treat the
genre as merely escapism. But if you read these books the way that millions of
women are reading them, something else becomes obvious. These stories are
not primarily about desire. They are about vengeance. Power can be confronted.
Someone who’s been wronged can rise and fight back, and they can actually
win.

-P2

Similarly, comments responding to an interview with Rebecca Yarros (P13) emphasized
themes of historical erasure, oppression and political critique rather than sexuality (C1P13;
C2P13).

Several readers also attempted to defend the literary legitimacy of romantasy by
positioning the books as intellectually or emotionally meaningful (P1; P2; P4; P8; P9; P10;
P12). C3P3 argued that Fourth wing, the first book in The Empyrean series, discusses “how a
generation can erase history,” and this sentiment was brought up once again by the author in
an interview clip in P13;

Fourth wing, I wrote indirect criticism of us erasing slavery from our history
books, especially in the south. It's something we can't make amends and we
can’t repair what we've done wrong, if we don't know that we've done it. You
can’t not repeat history if you're not teaching it. So by examining it in a book-
[...] -so examining it in a book shows you, like, this is how this kingdom came
to be. They erased their own history, and this is the mess they've made. But also
sex and dragons

-Rebecca Yarros in a reposted interview clip in P13

and the comments on the clip echoed that same sentiment;

WHY I LOVE ROMANTASY and in particular THE EMPYREAN SERIES: “it
only takes one desperate generation to change history - even erase it. One
generation to change the text. One generation chooses to teach that text. The
next grows, and the lie becomes history.’

-C1P13

This distinction-making strategy also appeared in reactions to comedic portrayals of the
works. In response to P3 where a stand-up comedian refers to Fourth wing as “a smut novel,”
(P3) commenters corrected the terminology (C2P3) and emphasized that the story was about
considerably more than just sexual content (C1P3; C4P3). C2P3 explicitly wrote “‘Spicy’ not

P

smut haha there is a difference &
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Across the material, legitimacy was therefore frequently negotiated through an effort
to reposition the books as narratively, emotionally or politically substantial works and to
move away from their status being low due to their sexual content.

5.2 Negotiating legitimacy through normalisation

Alongside attempts to distance the works from ‘smut’, another recurring negotiation strategy
involved rejecting the stigma attached to sexual content altogether. Rather than defending the
books by minimizing or reframing explicit content, readers instead chose to normalise
sexuality, pleasure and women's enjoyment of erotic literature (P1; P3; P4; P5; P6; P7; P9;
P10; P11; P13; P15).

C2P1 stated “Why the hell are we being defensive about this? So what if we read and enjoy
smut? What’s wrong with that?” and contrasted the criticism of women enjoying explicit
sexual literature with the normalisation of male-coded entertainment by continuing “Men
literally watch two people beat the living shit out of each other for enjoyment, and thats
considered okay? But a woman sitting alone, minding her own business, is a problem? Get
real”.

Other posters and commenters similarly normalised sexuality by framing it as an
ordinary and unavoidable aspect of life (P1; P4; P7; P9; P10; P11). In response to a post
defending romantasy readers C1P4 stated “life includes sex. its literally how we all got here.
why should our stories not include the occasional ‘smutty’ scene?” and C2P4 responded to
that by adding “or all the smut we want '/”

Discussions also challenged the association between literature that featured romance
and pornography where they argue that romance novels differ fundamentally from
pornography because of their focus on narrative, relationships and emotional engagement (P1;
P8; P12). C3P8 stated that pornography is consumed only temporarily until the sexual need
has been sated but that you continue to consume romance after the sexual scenes have ended
because the readers remain interested in the story and character and highlighted this as one of
the main differences; “you turn porn off once the post nut clarity hits... you continue to read
romance.”

normalisation strategies also appeared in discussions surrounding the authors
themselves (P8; P10). In P10, a reposted clip from an interview with Sarah J Maas, the author
openly embraced writing smut while simultaneously criticizing the tendency to reduce
women's fantasy writing to sexual content alone. She argued that “any time, like, a woman,
she writes something, and there's even a little hint of sex that's not like fade to black or like
you know very artistically mentioned. It's like suddenly it devalues the work. And it doesn't
matter what else is in that book,” (P10). The author did not reject sexuality itself as shameful
which is of note. She instead framed sexual content as realistic and “part of life” (P10).

Through these forms of negotiation, readers attempted to remove stigma from
women's engagement with sexuality rather than avoiding the association altogether. Sexual
content was instead presented as natural, legitimate and compatible with meaningful
literature.
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5.3 Negotiating legitimacy through gendered comparison

A third recurring pattern involved readers negotiating legitimacy through comparisons
between the works and romantasy as a genre and more male-dominated fantasy works and
genres and male coded entertainment in general (P1; P9; P12; P14). Readers argued that
books written primarily by and for women were judged differently than comparable works
written by men (P1; P9; P12 P14).

This pattern appeared in particular through the reactions to labels such as dragon smut
and fairy smut. Readers contrasted the reception of romantasy with works such as Game of
thrones;

how many classic fantasy books have TONS of r*pe scenes and s*xual assault
(looking at you, Game of Thrones) but that’s still considered Great Fantasy,
while a massively successful series with a few consensual sex scenes is
dismissed as “fairy porn” and “dragon smut” because it’s written by a woman

-C1P14

P14, the post that prompted the comment by C1P14 above, stated “Men write about war and
dragons and it’s brilliant, earth shattering, a masterful tale. Women do the same and it’s
dragon smut” in response to an article labelling Rebecca Yarros as the “mother of dragon
smut.”®

Within these negotiations readers framed the dismissal of the works and romantasy as
a genre as misogynistic. P1 argued that sexual content “has never been an issue until women
started enjoying it” while P9 made the claim that the way criticism of romantasy often is done
reflects a discomfort with “women having autonomy and making decisions for themselves”.
The recurring argument was therefore not only that the works are unfairly criticised but that
the criticism itself is gendered.

This line of argumentation was also used to challenge larger literary hierarchies.
Readers pointed out that fantasy written by men often contain sexual content and/or romance
without receiving labels associated with low cultural value (P12; P14). In one exchange
C6P12 argued that works by male fantasy authors would likely be categorized as romantasy if
they had been written by women. They described this unequal labelling practice as evidence
of hypocrisy and misogyny within literary culture;

Sex and romance aren’t the leading theme of all the books labelled “romantasy”.
Just as Jay Kristoffs Empire of the vampire would have been labelled as
romantasy, if he had been a woman, but isn’t because... Man. Therein lies the
hypocrisy and misogyny. When a label isn't used equally, but as a measure that
puts down female readers and authors, it becomes a problem. Whether intended
as such or not.

-C6P12

% Zhan, ‘The Rise of Rebecca Yarros, Mother of Dragon Smut’.
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In several discussions readers also made a link between the criticism of the works and
romantasy at large to a discomfort with women-centred narratives (P1; P2; P4; P6; P9). P2
poised romantasy as frightening to its critics because it portrays women reclaiming power and
resisting oppressive systems while P1 stated that men that feel threatened by these books
should do some internal reflection as “the common theme with all these books is the [male
main character] is treating the [female main character] with dignity and respect”and P9 argued
that people dismiss fairy smut because they fear literature that encourages women to question
existing social structures.

Gendered comparisons therefore functioned as a way for readers to explain and
challenge the perceived illegitimacy of the works and their identity as readers of them. By
comparing the works to culturally respected male fantasy literature and by positioning the
foundation of much of the devaluation as misogynistic, readers attempted to frame the
devaluation of spicy books as part of larger gendered patterns of cultural judgement.

5.4 negotiating legitimacy through emotional and transformative value

Another pattern within the empirical material involved readers legitimizing the works and

their reading through its emotional, personal and transformative significance . Rather than

emphasising literary complexity or rejecting stigma directly the discussions chose to focus
instead on how these books affected the readers lives and emotional wellbeing (P1; P2; P3;
P4; P8; P9; P10; P12;).

Several readers described the books as emotionally resonant or showcase how they
were personally transformative (P2; P4; P8; P9; P10; P12). C1P9 explained that reading
romance and romantasy had improved their relationship with their husband and helped them
reconnect with emotional experiences outside of intellectual labour. They described reading as
something they did “not to THINK, but to FEEL” and referred to it as a “somatic experience,”
(C1P9).

Personal transformation became especially visible in discussion taking place
surrounding abusive relationships and emotional recovery related to the works. P12 described
realizing their own relationship was unhealthy while reading the ACOTAR series by
comparing themself and their partner to characters in the series and how the comparison was
the thing that gave them the strength to leave the relationship;

“I'm wandering the halls, super nauseous. And I'm thinking, am I Feyre? Is he
Tamlin? Is he laying in bed while I'm throwing up and, like, I don't want to
wake him up to help because I know he's not going to help me? [...] In this
moment, because of the similarities of the characters I saw between the
characters, I realized our relationship was unhealthy and I needed to get out. [...]
I needed strength to get out of the relationship, and the strength came because of
these books.”

-P12

C2P8 similarly stated the stories they’d heard of how several women left their abusive

relationships after reading ACOTAR because “[the female main character] gave them the
strength to.” C3P10 also expressed the emotional impact their reading of ACOTAR had had on

31



them, stating that one of the characters from the series resonated deeply during a mentally
exhaustive period in their life, something that made them feel seen and the exhaustive period
easier to manage.

These experiences were used to argue against the dismissal of the works as
meaningless entertainment. Readers stressed that the books had emotional depth, therapeutic
value and the ability to help readers understand themselves and their lives differently (P1; P2;
P3; P8; P9; P10; P12;). In discussion in the comments of P10, a reposted clip of an interview
with Sarah J Mass, the commenters repeatedly mention that fans of the books approach them
not primarily because of the sexual content but because the stories resonate with experiences
of trauma, healing, self-worth, and emotional struggle (C1P10; C3P10; C4P10).

The idea that the work and romantasy at large offers emotional empowerment also
appeared in a post connecting the books to strength and resilience. P4 contrasted accusations
of reading smutty books with quotes from female protagonists from the two series and others
about endurance, survival and refusing to be broken as videos of two women lifting weights
and working out can be seen in the background with the caption reading “The smutty books:
stories of strong women who endure. rise and fight for more. ¢4 ¥ As moms we read them
for escape... as women, we carry their strength into the gym and into everyday life ©,[)”

Within these negotiations literary value and legitimacy can be seen as being
constructed through emotional impact and personal meaning rather than through traditional
markers of literary prestige.

5.5 Internal tensions and conflicting legitimacy strategies

Although many posts and comments showed collective defence and solidarity among readers
the empirical material also showed internal tensions regarding how these works should be
defended and what forms of legitimacy negotiation are acceptable (P1; P2; P3; P4; P13; P15).

One such interaction happened within the larger discussion regarding the parallel
between the erasure and omission of history in The Empyrean series and the omission seen in
how the history of slavery is taught in America being had on P13. C2P13 writes “Thats one of
the reasons i love Fourth wing - its not just the sex and the dragons (they’re amazing, and yes,
i want a xaden too haha), but there’s so much more in this saga” showing their appreciation
for the book's deeper themes and highlighting it as one of the things that brings its value up
while C3P13 responds “Are the parallels in the room with us? I read this book knowing full
well what it was - a cotton candy snack - and i did enjoy it because ermagerd derguns! But it
ain’t sustenance” seemingly dismissing the notion of the deeper themes whilst still reiterating
its value, but this time as entertainment.

The clearest example of the dissonance in how legitimacy is and should be negotiated
occurred in P15 in discussions that are responding to an article referring to Rebecca Yarros as
the “mother of dragon smut.””® P15 criticized the label for reducing Yarros's work to just
sexual content and emphasised the labour, planning and complexity involved in writing
fantasy literature;

70 Zhan, ‘The Rise of Rebecca Yarros, Mother of Dragon Smut’.
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Labelling rebecca yarros’s work as “dragon smut” is disgusting. You’re
discrediting her. This woman has put blood, sweat and tears into pumping out 3
books in 3 years that are FULL of world building, complex characters, dragons,
creatures, family & relationship dynamics, history, politics and war. Writing a
fantasy book to this level takes so much time and planning meanwhile she’s an
active mother, wife, author, business woman and so much more. To degrade her
work to “dragon smut” is not fair.

-P15

However C1P15 challenged the framing of the post itself instead, arguing that it
unintentionally reproduced stigma toward smut authors;

“You are describing many authors here, including "smut" authors. It isn't that
the books she writes are superior to other genres, or that she takes more care in
her work than a "smut" author does. The issue is that a lot of romantasy books
out there have less sensuality than other genres and yet get mislabeled as erotica
due to its largely female readership. It's not insulting to be confused with a smut

author”
-C1P15

This comment prompted the following exchange;

I hope that this post hasn’t come across as shaming those authors because that’s
not what i’m implying at all! G5

being a “smut” author isn’t a problem at all, Its news reporters/writers that are
reducing her work down to smut that’s the problem

-P15

Right, they're using "smut" dismissively is the problem. Your post did come off
kind of like, well, she's not writing smut, she's writing hard stuff she actually
cares about, as opposed to if she were writing smut. But I agree, the problem is
that the media uses the term as an insult.

-C1P15

This prompted P15 to make a pinned comment to their original post saying; “i feel like i
should preface im not shaming authors at all! i’m specially talking about how time and time
again authors are having their work being labelled just as “smut” and the over arching story
being overlooked by big news articles.”

These exchanges demonstrate how legitimacy negotiations within the community are
not fully unified. While many readers attempted to defend the works by distancing it from
smut, others questioned whether such strategies reinforce the very hierarchies and stigmas that
they are seeking to resist. The empirical material thus suggests that discussions surrounding
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spicy books involve not only conflicts between readers and external critics but also ongoing
internal negotiations on how those conflicts should be dealt with.
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Chapter 6 - Analysis

The empirical material contains numerous situations in which the legitimacy of spicy
literature becomes a topic of negotiation; it is often discussed, defended and challenged
through the interactions between community members. Using Goffman's theory of face and
face-work the discussions and interactions observed can be viewed as interactional processes
through which readers attempt to establish, defend, repair and collectively maintain both
individual and communal face in relation to culturally contested reading practices. Across the
material, discussions surrounding the works frequently began in situations where legitimacy
of the works, the genre of romance or romantasy or their readers are perceived to be under
threat. This became visible in posts responding to accusations that women who read
frequently only consume smut (P1), claims that romance and spicy literature are not real
literature (P8), discussions surrounding romantasy being labeled as fairy smut and positioning
it as something that was ruining literature (P9) and discussions surrounding the labeling of
Rebecca Yarros as the “mother of dragon smut””! (P14; P15). These moments constitute
face-threatening situations in which the legitimacy of books, readers, genres or the reading
community at large is challenged, questioned or devalued. The analysis focuses not only on
what readers argue but also on how these arguments function as face-work strategies intended
to prevent, repair, negotiate or respond to such threats to face.

6.1 Constructing a socially acceptable reading identity and
maintaining face

One of the clearest patterns within the empirical material is that readers consistently position
themselves against anticipated devaluation.

The primary face threat prompting these negotiations is the recurring categorisation of
the books as smut and the general assumption that sexually explicit material lacks literary
value. This category functions as a recurring discursive marker through which legitimacy is
challenged throughout the discussions responding to external criticism, particularly in posts
addressing that readers primarily consume smut (P1), that romantasy represents the decline of
literature (P9) and that Rebecca Yarross work only constitutes dragon smut (P14; P15).
Discussions surrounding the spicy books repeatedly begin with an assumption that reading
these works risks producing negative judgement (P1; P4; P8; P9; P10; P11). The recurring
need to explain, defend or contextualise the books suggest that readers perceive the legitimacy
of both the works themselves as well as their own identities as readers as socially unstable
which mirrors Goffman's understanding as face being something requiring constant
maintenance.

This becomes particularly visible through the repeated attempts to establish that the
books are “so much more than [smut]” (C3P1) and “more than the quote unquote smut” (P1).
Readers emphasize political themes, emotional depth, world building, social critique and
character development in an attempt to position the books within categories associated with
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higher cultural legitimacy (P1; P2; P3; P5; P8; P9; P10; P12; P13; P15). Statements such as
P1’s emphasizing that the books contain “300, 400, 500 plus pages” of other content before
the sexual content appears and that spice constitutes “less than 2%” of the actual text and
C1P3 viewing it as being “such a small percentage of the story” show defensive face-work
strategies being at play. These statements attempt to proactively neutralize the anticipated
threat, judgement, by minimizing the element that is culturally stigmatized before criticism of
it can fully emerge.

At display are efforts to maintain a socially acceptable line. Readers present
themselves not as consumers of low or sexually excessive culture but as thoughtful readers
engaging in emotionally, politically and narratively meaningful and complex literature. In
doing so they attempt to gain an identity that is recognised as being tied to intelligence,
emotional depth and cultural legitimacy rather than being lumped together with stereotypes
associated with readers of smut.

It also becomes apparent that the term smut functions as a face threat in and of itself.
The repeated need to distance the books from the term (P1; P2; P3; P4; P8; P9; P12; P14;
P15) demonstrates that readers understand it as culturally delegitimizing. This becomes
particularly visible in comments attempting to correct the use of terminology, such as “‘spicy’
not smut haha there is a difference &2 (C2P3). Such corrections operate as small but still
significant acts of face-work in which readers attempt to reposition the books within a more
socially acceptable category and work to maintain that line.

The legitimacy that is being negotiated is both collective and individual in nature.
Readers are attempting to protect both themselves as well as the identity of their reading
community. This is shown in particular through the discussions where criticisms directed at
romantasy readers are interpreted as an attack on the legitimacy of female reading practices
seen in P1, P8 and P9. This mirrors Goffman's argument regarding face being able to be
shared collectively and how individuals may act to persevere the face of groups that they
identify with. Discussions regarding these series of works therefore become negotiations over
the legitimacy of a communal reading identity rather than isolated acts of self-defence.

6.2 Defensive face-work and the normalisation of sexuality

While some readers attempt to defend and establish legitimacy through acts of distinction and
distancing, others choose instead to engage in face work by normalizing sexuality itself. This
strategy can be seen in discussions where readers openly embrace the presence of spice and
challenge the assumption that sexual content diminishes literary value (P1; P4; P5; P6; P7;
P10; P11; P13; P15). These interactions demonstrate a different type of defensive strategy in
which the goal is not to reject association with sexual content but to challenge the assumption
that sexual content is inherently delegitimizing.

The face threat itself is not rejected here which is a deviation from how the face threat
in the previous theme was dealt with using distinction strategies. Readers instead challenge
the evaluative assumptions attached to the sexual content, seen being done in statements such
as “why the hell are we being defensive about this? So what if we read and enjoy smut?
What’s wrong with that?” (C2P1) and in arguments that there is nothing wrong with enjoying
books containing explicit sexual content (P4; P7; P15), thus rejecting the ground the face
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threat is built upon instead of the threat itself. The negotiations concern is not whether
sexuality is present and how much, but whether sexuality should function as a marker that
diminishes literary legitimacy in the first place.

Goffman describes defensive face work as preventative practices that intend to protect
face before the threat to it can fully occur and this is clearly displayed through the
normalisation strategies utilized within readers throughout the material. Statements such as
“life includes sex” (C1P4) and “why the hell are we being defensive about this?” (C2P1)
rejects the very premise that readers should feel shame regarding erotic content in the first
place. Rather than repositioning the books away from sexuality, readers are seen attempting to
redefine sexuality as compatible with legitimate literature (P1;P4; P7; P8; P10; P13; P15).

These types of discussions are significant as they reveal competing understandings of
what constitutes acceptable face-work within the community. Some readers try to attempt to
preserve and establish legitimacy by proving the books are not primarily sexual while others
attempt to preserve and establish legitimacy by arguing that sexuality itself should not be seen
as a threat to legitimacy. The latter strategy attempts to reframe the stigma instead of avoiding
or circumventing it.

This can also be seen as a challenge to the broader ritual order surrounding literary
respectability. Goffman argues that interaction is governed by implicit social norms regarding
acceptable conduct and which identities are valued. These readers see female sexual pleasure
as incompatible with serious literary legitimacy within dominant literary culture. Readers who
normalise sexual content therefore offer up a challenge to the ritual expectations that govern
what good readers and good literature are supposed to look like.

The normalisation strategies additionally function as attempts to protect communal
face. By openly embracing sexuality, Through discussions where readers validate one
another's enjoyment of spice and position it as a natural part of life and of storytelling (P1; P4;
P7; P10), readers display a collective resistance against the shame associated with their
reading practices. This shows how the utilization of face-work within online reading
communities is collaborative rather than strictly individual and how community members
support each other's legitimacy by validating reading practices that otherwise are culturally
stigmatized.

However the empirical material shows that normalisation strategies remain shaped by
the same stigma that they are attempting to resist. The need to state that “life includes sex”
(C1P4) suggests that sexuality continues to be treated as something requiring justification.
This highlights that even though there is a display of resistance against stigma at play, this
display still operates within the framework created by that very stigma.

6.3 Aggressive face-work and gendered counter-positioning

Many of the legitimacy negotiations within the material move beyond defensive face-work
and instead take on explicitly aggressive forms of face-work instead. Aggressive face-work
are interactional strategies where participants attempt to preserve their own line whilst
actively challenging opposing positions. This can be seen on display through direct reader
confrontation with broader literary culture, critics and gendered systems of valuation.
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The face threat prompting these interactions originates largely outside the community
itself. Media articles using language that is seen as dismissive or reductive to discuss the
works (P1; P9; P14; P15) and critics dismissing the works or genre (P1; P8) are positioned as
external evaluations that threaten communal face. The resulting face-work thus takes on a
more confrontational and aggressive character than what was displayed in previous themes.

Readers repeatedly categorize external critics as sources of illegitimate judgement by
framing dismissals of romantasy as rooted in misogyny, literary elitism and double standards
surrounding women's cultural consumption. The use of terms such as misogyny and the
alluding to elitism and double standards with it the critical landscape appears as a throughline
in the empirical material (P1; P7; P8; P9; P10; P12; P14) and acts as aggressive face-work
strategies that attempt to shift negative evaluation away from the community itself and onto
its critics. Instead of merely defending the works or the genre readers instead attack the
legitimacy of the evaluative systems that are judging it.

This becomes particularly visible through the comparisons being made by the readers
between The Empyrean series and ACOTAR and male-authored fantasy. References to game of
thrones (P14) and other works by male fantasy authors (P12) function as counter positioning
strategies in which readers expose perceived inconsistencies in literary evaluation. By
pointing out that male-authored fantasy frequently contains sexual violence, romance or
explicit content without being labelled as smut (P12; P14), readers frame the devaluation of
romantasy as a genre as something socially biased rather than objective.

These comparisons operate as aggressive face-work as they introduce favourable facts
about the communities' interests whilst simultaneously introducing unfavourable facts about
the opposing evaluators, attempting to strengthen and secure their own line whilst weakening
the others. The argument transforms from simply being that spicy books deserve legitimacy to
that dominant literary hierarchies themselves are hypocritical and gendered.

These negotiations also demonstrate that readers perceive attacks on the books as
attacks on themselves. Criticism of The Empyrean series, ACOTAR and romantasy at large is
interpreted as criticism of female readership, female sexuality and women-centred narratives,
as seen in discussions where readers argue that sexual content only became controversial once
women began openly enjoying it (P1) and where female autonomy is framed as threatening to
its critics (P9). This aligns with this thesis expanded understanding of aggressive face-work
where personal interests become extension of self and therefore extensions of face.

The aggressive nature of these negotiations becomes particularly apparent in
statements made by the readers that suggest that critics of the works and the genre fear
women “having autonomy” (P9), their desires to “tear down systems that oppress people”
(P9), and are "threatened [...] by strong women” (C3P4) and women who enjoying sexuality
openly (P1; P4; P8). The readers position their reading, and these works, as not only
entertainment but as things that are culturally threatening to existing power structures.

6.4 Emotional legitimacy and affective face-work

Another thing the material reveals is that legitimacy is frequently constructed through
emotional and transformative value rather than through traditional literary prestige. Readers
repeatedly discussed the works in terms of how the books helped them emotionally,
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psychologically and relationally, and positioned these experiences as sources of value (P1; P2;
P3; P4; P8; P9; P10; P12). This is visible, for example, in discussions where readers describe
romantasy as offering narratives of justice and empowerment to readers who feel powerless
(P2), as helping readers recognise unhealthy relationships (P8; P10; P12) or as making readers
feel emotionally seen during difficult periods (P10). These narratives function as face-work as
they transform the basis upon which legitimacy is evaluated. Readers introduce alternative
forms of criteria used to evaluate the works and seek the recognition of these criteria from
other community members rather than limit themselves to traditional literary standards as the
primary source of legitimacy. These are forms of affective face-work taking place, where
emotional experience becomes a source of legitimacy and social worth. Rather than defending
the books through solely intellectual arguments, some readers instead position the emotional
impact of the works themselves as culturally valuable by describing finding strength,
emotional recognition or personal transformation through their engagement with the books.

This kind of face-work was displayed in particular when readers had discussions
relating to healing, abusive relationships, emotional recognition or empowerment (P2; P4; P8;
P10; P12). Readers described how the books helped them leave unhealthy relationships (P8;
P10; P12) or how they made them feel “seen all the way through" (C3P10) and they
constructed legitimacy through these stories of personal transformation. The books became
valuable because of their ability to produce meaningful emotional effects within the readers'
lives. The sharing of emotionally vulnerable experiences in relation to the books within the
community invited offers of recognition, validation and solidarity from other community
members (P8; P10; P12), thus making emotional openness a part of the community's ritual
order. Within the space of the community affective expression appears to be socially rewarded
rather than delegitimised and became a marker of authenticity and fostered belonging within
the community.

This suggests that online reading communities engage in a partial restructuring of the
criteria for how literary legitimacy is evaluated. Emotional resonance, empowerment and
relatability emerge as alternative forms of cultural value capable of competing with more
traditional literary standards and that are able to grant value to a book.

6.5 Corrective face-work and internal legitimacy conflicts

Although much of the material demonstrates a sort of solidarity between community members
and the usage of a collective defence, discussions also reveal internal tensions regarding how
legitimacy and value should be negotiated (P1; P2; P3; P13; P15). These moments are of
special importance analytically because they demonstrate that the community itself does not
have an ironclad consensus on what constitutes effective or ethical face-work.

The clearest example appears in P15 in the discussion surrounding the title “mother of
dragon smut””* being given to Rebecca Yarros, the author of The Empyrean series, where
C1P15 criticises P15 for unintentionally reproducing stigma against smut authors while
attempting to defend the author. The original post creates a face-threatening situation by
implying that authors of smut produce less meaningful or valuable work and that reducing
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Rebecca Yarros's work to that is a degrading act.C1P15, in reaction to the original post,
explicitly challenges this implication by pointing out that the distinction itself reinforces
harmful hierarchies. The P15 then attempts to repair the interaction, and the damage to face,
through clarification and apology, stating that shaming smut authors “wasn’t what [they were]
implying at all”. The interaction concludes with further clarification between the two readers,
where they come to the agreement that it was the reductive way smut was used to label the
author, not smut or smut authors themselves, that was the issue, and a pinned comment
intended to restore equilibrium ends the exchange.

This exchange follows Goffman's corrective sequence closely; challenge, offering,
acceptance and gratitude into a restoration of interactional equilibrium. Importantly it also
demonstrates that legitimacy negotiations can be unstable and internally contested rather than
totally unified.

This exchange reveals a deeper contradiction within the legitimizing strategies present
throughout the material. Many readers attempt to defend the works by distancing them from
categories associated with lower cultural value (P1; P8; P9; P10; P15), but in doing so they
risk reproducing the very hierarchies that place their reading at the bottom rung and which
they oppose. The community therefore becomes engaged in external negotiations of value
and legitimacy as well as internal negotiations on what forms of negotiation are themselves
legitimate. This suggests that face-work utilised within online reading communities is not
simply about resisting external judgement. It is also about maintaining internal communal
cohesion and shared norms of acceptable self-defense. The interaction demonstrates that face
threats do not originate exclusively from outside actors, community members are just as
capable of challenging one another's legitimacy strategies, creating situations where
face-work has to be utilized to preserve the internal cohesion and maintain the shared
communal line.

6.6 Summary of the analysis

Taken together, the analysis demonstrates that discussions surrounding spicy books within
online reading communities involve ongoing negotiations over what kinds of literary value
are recognised as markers of legitimacy. Through the use of various forms of face-work,
readers collectively negotiate how spicy books should be understood, valued and positioned
in relation to broader literary hierarchies.

The analysis shows that legitimacy negotiations are prompted primarily by perceived
threats to communal face. These threats emerge through media discourse, such as the labelling
of romantasy as dragon smut or fairy smut, perpetuation of stereotypes surrounding female
readers, dismissive genre labelling practices, literary elitism and cultural hierarchies
surrounding sexuality and womanhood.

Readers engage in different forms of face-work in response to these threats. Some
establish legitimacy through distinction by emphasizing world-building, political themes and
narrative complexity while others challenge the devaluation of sexuality itself through
normalisation. Readers also employ gendered comparisons to expose perceived double
standards in literary evaluation and construct legitimacy through the emotional and
transformative value gained from their reading experiences.
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The analysis further showcases that the readers negotiate alternative forms of literary
legitimacy. Emotional resonance and personal transformative qualities emerge as meaningful
forms of literary value alongside and sometimes in opposition to more traditional literary
hierarchies.

Through the use of Goffman's theory of face and face-work, these interactions can be
understood as discussions surrounding spicy books that are not only conversations about
reading preferences but also negotiations and defences of social worth, cultural legitimacy,
identity and belonging.

The material further suggests that legitimacy within these online reading communities
can be understood through a comparison with Goffman's understanding of face. Just as face
depends upon social recognition and interactional maintenance, legitimacy within these
discussions appears dependent on whether particular forms of literary value are recognised
and validated by others.

Within the analysed material the legitimacy of the two literary series can be seen being
negotiated through different understandings of what constitutes valuable literature and what
kinds of reading practices are considered socially acceptable.. The analysis of the empirical
material shows that readers engage in defensive, corrective, collaborative and aggressive
face-work depending on the type of threat that is being responded to as well as whether the
interaction occurs primarily between community members or between the community and
perceived external threats.
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Chapter 7 - Discussion and conclusion

This chapter discusses the findings of the analysis of this thesis in relation to previous
research and Goffman's theoretical framework and presents the conclusions reached in this
thesis in relation to the research questions. It concludes by discussing some methodological
reflections and limitations and offering up suggestions for further research.

7.1 Discussion

The findings of this thesis support existing research that shows that romance and sexually
explicit literature occupy a frequently contested position within literary culture. However, it
somewhat complicates the existing understandings of romance stigma by demonstrating how
legitimacy is not only imposed from above but is also something that is continuously
negotiated by readers themselves through everyday interaction.

One of the clearest findings concerns the persistence of literacy stigma when it comes
to spicy literature. Previous research has consistently shown that romance is frequently
positioned as culturally inferior despite its popularity.”® The empirical material of this thesis
strongly supports these observations. Readers repeatedly respond to labels like smut, fairy
smut and dragon smut as attacks on the legitimacy of the books as well as their readers
throughout their discussions (P1; P3; P8; P9; P14; P15). This suggests that the cultural
devaluation, identified by Cameron,”* and Abrahamsson,” remains highly visible within
contemporary digital reading communities.

It is also shown that readers do not accept this kind of devaluation passively. This
closely resembles Brackett's observation that romance readers employ the use of face-work
strategies in order to manage the stigma associated with romance reading. The readers in this
study similarly attempted to justify, defend and reframe their reading practices,”® whether by
emphasising that the books contained extensive world-building and political themes, or by
rejecting the assumption that the presence of spice should require defence in the first place.
However, whereas Brackett chose to primarily examine individual readers' navigation of face
threatening situations in offline context this thesis instead demonstrates that these negotiations
have become collective in nature and highly visible within online contexts. Face-work is not
only implemented privately or interpersonally but is also enacted publicly before large
audiences, often collaboratively with other community members.

Readers are also seen drawing upon general cultural narratives concerning gender when
defending the legitimacy and value of spicy literature. The previous research linked the
devaluation of romance to misogyny, cultural assumptions regarding women's sexuality and
forms of sexual stigma.”” The empirical data repeatedly reproduced this connection. Readers
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frequently compared romantasy works to male-authored fantasy works and through this
comparison argued that sexual content is treated differently when it is being written by and for
women. Readers themselves displayed an understanding of literary devaluation that is not
primarily based on textual quality but acts as a reflection of broader social hierarchies. This
supports earlier arguments made by previous research that literary legitimacy cannot be
separated from questions of gender and power.

Something that is highlighted is the complicated nature of the relationship between
readers and this stigma. While readers were often seen challenging the devaluation of spicy
literature it was not always through a challenge to the very hierarchy that produced the
devaluation in the first place. Many readers were seen defending the works by emphasising
that the books were more than smut (P1; P2; P3; P5; P8; P9; P10; P12; P13; P15). The
strategy that was utilised functioned as an effective defence against stereotypes whilst also
risking reproducing the assumption that books primarily valued for sexuality would indeed
possess lower legitimacy and value. The internal disagreements analysed showcased how
community members occasionally challenged each other's employed legitimacy strategies
(P1; P2; P3; P13; P15), which further highlights how the often communal and collective
nature of these negotiations does not equate to there being homogeneity within these
communities. This became especially visible in the disagreement over whether legitimacy
should be achieved by distancing romantasy from smut or by challenging the assumption that
smut itself lacks literary value shown in P15. Haglund's findings showcased that
romance-reading communities actively create meaning through collective discussions and
shared genre language.” This collective nature is reproduced in the findings of this thesis with
the caveat that these processes are not always harmonious. Community members do not only
negotiate the value of their reading but also argue and challenge each other internally on what
forms of defence, resistance and legitimacy should be deemed as acceptable.

Previous studies of Goodreads and BookTok have shown that readers highly value
emotional engagement as a criteria for literary evaluation, in contrast to more traditional

literary criteria.” This is something that is mirrored in this thesis. Readers repeatedly
legitimised spicy literature through stories of emotional transformation, empowerment and
personal growth. Books were deemed as valuable because they helped readers leave unhealthy
relationships, understand themselves more deeply and navigate difficult life situations (P8;
P10; P12). The way emotional engagement as a criterion of legitimacy and value was seen
could differ between readers. Some readers viewed it as one of many criteria while others
viewed it as a separate, sometimes superior, way of viewing legitimacy. The second viewpoint
presents a significant challenge to traditional literary hierarchies. If literary value is measured
by emotional impact rather than critical prestige, then this challenges the role of traditional
literary gatekeepers and significantly weakens their authority. This, within this context, aligns
closely with both Rieh's understanding of authority as being something partly socially
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constructed,® as well as Bourdieu's understanding of cultural legitimacy as something that is
continuously contested within the literary field.*"

Looking at the findings through the lens of Bourdieu means that they can be viewed as
evidence on ongoing struggles of cultural legitimacy. Digital reading communities examined
in this thesis can be seen frequently challenging or sometimes outward rejecting traditional
judgement more in line with what could be considered norms established by the broader
literary field. Readers construct alternative systems of value based largely on emotional
resonance, empowerment and enjoyment and in doing so they challenge more established
literary hierarchies and thus claim their own authority as evaluators of literature. Despite this
apparent resistance, it is also simultaneously shown that there is a continued influence of
those same hierarchies. Readers often frame their defence of spicy literature by using
concepts that more closely aligns with literary prestige such as complexity, worldbuilding,
political themes and social critique. This suggests that although online reading communities
challenge established forms of cultural authority, they do not entirely escape these structures.
The legitimacy of spicy literature continues to be negotiated within a larger literary field
whose values remain highly influential in those negotiations.

This thesis lastly showcases the usefulness of Goffman's concept of face and
face-work for understanding literary legitimacy. The analysis suggests that legitimacy
functions in ways that are in many ways similar to face itself. It is socially granted,
interactionally maintained, vulnerable to threats as well as dependent upon the recognition of
others. Discussions about books thus become discussions about identity and social worth as
shown in how readers interpreted criticism of romantasy as being synonymous with criticism
of women's reading practices, sexuality and cultural interests (P1; P7; P8; P9; P10; P12; P14).
Readers are not just defending their reading material, they are defending themselves, their
communities and their cultural practices.

7.2 Conclusions

The aim of this thesis was to investigate how literary value and legitimacy are constructed,
negotiated and maintained within online reading communities through their discussions of
spicy books. The findings of this thesis suggest that literary legitimacy and value are not
being treated as inherent qualities of texts by readers. It is instead something that emerges as a
socially negotiated accomplishment produced through reader interaction. It is something
relational, socially attributed and dependent upon the recognition of others. Readers actively
engage in face-work strategies aimed at defending, maintaining and constructing legitimacy
through different forms of value for both the works that are being read as well as their
identities as readers.

Literary value and legitimacy were constructed through the use of several recurring
strategies. Readers legitimised spicy literature through distinctions between spice and smut,
through the normalisation of sexuality, through comparisons with male-authored fantasy
literature, through appeals to their emotional and transformative value, and through
collaborative community building practices. The importance of emotional legitimacy was
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especially visible in discussions where readers described the books making them feel “seen all
the way through” (C3P10), while C1P8 further highlighted an expanded understanding of
literary value by stating that “When we read, we gain perspective. Always.” These
negotiations function as different forms of face work with the intention of protecting face,
both individual and collective.

Legitimacy and value negotiations were prompted by perceived threats to face. Such
threats emerged through dismissive genre labels (P1; P3; P4; P5; P6; P8; P9; P10; P11; P12;
P14; P15), media representation (P1; P9; P14; P15), literary criticism (P1; P2; P4; P8; P9;
P10; P11; P12; P13; P14; P15), stereotypes surrounding female readership (P1; P2; P4; P7;
P9; P10; P11; P12; P14) and larger cultural assumptions regarding sexuality and literary value
(P1; P3; P4; P7; P8; P10; P11; P12; P14; P15). Internal disagreements within the community
also functioned as threats to face, most notably demonstrated in discussions over whether
defending romantasy by distancing it from smut reproduced the same literary hierarchies that
readers were attempting to challenge (P15), which prompted corrective forms of face-work
aimed at strengthening and maintaining communal cohesion and harmony.

The findings demonstrate that discussions surrounding spicy books reflect broader
processes of cultural evaluation. The readers continuously engage with questions surrounding
expertise, authority, gender, cultural legitimacy and literary value. This suggests that online
reading communities function as alternative sites of literary evaluation where readers
themselves negotiate value rather than relying solely on established literary authorities and
traditional evaluative institutions.

This thesis contributes to Library and Information Science by underscoring how
literary evaluation functions as a socially situated information practice. Discussions about
books are simultaneously discussions about legitimacy, identity, authority and belonging.
Understanding these negotiations thus contributes to larger concerns within Library and
Information Science regarding how value and legitimacy are assigned to cultural and
informational objects.

7.3 Methodological reflections and limitations

The findings of this thesis should be understood in relation to specific digital environments
and forms of interaction from which the empirical material was collected. The study examines
highly visible discussions surrounding spicy literature on social media platforms, and the
results thus primarily reflect the ways in which literary value and legitimacy are publicly
negotiated in spaces where readers interact before large audiences.

This has several methodological implications. The visibility of the selected material
was influenced not only by the strategic selection criteria but also by the algorithmic
structures of the platforms studied. Even the initial keyword searches were shaped by
platform specific mechanisms that determine which content is prioritised and made visible.
The empirical material should therefore not be understood as representative of all discussions
surrounding spicy literature or all readers who engage with it.

The public and highly engaged nature of the selected posts may also influence the kind
of negotiations that became visible in this thesis. Social media platforms can encourage
content that is emotionally engaging, controversial or otherwise likely to generate
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interactions. This means, consequently, that conflict regarding literary legitimacy, gender and
cultural value may be more prominently expressed in the empirical material than they are in
less visible online discussions.

These limitations are also, however, closely connected to the focus of this study. The
aim of this thesis has not been to identify a universal understanding of spicy literature among
all readers but rather to examine how literary value and legitimacy are negotiated in public
digital interactions. The selected material therefore provides insight into the arguments,
rhetorical strategies and the forms of face-work that readers employ when their reading
practices are put into question publicly.

7.4 Suggestions for further research

Several avenues of future research reveal themselves when examining the findings of this
thesis. One such avenue is researching whether similar legitimacy negotiations occur within
other online communities centred around other genres such as horror, sci-fi, fan fiction or
young adult literature. Those types of comparisons could help determine whether the patterns
identified in this thesis are unique to spicy literature or if they are characteristic of digital
reading communities in general.

Examining the potential differences between platforms could also be a fruitful avenue for
further research. While this thesis analysed material collected from tiktok, Instagram and
Threads collectively, analyses that are platform specific could offer a deeper insight into how
different technological affordances help shape legitimacy negotiations.

Another area of interest could be to focus more directly on the critics of spicy
literature rather than the readers of it. This thesis is limited in its perspective precisely because
it has a sole focus on its readers. By expanding it to also include analysis of its critics it could
offer a fuller understanding into how literary hierarchies are produced and maintained by
different groups.
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Empirical material

Transcribed social media posts and associated comment discussions collected by the author
from Instagram, TikTok and Threads between March 2015 and May 2026. The material
consists of 15 publicly available posts, 13 videos and 2 discussion threads, as well as
approximately 75 comments, pertaining to romantasy, spicy literature and The Empyrean
series and ACOTAR. All identifying information has been removed for ethical reasons and is
held in the possession of the author.

The material is referenced throughout the thesis using the following abbreviations:
- P1-P15: The original social media posts.
- C1P1, C2P1, etc.: The transcribed comments associated with the original post, where

the first number indicates the comment and the second the post to which it belongs.

For example would C3P10 refer to the third transcribed comment associated with post 10.
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