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This article raises the issue of the conventionality of literary genres in
terms of not only thematic distinction but also the use of basic narrative
tense as a stylistic technique, and readers’ reactions to breaking these genre
conventions. Using narrative tense as a marker for books that deviate from
genre conventions and information about online reviews of these books,
we found that readers tend to write more frequently reviews of those texts
in which genre conventions are violated. It should be noted that narrative
tense marks such deviations within the genre, but we have also found a
correlation between the tense used and the themes covered in the book,
compared to most books within the genre. For example, most nonfiction
uses the present tense as the primary narrative tense, but books written
in the genre using the past tense are more likely to address the theme of
history. Although readers tend to react more strongly to deviations within
a genre, their reactions are equally varied regardless of whether the author
adheres to genre conventions or not.

1 Introduction

Man is a slave to habit. Many studies prove that people are more inclined to choose
something familiar rather than something new. This applies to all areas of life, and
sometimes has quite far-reaching consequences, as shows a well know example from
social studies about the measurements used for the railways: the standard railroad
gauge is 4 feet, 81/2 inches or 1,435 m, which is a weird measurement. To understand
where it comes from, we have to know that the first rail lines were built by the same
people who built the wagon tramways, which used the same gauge of the previously
used horse drawn rail cars with such wheel spacing. This spacing was probably proved
to be robust enough on the old long-distance roads in England. These on their turn
were built by Romans there, whose carts and chariots were built so that two horses
could draw them, and everyone had to stick to the wheel spacing the Romans used,
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otherwise they would run the risk to break their wheels on the Roman ruts (Hilton,
2023).

Although this narrative represents only one version of reality—failing to capture all
the nuances of what is happening and often referred to as the myth of the origin of the
railway track width standard—it serves as a compelling illustration of the power and
historical stability of norms and standards in shaping human activity and organization.
Moreover, substantial evidence shows that people tend to repeat habitual actions
unconsciously. Over a century ago, psychologist William James famously described
humans as "bundles of habit" (James, [1890)), and this observation remains relevant in
the modern world. Crucially, the specific context in which habitual behavior occurs
is a decisive factor in triggering and sustaining these actions, as it provides the cues
that prompt repetition and reinforce routine patterns (Neal et al., 2012} Ouellette and
Wood, [1998)).

We propose that literary genre can function as a context in literature, shaping readers’
expectations about both content and style, including the narrative tense. For instance,
when we think of fantasy literature, we often have a general sense of its themes and
narrative style, as is true for many other genres. In this article, we will explore to what
extent different genres are conventional in terms of themes and style. To examine style,
we will focus on the primary narrative tense, as this stylistic element is fundamental to
any literary text. Additionally, in a previous study (Tereshko| (2024)) ), we demonstrated
that narratives written in the present tense within the literary fiction genre tend to
elicit more reader engagement, as evidenced by a higher volume of online reviews.

In the present study, we focus not only on literature in the present tense, but on
books written in a tense that is not conventional for a particular genre. For example,
historical novels are most often written in the past tense, therefore such narrative in the
present tense would be considered a deviation from what is conventional within the
genre, and vice versa in the case of non-fiction, where such a deviation would be the
choice of past tense narration. The aim of this study is to reveal how an average reader
responds to literary texts in different genres which deviate from the genre conventions
in terms of the choice of the main narrative tense.

1.1 Concept of normality and fiction

If we are so inclined to choose what is familiar, where are the opportunities for progress
and creativity? It is conceivable that human existence is constituted by the tension
between two opposing forces — the desire for development, which implies renewal,
and inertia. Neither of these is bad in itself, but the consequence of inert behaviour is
the notion of normality. However, this term is debated in the humanities.

Normality is a concept originating from the Latin word "norma," which means rate,
scale, or figuratively, a rule. Norma (standard) is in a general sense a criterion for
comparing and evaluating. Normality is defined as an agreement with the standard
(Havigerovd, 2012). These definitions are often debated by researchers in the field of
social psychology, where the views on the operation of the concept of norm vary from
a complete rejection of the concept (Gibbs)[1965) to the reduction of it to an empirical
definition. In the latter case, a norm may be defined from an evaluative point of view -
whether a person’s actions are judged to coincide with a standard of behaviour — or
from a reactivist point of view — whether actions are encouraged or caught up.

There is also a statistical approach to normality in science, in which case normality
is defined as that which occurs frequently. While in social psychology this definition
of norm has faded into the background, in linguistics or digital humanities it is now as



relevant as ever. For example, in the field of cognitive linguistics, the term ‘conventional
metaphor” has become firmly established, i.e. a metaphor that occurs in texts and
speech so often that it may no longer even be recognised as a metaphor. Another
example is the assimilation of the principles of conventionality /norm in children’s
language acquisition (Diesendruck, 2005)).

While the notion of norm, due to its frequent use in various contexts, including
unscientific contexts, has acquired a lot of connotations, the notion of conventionality
is more neutral, so we will use it in this article. From the linguistic point of view,
conventionality is an assumption or knowledge of interlocutors that for certain concepts
there are forms of expression that are used in a certain linguistic community, these
forms can be words, idioms, language constructions or their combination (Clark} 2010]).
These conventions are used even without participants being aware of them. Within a
single language, conventions inherent in different types of discourse, for example, can
stand out.

In the areas between social sciences and linguistics, there is also room for discussion
of conventions. For example, literature, as an art form, is on the one hand subject to its
own laws — conventional, but on the other hand, as any art form creative by definition.
For more on views on the conventionality of literature and the understanding of literary
text, see Olsen/ (2000)).

Regardless of whether the pendulum swings in the direction of conventions or new
forms, to some extent there are always rules in literature. In the same article, Olsen
(2000) cites as an example "a HIGHLY conventionalised genre of literature, such as
the sonnet" (author’s italics). If the sonnet is a highly conventionalised genre, we
can assume that there are also less conventionalised genres. Nevertheless, the very
division into genres proves the existence of rules by which they are distinguished.

Distinguishing genres in literature is not always an easy task, and this task often has
no unambiguous solution. For example, in Pratt| (2016]), she distinguishes linguistic
expressions that occur in descriptive passages of fiction and non-fiction (historical)
texts. Most often these expressions combine, undoubtedly repeating the formal struc-
ture, the meaning to be conveyed and the form of the utterance. But it is not the only
way of distinguishing different genres; for example, we can use tense as a marker of
genre, but even as a marker of fiction in general. In her study of the use of tense in
the medieval French literature, Fleischman! (1990) points out that the use of tense in
narrative can be seen as abnormal compared to the use of tense in ordinary language.
We suggest that tense can also be a marker of different genres.

Hyland| (2002)) moving towards the practical application of the concept of genre
in education, defines it as follows: "Genres are rhetorical actions that we draw on
to respond to received repeated situations; we recognise certain language/meaning
choices as representing effective ways of getting things done in particular contexts"
(p. 116). This definition again notes the relationship between the content of a text
and its form. The genre thus can be understood very broadly, but he also notes that
speaking about the literary genres we have to stick to literary genre theory, as also
mentioned in Frow| (2014)), where the purpose of genres is mentioned, namely the use
of discrimination and taxonomy to organise texts into recognisable classes. Genres
have not only a practical meaning, they are also historically defined by social entities.
In the same chapter about the literary genre theory, [Frow| (2014)) cites the book ‘Genre
in Discourse” by Tzvetan Todorov, where he writes that genres are “only the classes of
texts that have been historically perceived as such [...]. In a given society the recurrence
of certain discursive properties is institutionalised, and individual texts are produced



and perceived in relation to the norm constituted by that codification. A genre, whether
literary or not, is nothing other than the codification of discursive properties’ (Todorov,
1990).

Given this, the genre creates a "horizon of expectation” (Frow, 2014]) for the readers
within the society and historical period. That is why it is important to take the conven-
tions of the genre in consideration while analysing reader response on literary works
in different genres. In this article we will rely on the existing genre system used by
publishers in the Netherlands (NUR-codes, discussed in details in section , which
reflects the modern perspective of genres and is broadly used in the country.

Taking into account the fuzzy genre boundaries and the results of our previous
research showing that readers tend to leave reviews of literary fiction in the present
tense more often, this article will address the following questions:

1. Is it possible to distinguish more and less conventional genres and what could
such a distinction be based on?

2. How do readers react to books that do not obey the canons of genre in terms of
their choice of the main narrative tense?

2 Data and method

Thanks to the efforts of the National Library in The Hague and permission from many
publishers, our project, Impact and Fiction at the Huygens Institute, got access to
18.885 books published in Dutch language, including translations into Dutch, for our
analysis. The only selection criteria for this corpus were the language (Dutch) and
the availability of the book in digital format, as it was not feasible to digitize print
versions of the books. The collection includes all the books meeting these criteria,
and contains books in a span from 1956 to 2022, the majority having been published
between 1996 and 2018. To create a database with all these texts they were parsed by
Trankit Van Nguyen et al. (2021)), the meta-information about the books was added,
such as ISBN, the year of publication and NUR-code(s) to detect the specific genres.
After dropping the books for which we did not know the year of publication, 17736
ISBN'’s were left in the database. Based on the NUR-codes, these books are divided in
11 genres (see Table 1)).

The same was done for the Reviews database, containing 634,614 reviews from
different digital platforms such as Goodreads, Hebban.nl, Amazon, Bol.com and
others. This database is based on the Online Dutch Book Reviews (ODBR) corpus
(Boot, 2017)), but includes also later additions. This corpus does not cover the whole
corpus of books, but we have at least one review for a majority of the books. There
are also books with uncredibly high number of reviews, for example "Fifty Shades of
Grey" has 828 reviews, "The Kite Runner" and "A Thousand of Splendid Suns" - 817
and 612 reviews respectively, and "The Girl on the Train" - 630, however the books
with more than 100 reviews make up less than 1 per cent of our database; 9% of the
books got only one review; most of the books, which is 27%, have more than 1 but less
than 10 reviews; another 15% have more than 10 and less than 50 reviews; and only
2% have more than 50 and less than 100 reviews.

For this article we applied statistical analysis, such as permutation test, regression
analysis and other statistical tests to the text and reviews database. To the literary texts
we have also applied a topic-modelling method, to test whether there is a correlation
between the topics of the book and its genre. For our topic modeling of the novels,



Table 1: Number of books in each genre of our book collection.

Genre ‘ Number of books ‘

Literary fiction 5408

Non-fiction 4947
Other fiction 1931
Suspense 1626

Regional fiction | 859
Literary thriller | 800
Children fiction | 518
Young adult 485
Romantic fiction | 483
Fantasy fiction | 352
Historical fiction | 327

we used the Top2Vec model (Angelov, 2020)), treating entire books as individual
documents. Based on previous research (Sobchuk and Sela} 2023; Uglanova and Gius,
2020; Van Zundert et al., 2022)), we focused on content words — nouns, verbs, adjectives,
and adverbs — while removing any person names identified by the Trankit NER tagger,
since we consider them as not relevant for topics and they can affect the modelling by
grouping books or series of books around specific characters. However, we left the
location names for the modelling, since they can be an important part of the setting,
especially if the story takes part in real world. After filtering our corpus of books
reduced from 1,92 billion to 826 million tokens. We then applied a frequency filter,
removing terms that appeared in less than 1% or more than 50% of the documents.
This left us with 190 million tokens, which is about 23% of all content words and just
under 10% of the total tokens.

To test for the differences in the response to different genres we used the Dutch
Reading Impact Model (DRIM), a rule-based model that works at the sentence level,
using 275 rules to analyze impact in four categories: Affect, Aesthetic, Narrative, and
Reflection. We excluded Reflection from our analysis due to unvalidated rules (Boot
and Koolen, 2020). Aesthetic and Narrative are sub-categories of Affect, with relevant
expressions requiring both an impact word or phrase and a book aspect term. In our
analysis, we focus on Narrative and general Affect, identifying over 2 million impact
expressions across reviews. To clarify distinctions, we treat generic Affect separately
from Narrative and Aesthetic impacts, with 667,672 expressions identified for Aesthetic
impact, 690,184 for Narrative, and 731,720 for generic Affect.

3 Conventions and genre

3.1 Genre and topic

If we accept as axiomatic the fact that the genres are defined in a certain historical
period by social institutions and serving as a horizon of expectation for readers of
this period are conventional, then it is necessary to define what their conventionality
consists of. That is, it is necessary to determine on what principles the genre division
takes place. Turning to classical sources, such as Aristotle’s Poetics, we can identify
three principles of genre division: medium, theme and style. Aristotle writes of the
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Figure 1: Use of themes in a selection of genres

kinds of poetry as ‘'modus imitatio” and says that they all differ from each other ‘either
by a difference of kind in their means, or by differences in the objects, or in the manner
of their imitations” (McKeon et al., 2009). In the context of our study, medium is of the
least value as a genre feature, since the literary work most often appears as a written
(less often audio) text. Of greater interest are thematic and stylistic features, which
can be the basis for distinguishing genres.

In this study we use the division into genres according to NUR (Nederlandstalige
Uniforme Rubrieksindeling) — Dutch Uniform Subject Classification, which is based
on an earlier version, NUGI (Nederlandse Uniforme Genre Indeling) — Dutch Uniform
Genre Classification. Both systems use the subject division as a basis (van Rees, 2006)).

To check if the genres are connected with the themes of the books, we have conducted
the topic analysis on the whole text database. Afterwards, the computationally selected
topics were manually tagged to merge them into more recognizable themes. Figure
shows how these themes are represented in a selection of genres.

To make these radar-plots the first 5 represented topics in each book were considered
as relevant. The figures clearly show that there are thematic preferences within each
genre. However, there are more robust genres such as for instance Fantasy fiction,
Suspense or Historical fiction in comparison with looser genres in terms of topic pref-
erences such as Literary fiction, Literary thriller or Children fiction. This observation
suggests the conventionality of genre may be a question of degree.

3.2 Genre and tense

Having seen that genre division is related mainly to themes, we can ask what stylistic
differences are associated with genre division. Considering the volume of the material
under study and the specificity of computer-based methods of analysis, we focused
on the use of tenses as a stylistic device. In the previous study (Tereshko (2024))),
we managed to identify a pattern of reader reactions to literary works in the present
tense. The conclusion of that study was that readers more often tend to write an online
review to the books written mainly in present tense. However, now we have a much
larger number of texts at our disposal, among which more genres are represented.

For this study, we determined the narrative tense of each book by utilizing gram-
matical parsing with Trankit. Following this, we developed a set of rules to assign
a tense tag to each clause (see Table[2)). In complex sentences, which may contain
multiple clauses, these clauses can differ in tense, especially in Dutch. By calculating
the proportions of the simple present, present perfect, simple past, and past perfect
tenses, we identified the primary narrative tense for each book, regardless of genre. In
Dutch, simple tenses are formed using only the main verb, while perfect tenses require
an auxiliary verb combined with the perfect participle of the main verb.



Table 2: Examples of present and perfect tenses in Dutch

‘ Tense ‘ Example in Dutch ‘ Translation of the example ‘
Present Simple | Ik werk. I work.
Past Simple Ik werkte. I worked.
Present Perfect | Ik heb gewerkt. I have worked.

Past Perfect Ik had gewerkt. I had worked.

Use of present tense in 17736 books of different genres (simple tenses ratio) Use of present tense in 17736 books of different genres (present ratio, including perfect clauses)
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Figure 2: Distribution of books according to present ratio (left - simple present, right - simple and perfect
present

We have not looked for the future tense because, firstly, it is not used as the main
narrative tense and, secondly, in Dutch the present tense can carry the meaning of the
future tense. In the previous study, we included the present perfect in the grammatical
present (based on grammatical parsing performed by Trankit), since we counted the
main verb in the sentence. However, the present perfect refers to past events which
are represented as given facts, which creates a break in the semantic and grammatical
meaning and leads to confusion when determining the main narrative tense by count-
ing only conjugated verbs. By counting clauses and assigning the tense to a clause
rather than to the main verb in the sentence, we were able to measure the use of tenses
more accurately. However, the use of perfect tenses in books seems to be insignificant
for the main narrative tense, which is also logical, because this aspect cannot be used
for the whole narrative and is represented in the text in small amounts. To avoid the
debate over the use of the perfect, we assigned narrative tenses and divided the texts
into categories — present, past, or mix - based on the proportions of the simple present
and simple past tenses.

Figure 2| shows the distribution of books in our database based on the percentage of
present tense usage (x-axis). In the graph we can see that many books contain few
clauses in the present tense (the wave on the left), so these are mostly written in the
past tense, but the right side of the graph also shows that quite a large number of books
use the present tense in more than half of the clauses, which makes us believe that in
this case present tense might be the main narrative tense. The left graph shows this
distribution based on the simple tenses only, the proportion in this case is calculated
as follows: the number of sentences in the simple past/present divided by the number
of all sentences in the book, including sentences in the perfect. The right graph shows
the same, but including the clauses in the perfect tenses, and the graph is slightly
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Figure 3: Distribution of present ratios by genre (KDE-plot)

shifted to the right due to the larger number of counted sentences, but it does not
change its shape, which means that, as mentioned above, sentences in the perfect do
not significantly affect the narrative tense.

Given the notion of genre conventions, we might assume that the choice of narrative
tense may be specific to each individual genre, which turns out to be true. Looking at
Figure 3|, we see that although most genres gravitate towards the past tense, while
the present may be considered an exception to the rule, non-fiction clearly shows the
opposite: these books are much more often written in the present tense than in the past
tense. It is also interesting to note that authors in the genre of children’s and teenage
literature do not have strong preferences in the choice of narrative tense, and the same
is true also for regional novels: books in these genres are almost equally found in both
present and past tense. On the other hand, fantasy and detectives are genres where
the choice of past tense is clearly preferred. Thus, we can speak of a greater or lesser
conventionalisation of the genre in terms of the choice of the main narrative tense.

To illustrate this scale we assigned categories to each book in our database: if the
percentage of present tense clauses in a book exceeds 60%, it is categorised as "present’,
if the same is true for past tense sentences it is ‘past’, otherwise the book is defined as
‘'mix’. Then we grouped the database by genre to see how the books of each category
are distributed within different genres. For this we counted the proportion of each
category, considering the number of books within the genres (bar-plot on the right side
of Figure 4). Then we looked at the difference between the proportions of categories,
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namely, the difference between proportionally the most represented category and
the less represented one. The bigger this difference, the more robust is the genre in
terms of the choice of the main narrative tense. On the left side of Figure i we can
for example see that in Fantasy fiction the past tense is highly preferred (coded blue),
while for Regional fiction the difference is just a few percent (there are slightly more
books in the present tense — coded red). Thus, Figure [/ shows on the one hand that
each genre is more or less conventionalised and on the other hand highlights the most
dominant tense used within particular genre.

If there is a tense which is used in most of the cases within a genre, there must also
be the least represented tense, which is also occasionally used. The most used tense
can thus be seen as an unmarked and the less used one — marked, as[Fleischman! (1990])
explains:

In the unmarked context of ordinary (nonnarrative) language the PRESENT is gen-
erally regarded as the unmarked tense while the PAST is marked <...> in a narrative
context the PRESENT - or any tense- aspect category other than the PAST — is marked
with respect to one or more of a set of properties that together define the unmarked
tense of narration, the PAST.

This passage supports our observations and is valid for most of the genres, except
of non-fiction, other fiction, children literature and regional novel. In section 5 we’ll
spotlight the reactions of readers on the books which deviate from the conventions
of the genre, such as a non-fiction book written in the past tense, or a literary thriller
expressed in the present tense.

3.3 Topic and tense

As we have seen, literary genres are often distinguished by their narrative focus and
seem to follow certain stylistic conventions, particularly in terms of narrative tense.
This raises an interesting question: is there a connection between the topic of a text
and its predominant tense?

To investigate that we can use the topic analysis described before but split the genres
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Figure 5: Topics of books in marked and unmarked tense in different genres

into subgroups of books within the genre which are written in a marked tense and
those where the unmarked (including the ‘mix” category, except for other fiction) tense
is used. In some genres the number of books in the unmarked tense would be very low;
for instance, there are just a few historical books written in the present tense. To be
sure that the number of books in the subgroup does not affect the results, we repeated
the same procedure of plotting topics 1000 times with samples of 10 books from each
subgroup — unmarked and marked. The results remained stable and comparable to
the results that we got for the whole, which are represented in Figure 5 for selected
genres.

On Figurep|for each genre, the radar plot on the left shows the themes used in books
written in an “unmarked’, convenient, tense for this genre, while on the right shows
the themes of the books in “‘marked” group, where the choice of tense deviates from
the conventions of the genre. The numbers given indicate the number of books in each
category respectively. For some genres the difference between the used themes is not
so big, such as in the case of romance or suspense, these genres seem to be quite theme
oriented. In non-fiction the choice of tense is also clearly seen on the radar plots: the
non-fiction books written in the past tense (a marked tense for non-fiction) tend to be
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