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In this research, the relation between author gender and the text of suspense novels is explored.
Novels have been classified on author gender before, but with a main focus on the identification
of author gender (Koppel et al., 2002). It is important to control variables in the corpus and not to
overgeneralise results when using NLP techniques to research the relation between gender and
text (Koolen & Van Cranenburgh, 2017). Therefore, this research will focus on novels within
one genre, namely Dutch suspense novels.
Dutch suspense novels are an interesting genre, as they contain the subgenre of ‘literary thriller’,
which has a very specific content and style. Another signature characteristic of this genre is that
most authors are women. Therefore the author Paul Goeken, a Dutch man, published his literary
thrillers under the female pen name Suzanne Vermeer as a marketing strategy (Van Lieshout,
2013). His novels under the name of Suzanne Vermeer are bestselling novels, whereas the
suspense novels he has published under his own name are less successful. This suggests that in
Dutch suspense novels subgenres are influenced by gender. Therefore, this research focuses on
one main question: What is the relation between author gender and suspense novels? This short
paper will be a first step in this research. In order to answer this question, gender will not be
treated as a binary variable, as gender is established to be a more complex construct than a zero
or one-question (Butler, 1998).
The corpus exists of 134 readily available recent Dutch-language suspense novels published
between 2007 and 2012. As can be seen in Table 1, the corpus contains works written by men,
women, Paul Goeken under the pen name Suzanne Vermeer and authors of unknown gender and
duos of mixed gender, with a maximum of three works per author. Both translated and originally
Dutch novels were used, in order to have a sufficient amount of novels and different authors of
different genders. Each novel was vectorized with a Term-frequency - Inverse documentfrequency Vectorizer, which tokenized the documents per word pair. An initial experiment was a
bottom-up clustering, using K-means to see if meaningful groupings related to gender could be
identified, which proved unsuccessful.
Women

Men

Unknown/multiple

Translated

31

59

7

Original

23

11

3

Table 1: Division corpus

We decided to explore to what extend author gender could be identified by an SVM, a known
well-performing algorithm on the classification of author gender (Koppel et al., 2002, Peersman
et al., 2011, Vicente et al., 2015). Author gender was classified in three ways: male/female,
female/non-female and male/non-male1, using cross validation with a minimum of three different
authors per fold. The three models were necessary for an accurate analysis of the influence of
gender. The addition of female/non-female and male/non-male classification enabled us to
analyse the classification of author gender without treating female and male authors as opposites
and also to include authors of unknown and multiple gender.
Male/female

Female/non-female

Male/non-male

Accuracy

79.0%

82.1%

78.4%

F1 score

75.5

75.5

78.8

Precision

76.9

84.1

80.6

Recall

74.1

68.5

77.1

Table 2: Results SVM author gender classification
The results in Table 2 indicate that a highly distinguishable selection of novels by female authors
is represented in the corpus, as the female/non-female SVM has the highest accuracy and
precision. This contains works in the subgenre literary thriller. Surprisingly, the novels of
Lieneke Dijkzeul, a Dutch woman, were misclassified by all the models. A keyword analysis
comparing works of Lieneke Dijkzeul to works of other Dutch women showed that the word
geweer (rifle) differentiates her works, suggesting that storyline related word choice influences
the classification on author gender. However, altering geweer in pistool (pistol), which is used in
the novels of the other Dutch women, does not change the results. A thorough keyword and
vector analysis is needed to interpret the difference between the novels of Lieneke Dijkzeul and
other Dutch women. Remarkably, the works by Suzanne Vermeer were all classified as
non-female, even though they were specifically marketed as to be written by a woman.
In conclusion, the high accuracy and precision score of the female/non-female SVM shows that
the word pairs within these novels are closely related. This indicates that suspense novels written
by women have a distinctive style and word use. However, the misclassification of the works of

1

The words female, male, non-female and male are used to clearly state the distinction between the different
classifications. As this research is focussed on gender and not on sex, the classification female/non-female should be
interpret as classified as written by a woman/not classified as written by a woman etc.

Suzanne Vermeer and Lieneke Dijkzeul suggests that marketing strategies are more influential
on labelling certain suspense novels as literary thrillers, than a writing style which is
characteristic to women. Further research is needed to investigate whether writing style and word
use within suspense novels are influenced by author gender or whether gendered subgenres such
as literary thriller are created as a marketing strategy. Therefore, performing a cross genre
evaluation would be insightful. As it is suspected that the inclusion of both original and
translated works in the corpus influences the results, we aim to only include original novels in
the dataset.
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