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Abstract

This paper aims to provide the historical context and the current trends to show that
thriller is an ever-appealing genre. It establishes a robust definition of the thriller,
systematically distinguishing it from the related genres of mystery and suspense through its
core emphasis on visceral reaction, relentless pacing, and life-or-death stakes. The analysis
meticulously catalogues the genre's extensive subgenres, chronicles the contributions of its
key pioneers from Stevenson to Hitchcock, and examines the cultural factors that influence
its narrative formulas through the lens of genre theory. A significant focus is placed on the
psychological and sociological underpinnings of the crime thriller's enduring popularity,
arguing that its appeal stems from its grounding in relatable realities, its facilitation of
vicarious experience, and its engagement with universal human fears. Drawing on genre
theory, reader-response criticism, and market analysis, this paper concludes that the thriller's
core mechanics—suspense, action, and the primal struggle for survival—possess a unique
capacity to transcend cultural boundaries, solidifying its status as a persistently dominant
and adaptable narrative form in the global marketplace of ideas.
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Introduction

This paper presents a comprehensive analysis of the thriller genre, tracing its
etymological origins from ancient epic poetry to its contemporary dominance in global
literature and film. It argues how this genre continues to allure even today and generation Z
enjoys it as much. From the campfires of pre-literate societies to the digital screens of the
21st century, humankind has been captivated by stories that elicit fear, excitement, and
suspense. The desire to be thrilled—to experience the adrenaline of danger from a position
of safety—is a fundamental aspect of narrative consumption. The thriller genre, as a
formalized category of popular fiction, expertly codifies this desire. Its origins, while often

linked to the 19th century, can be traced back to the very foundations of Western literature.
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Homer's epic Greek poem ‘The Odyssey’, with its monstrous adversaries, tragic plot twists,
and the hero's narrow escapes, stands as an ancient prototype, demonstrating that the
mechanics of suspense are timeless (Greene, 2018).

The genre's evolution has been inextricably linked to technological and cultural
shifts. The advent of print media democratized storytelling, while the new technologies of
the 20th century—cinema, radio, and television—catalyzed a wide diversification of
subjects, formats, and genres (Mittell, 2004). It was from this fertile ground of media
expansion that the modern thriller genre emerged as a dominant force, characterized by its
distinctive pace and its direct appeal to the reader's or viewer's nervous system. This paper
will undertake a systematic examination of the thriller genre, dissecting its defining
characteristics, historical trajectory, and the psychological and cultural foundations of its
enduring, and increasingly global, appeal. It should be noted that all these genres have

overlapping effect and are often used interchangeably.

Table 1 Thriller Genre and Sub-genre

Thriller

Mystery

Suspense

Who did it? The crime is in the
past; the goal is uncovering the
truth.

Retrospective. The story moves

backward to reconstruct events

The Analyst. The hero is a
detective (professional or
amateur) driven by curiosity and
logic. They are rarely in direct
physical danger
The Hidden

Deceiver. The

villain is a secret to be
unmasked. The "game" is about

exposure

What will happen? The danger

is imminent; the goal s
anticipation.

Forward & delayed. The story
moves forward, but the payoff is
deliberately  postponed  to
maximize tension.

The Unaware: The hero is often
in danger but may not know it.

The audience wusually knows

more, creating anxiety.

The Approaching Threat: The
villain or danger is often partially
known. The "game" is about the

inevitable collision.

How to stop it? The threat is

active; the goal is survival.

Relentlessly Forward. Driven by
a ticking clock and escalating
stakes.

The Survivor. The hero is
immediately thrust into danger

and must fight, run, or outwit a

powerful threat to survive.

The Immovable Object. The
villain is often known early on.
The "game" is a high-stakes cat-

and-mouse chase to the finish.
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Table 1 Thriller Genre and Sub-genre (Cont.)

Mystery

Suspense

Thriller

Curiosity & Satisfaction. The

Anxiety & Dread: The reader is

Excitement & Urgency. The

reader is an active participant, in a state of emotional reader experiences a vicarious
gathering clues to solve the anticipation, worrying about adrenaline rush, heart racing
puzzle before the big reveal. when and how the other shoe with the protagonist.
will drop.

Methodical. Features red Controlled Tension: Relies on Kinetic. Features quick cuts,
herrings, interviews, and dramatic irony, close calls, and ¢lobal stakes, chases, and plot
deductive reasoning. The climax moments of false safety to twists. The climax is a final
is the logical reveal. stretch the anxiety. confrontation.

Examples: Sherlock Holmes, Examples: Rear Window, A Examples: John Wick, Mission:

Knives Out, Gone Girl

Quiet Place, Prisoners

Impossible, Sicario

Defining the Thriller: A Genre of Visceral Reaction

At its most fundamental, a thriller is a narrative—whether a novel, film, or play—
predicated on an exciting and suspenseful plot. These plots are frequently centered on
crime, espionage, or other high-stakes scenarios that strategically maintain the audience's
anticipation for subsequent developments. The thriller is an umbrella category,
encompassing a vast and ever-growing array of subtypes. These include, but are not limited
to, legal thrillers, spy thrillers, action-adventure thrillers, medical thrillers, police thrillers,
romantic thrillers, historical thrillers, political thrillers, religious thrillers, and high-tech
thrillers.

What serves as the unifying force across these diverse narrative landscapes is the
genre's primary function: to evoke intense, often physical, emotions. Morrell identifies these
as "apprehension, exhilaration, excitement, and breathlessness" (Morrell, 2008). The genre's
name is its mandate; a thriller must thrill. If it fails to elicit this somatic response, it has
fallen short of its foundational purpose. This is often achieved through a rhythmic narrative
structure that builds tension incrementally, propelling the reader toward a gripping and
rousing climax designed to leave the audience in a state of captivated exhaustion (Cawelti,

1976).
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Taxonomic Distinctions: Thriller, Mystery, and Suspense

A clear understanding of the thriller requires distinguishing it from its two closest
literary cousins: mystery and suspense. While significant overlap exists, and the terms are
often used interchangeably in casual discourse, each possesses distinct core characteristics
that dictate narrative structure and reader engagement.

The Mystery Genre: The Intellectual Puzzle

The mystery genre, in its classic form, is fundamentally an intellectual exercise. It
typically revolves around a "whodunit" structure, focusing on the retrospective solution of a
crime, most often a murder. The central enigma is the identity of the culprit, which is
concealed from the reader at the story's outset. The narrative process involves the
systematic discovery and interpretation of clues by a detective figure—professional or
amateur—with the reader serving as a co-investigator, piecing together the puzzle alongside
the protagonist (Yun, 2025). The primary pleasure of the mystery is cognitive: the satisfaction
of logical deduction and the revelation of a hidden truth. The works of Agatha Christie are
quintessential examples of this form.

The Suspense Genre: The Anxiety of Anticipation

Suspense, while often containing a mysterious element, operates on a different
psychological principle. Its primary focus is not on ‘who’ committed a crime, but on the
tension derived from ‘how’ or ‘when’ a known or suspected event will transpire. In
suspense narratives, the audience is often granted more information than the characters; we
know the bomb is under the table, but the characters do not. This narrative asymmetry
creates a powerful sense of dread, anxiety, and anticipation as the audience awaits the
inevitable outcome. The pleasure here is not intellectual deduction but emotional
anticipation—the agonizing and thrilling wait for the narrative shoe to drop.

The Thriller Genre: The Visceral Experience

The thriller incorporates elements of both mystery and suspense but subordinates
them to a higher goal: the creation of a visceral, often adrenaline-fueled, experience. While
a thriller may contain a mystery to be solved and certainly relies on suspenseful

construction, its defining feature is its forward-propelling momentum driven by action,
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immediate danger, and high-stakes scenarios. The pacing is typically faster and more
relentless than in a pure mystery. The stakes are often monumental, involving not just the
solution of a crime but the prevention of a catastrophe, the escape from a pursuer, or the
preservation of one's life. (Noor et al., 2025).

The Crime Fiction Nexus: Detective and True Crime Subgenres

Given the thriller's frequent engagement with criminal acts, its relationship with crime
fiction is particularly intimate. Crime fiction itself is a broad category, which can be divided
into two primary subgenres that often intersect with and fuel thriller narratives.

True Crime

This subgenre focuses intensely on the crime itself and the psychology of the
criminal mind. It features vivid, often lurid, depictions of crime scenes, graphic violence, and
the intricate workings of the criminal underworld. Whether documenting real-life cases or
presenting fictionalized accounts with a documentary-style realism, true crime aims to
provide an in-depth exploration of the criminal act and the psyche behind it (Browder,
2006). When blended with the thriller's pace, it creates a potent, fear-based narrative that
feels disconcertingly plausible.

People’s enduring fascination with violence, crime, and death is one of humanity’s
strangest yet most persistent interests. This is clearly reflected in the long standing
popularity of true crime media, which covers an extensive range of real offenses—from
fraud, drug crimes, high profile heists, and white collar wrongdoing to violent assaults,

kidnappings, sex crimes, homicides, and serial murders. (Perchtold-Stefan et al., 2025).

Detective Fiction

Centered on the process of investigation, detective fiction involves a protagonist who
uses observation, logic, and deduction to solve a crime. Its subgenres frequently provide the
character archetypes and settings for thriller plots:

Hard-Boiled: Featuring gritty, cynical, and tough protagonists who operate in a
morally ambiguous world, as seen in the works of Dashiell Hammett and Raymond

Chandler. These characters are a staple of action-thrillers.
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Police Procedurals: Stories that emphasize a realistic portrayal of police
investigations, protocols, and the collective effort of a police force. This subgenre provides
the technical backbone for countless crime thrillers, from the novels of Ed McBain to
television series like ‘Prime Suspect’.

The intersection of these crime fiction subgenres with the thriller's imperative for
action and suspense creates the hybrid forms that dominate bestseller lists and box offices

today, such as the forensic thriller or the psychological crime thriller.

— Thriller Subgenres & Evolution Timeline ——

+ Key Thriller Subgenres <

Psychological Thriller Gﬁg Political Thriller

Mind Games & Paranoia e Espionage & Conspiracy

Example: Gone Girl

*’Né Action Thriller
' \J

Example: The Hunt for Red October

/}’ Domestic Thriller
[ e —

\’ : High-Octane Action

Example: Die Hard Example: The Hunt for Red October Example: The Girl on the Train

== .«® Cyber & Sci-Fi Threats Secrets at Home

+ Evolution of the Thriller Genre <

(entury 19205 1940s 19505—19705 1980s-1990s 2000-2015 >
Croto-Thrillers Espionage & Adventure Cold War Intrigue Crime & Psychological Global Terror Threats
Thrillers /

+ Mystery vs. Thriller «

BV YO TERY Rl —— THRILLER ——
quzzle to Solve x’ Race Against Time

Whodunit? Will They Survive?

Figure 1 Evolution Timeline of Genre
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Historical Evolution: Pioneers and Paradigm Shifts

The thriller genre, as a self-conscious form, began to coalesce in the late 19th
century, a period of rapid social change and growing literacy.

The Literary Pioneers

The Scottish writer ‘Robert Louis Stevenson’ is widely regarded as a foundational
figure. His 1886 novel, ‘Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr. Hyde’ (Louis, 2017) was profoundly
influential. The former explores psychological terror and the duality of human nature
through a suspenseful, quasi-scientific plot, while the latter is a classic adventure of pursuit
and survival. Together, they established core thriller templates involving internal and
external threats.

In the subsequent decades, other writers expanded the genre's scope: masterfully
blended Gothic horror with a suspenseful narrative structured through journals and letters,
creating a pervasive sense of dread and an urgent race against time.

John Buchan’s novel ‘The Thirty-nine steps’ (Buchan, 2014) became the prototype
for the modern spy thriller, introducing an "ordinary man" thrust into an international
conspiracy, a "chase" structure that would become a genre staple.

Agatha Christie, while primarily the "Queen of mystery," masterfully incorporated
thriller elements in works like And Then There Were None, where the whodunit structure is
supercharged with the immediate, life-or-death suspense of a killer picking off victims one
by one (Zemboy, 2010).

P. Intharapalit, a well-known Thai humorist and writer who began writing before
World War II, often blended imagination with real events in his famous serial The Pals. These
events could be international, such as the Korean War, or local everyday happenings.
Although he never traveled to the West and learned about it mainly through films, he
continued to use traditional supernatural themes while adapting Western storytelling styles
and settings. For example, in Kidnapping, the story resembles an American-style drama and
it includes kidnapped children, ransom demands, fistfights, and car chases, all of which

reflect Western thriller conventions (De Fels, 1975).
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Foojai (2023) examines how Thai detective and crime fiction is reshaped when it is
combined with Boys’ Love (BL) narratives. The study shows that traditional detective and
crime conventions—such as investigations, mystery-solving, danger, and crime—are
“recoded”, meaning they are modified to suit the themes, values, and audience
expectations of BL fiction. The thesis also argues that these works adapt Western detective
and crime conventions to fit Thai cultural contexts, including local social values, gender
norms, and popular media trends.

The Cinematic Master: Alfred Hitchcock

The thriller found its most potent and influential expression in the work of Alfred
Hitchcock. Dubbed the "Master of Suspense," Hitchcock's name became synonymous with
the genre throughout the 20th century. His films, including ‘“The 39 Steps’ (1935), ‘North by
Northwest” (1959), ‘Vertigo’ (1958), and ‘Psycho’ (1960), were not merely adaptations of
thrilling stories; they were masterclasses in cinematic technique designed to manipulate
audience psychology. He skillfully combined suspense with elements of comedy, paranoia,
and horror, and perfected the use of the "MacGuffin"—a plot device that drives the
character's motivations but is ultimately insignificant—to propel narratives forward (Truffaut,
1983). Hitchcock's legacy solidified the thriller as a premier cinematic form and
demonstrated the unique power of the audio-visual medium to generate suspense and
visceral thrills.

The Psychology of Appeal: Why We Choose to Be Thrilled

The massive popularity of the thriller genre, particularly the crime thriller, is not
accidental; it is rooted in deep-seated psychological needs and sociological conditions.

The Relatable Protagonist and the Democratization of Heroism

Unlike the tragedies of Shakespeare or ancient epics, where the protagonist is often a
king or a figure of monumental stature, the hero of a contemporary crime thriller is
frequently an "ordinary" person—a journalist, a disillusioned cop, a concerned citizen, "the
guy next door." This figure is pitted against villains or systems determined to destroy them or
undermine social order. Despite major advances in psychology, neuroscience, and media

and cultural studies, it remains unclear why people are drawn to fictional material that is
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horrifying, disgusting, or otherwise aversive. Recent empirical work has begun to show that
engaging with frightening play or scary media (such as horror films and horror video games;
e.g.) can yield clear psychological benefits. Yet it is still puzzling that such engagement and
positive outcomes emerge from media experiences deliberately designed to provoke
negatively valanced emotional states like fear and disgust (Miller et al., 2023).

The Allure of Plausible Fear

While any genre can explore human emotion, crime and thriller novels hold a unique
appeal due to their tethering to reality. The scenarios they depict—murders, conspiracies,
frauds, kidnappings—are events that could plausibly occur in the real world. Unlike the
fantastical elements of science fiction or fantasy, the threats in a thriller are grounded. This
sense of realism, however stylized, taps into genuine societal anxieties and personal fears.
The reader is engaged by the thought, "This could happen to me" (King, 2010). This
connection to the "fear of the possible" makes the narrative not just thrilling but also
intensely gripping and personally resonant.

Despite critical disapproval in official circles, Gothic literature, and closely related
genres—such as horror and ghost stories—remain highly popular in Thailand today. This
popularity is evident in the presence of publishing houses like Groove Publishing that
specialize exclusively in these genres. It is also reflected in the strong trend of adapting
bestselling Gothic works and original ghost and monster stories into television series and
films. These adaptations extend Gothic themes and imagery beyond written texts and bring
them to a much wider audience through visual media (Kaewkaen, 2024).

In fact, Thailand’s own ghost stories have, of late, been popular beyond Thailand.
The popularity of Thai ghost films, both domestically and internationally—particularly in
Asia—has had a significant impact on the film industry. Unlike Western horror films, Thai
ghost movies are rooted in unique local narratives and cultural traditions. They draw on
beliefs about souls and the afterlife, ghosts, supernatural phenomena, and death-related
rituals. By combining traditional Thai cultural elements with storytelling techniques

influenced by foreign ghost films, Thai horror cinema creates a distinctive form of fear. This
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blending of local and global influences has strengthened the genre and contributed to the
renewed success of Thai ghost films in 2023 (Patkachar, 2024).

The Vicarious Experience and Safe Danger

Thrillers provide a controlled environment for experiencing extreme emotions. They
delve into the darker aspects of human nature—greed, lust, revenge, and violence—but
from a safe distance. The tension, anxiety, and fear are endured by the characters, not the
reader. This vicarious experience allows for an adrenaline-filled escape without any real-
world risk. Readers can explore the edges of danger and morality, then disengage at will,
returning to the safety of their own lives. This managed intensity is a key to the genre's
enjoyment, offering a cathartic release that is both exhilarating and safe (Smuts, 2021).

The Cultural Dimension: Genre Formulas and Cross-Cultural Transfer

While the thriller's core mechanics have universal appeal, genres are not culturally
inert. They are deeply influenced by the societies that produce and consume them.

The Specificity of Genre Formulas

John G. Cawelti, a pioneer in genre studies, emphasizes that narrative formulas are
highly specific to their cultural and historical context. He argues that genres function as
cultural rituals, and their formulas shift significantly as they traverse different cultures or
time periods (Cawelti, 1976). For instance, the gunfighter Westerns of the 1950s, reflecting
post-war American anxieties, are thematically and tonally distinct from the more
romanticized cowboy adventures penned by Owen Wister in the early 1900s. Similarly, the
pragmatic, often brutal, American spy novels of Donald Hamilton differ from the more
morally complex and politically nuanced British espionage tales of John le Carré.

Cawelti (1976) stresses that for a story to belong to a genre, it must adhere to
specific conventions. A Western, for example, requires a particular setting (the American
frontier), a specific historical period, and key elements like the tension between civilization
and wilderness, and the motif of the pursuit. A story lacking these elements would fail to
qualify as a true Western. This specificity applies to all genres, shaping their narratives

according to unspoken cultural rules.
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Cultural Divergence: The Case of Romance

The influence of culture on genre conventions becomes starkly evident when
comparing the romance genre across Eastern and Western markets. In many parts of Asia,
the concept of "virgin romance" holds significant appeal. Rooted in cultural values that
idealize purity, emotional restraint, and innocent, ethereal love, these narratives resonate
deeply with certain audience expectations (lwabuchi, 2002). The hero and heroine's
relationship is often characterized by chastity and a slow-building, spiritual connection.

This stands in sharp contrast to the conventions of Western popular romance. Since
the "bodice-ripper" boom of the 1970s and solidified by the rise of erotic romance like ‘Fifty
Shades of Grey’, Western narratives often prioritize passionate physical relationships,
individual desire, and emotional authenticity (Radway, 1991). The "alpha male" hero, who is
typically sexually experienced, powerful, and emotionally reserved at the story's outset, is a
dominant archetype. As observed in scholarship, "the sexually unawakened hero" is a rarity
in Western romance fiction, highlighting how cultural norms directly shape character
construction and reader expectations (Frantz & Selinger, 2012). This divergence demonstrates
that genres deeply intertwined with local social more, like romance, can be less easily
translatable across cultural boundaries.

The Universal Language of the Thriller

In contrast to romance, the thriller genre possesses a remarkable capacity for cross-
cultural transfer. Its core themes—danger, survival, the pursuit of justice, the confrontation
with evil—are primal human experiences that transcend specific cultural, religious, or
national boundaries. While the specific settings, character types, and institutional backdrops
(e.g., the FBI vs. local police force) may vary, the fundamental emotional and narrative
engine remains consistent. A chase scene, a race against time, the threat of violence—these
are universally understood concepts.

This universality allows thrillers to be easily adapted and enthusiastically consumed
worldwide. The success of authors like Stieg Larsson (Sweden), Jo Nesbg (Norway), and Keigo

Higashino (Japan) in international markets is a testament to this. Their stories, while firmly
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rooted in their respective national contexts, are propelled by the global language of
suspense and action.

Global Market Dominance and Case Studies

The thriller's universal appeal is quantitatively demonstrated by its consistent
performance in the global marketplace.

Western Markets and Bestseller Lists

In the United States and the United Kingdom, thrillers are a constant and dominant
presence on bestseller lists. It is common for two or three thrillers to appear among the top
ten fiction titles in any given week. A prime example of the genre's blockbuster potential is
“A Critical Look at Dan Brown's The Da Vinci Code” (Sheaffer, 2005), a thriller that combines
art history, religious conspiracy, and a relentless chase. It became a global phenomenon and
holds the distinction of being the UK's top-selling novel of the 21st century, with over 5
million copies sold in the UK alone and an estimated 80 million worldwide.

Thrillers dominate the Netflix and the Prime watchlist across the globe. For fans of
suspense, intrigue, and edge-of-your-seat storytelling, 2025 has proven to be an exceptional
year for thrillers on both the big and small screens. Audiences are truly spoiled for choice,
with streaming giants like Netflix and Amazon Prime delivering a remarkable lineup of pulse-
pounding content. From the comeback of beloved series to the discovery of hidden
international gems, the thriller genre is thriving—and it has never been more diverse or
captivating.

Horror films released in 2022 generated higher revenue than in previous years,
reaching approximately $644,774,976. This increase suggests a growing interest in horror and
thriller films, particularly among younger audiences. A similar trend can be observed in
Thailand and other Southeast Asian countries, including Laos, Cambodia, Malaysia, Indonesia,
and Brunei. (Wongwilatnurak & Wongwilatnurak, 2024).

The Emerging Indian Market

The genre's appeal is not confined to Western audiences. Publishers in India have
reported a significant and rapid rise in the sales of thriller novels, indicating a growing

appetite for this form of storytelling. OTT platforms like Netflix and Amazon Prime are full of
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this genre content. As one of the dominant genres in the Indian OTT landscape, examining
the audience's preference for thrillers through the lens of narrative structure and
psychological motivators can offer deeper insight into its widespread appeal. (Bhandari,
2020)

Narrative Mechanics: The Art of Sustaining Suspense

Beyond its thematic content, the thriller's power lies in its specific narrative
mechanics—the technical tools it uses to keep the reader engaged.

The Page-Turning Imperative

Thrillers are engineered to be consumed rapidly. They create a compulsive drive to
continue reading by perpetually posing urgent, unresolved questions: Will the assassin
escape? Can the flawed detective overcome their personal demons in time to catch the
killer? Will the protagonist survive the nightmarish ordeal? This technique, often called the
"narrative question," is deployed with relentless efficiency. Each chapter often ends with a
minor cliffhanger or a new revelation, making it difficult for the reader to disengage.

Moral Ambiguity and Complex Identification

Modern thrillers often thrive on moral complexity, blurring the lines between hero
and villain. In The Day of the Jackal (Forsyth, 2012), readers find themselves in the unsettling
position of rooting for the cunning and audacious assassin even as they hope for his failure.
This complexity creates a richer, more engaging psychological experience than a simple
battle between pure good and absolute evil.

The Aspirational and Relatable Character

Thriller fiction frequently features larger-than-life characters who captivate readers on
multiple levels. Heroes like Lee Child's Jack Reacher possess qualities we admire—immense
physical prowess, sharp intellect, and unwavering moral code—making them aspirational
figures. Simultaneously, these characters often display relatable flaws, humor, or a core of
humanity that allows readers to connect with them. This dual connection—aspirational and
relatable—forges a powerful bond, drawing readers into their world and making them
invested in the outcome (Morrell, 2008). As readers, we don a "character skin," experiencing

the protagonist's triumphs and fears as our own.
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Immersive Storytelling

Thrillers aim not just to tell a story but to simulate an experience. Through vivid,
sensory descriptions and relentless pacing, they place the reader directly amidst the danger,
the pulse-pounding exploits, and the nerve-racking chases. This immersive quality is a
hallmark of the genre. The narrative does not simply describe a chase; it makes the reader
feel the pounding heart, the labored breath, and the desperate hope of the pursued. This

"you are there" sensation is a key factor in the genre's captivating nature (Gerrig, 1993).

Conclusion

The thriller genre, from its nascent forms in ancient epic poetry to its status as a
global publishing and cinematic powerhouse, has proven to be one of the most durable and
adaptable of narrative forms. Its success is not monolithic but is built upon a sophisticated
and effective foundation. By offering a clear taxonomic distinction from mystery and
suspense through its emphasis on visceral, action-driven narratives, the thriller carves out a
unique aesthetic space. Its historical evolution, suided by pioneers like Stevenson, Buchan,
and Hitchcock, refined its core mechanics and demonstrated its power across different
media.

The genre's enduring appeal is deeply rooted in human psychology: the relatability
of its modern protagonists allows for personal identification; its grounding in plausible fear
taps into real-world anxieties; and its provision of vicarious experience offers a safe conduit
for experiencing and cathartically releasing tension. Furthermore, while genre theory
correctly posits that narrative formulas are culturally specific, as seen in the stark East-West
divide within the romance genre, the thriller's focus on universal, primal themes of survival,
danger, and justice grants it a rare cross-cultural permeability. This is empirically validated by
its dominant market share from the West to emerging economies like India.

In the final analysis, the thriller genre succeeds because it speaks a fundamental
human language—the language of fear, excitement, and the will to survive. It is a genre that
understands the human nervous system as well as the human heart, making it a perpetually

compelling and universally resonant form of storytelling.
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Recommendations

This paper contends that the thriller genre possesses a strong universal appeal due
to its fundamental narrative elements, including suspense, intense action, and protagonists
with whom audiences can easily identify. These features engage audiences by drawing upon
basic human emotions, particularly fear, tension, and curiosity. Thrillers often stimulate the
psychology of vicarious experience, allowing viewers or readers to safely experience danger,
uncertainty, and excitement through fictional characters. Because these emotional responses
are common across cultures, the genre can transcend cultural boundaries more effectively
than many other forms of popular storytelling that rely heavily on culturally specific
references or traditions.

Given these qualities, thriller stories can also serve as valuable resources in English
Language Teaching (ELT) classrooms. The suspenseful plots and engaging conflicts naturally
capture students’ attention, which can motivate them to participate more actively in
classroom activities. By incorporating thriller-based texts, films, or storytelling exercises,
teachers can stimulate discussion, encourage critical thinking, and promote language use in
meaningful contexts. Furthermore, the excitement generated by such narratives may reduce
learners’ anxiety and increase their willingness to communicate in English, thereby

enhancing overall classroom engagement and language acquisition.
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