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Abstract: This research article examines how Agatha Christie creatively combined psychoanalytical detection 

with conventional logical reasoning in Murder on the Orient Express (1934) and The ABC Murders (1936). 

Christie foreshadows contemporary psychological profiling by emphasizing on unconscious motive, 

suppression, victim vulnerability, and communal trauma, going beyond the Golden Age tradition of puzzle-

based mysteries.  The article makes the case that Christie turns detective fiction into a psychological probe 

where detection relies on examining hidden motives rather than tangible clues, drawing on Freudian and Jungian 

psychoanalytical frameworks.Three significant advances are highlighted in the analysis: Hercule Poirot’s 

transformation from logical detective to psychological analyst, Christie’s foresight in knowing criminal 

psychology, and her use of reader psychology to replicate the unconscious prejudices in her stories. The article 

delineates Christie’s significance as a psychological pioneer whose writings foreshadow modern perspectives on 

crime, justice, and human behaviour by placing these novels against past critique that focused on plot 

mechanics. 

Key Words: Agatha Christie; Detective Fiction; Psychoanalytical Criticism; Psychological Profiling; Hercule 

Poirot; Reader Psychology etc. 

Christie came to prominence during the Golden Age of Detective Fiction (1920s–1940s), a time when the genre 

was shifting away from the mechanical traditions of puzzle-solving set by authors such as Arthur Conan Doyle 

and towards more psychologically nuanced stories. Christie pioneered psychoanalytical detection i.e. a 

technique that emphasises knowledge of criminal psychology, victim vulnerability, and the unconscious 

motivations driving both individual and collective behaviour towards crime. Her work exhibits an outstanding 

level of prescience in comprehending psychological manipulation, criminal psychology, and the intricate 

connection between collective action and individual trauma. 

Using in-depth examinations of The ABC Murders (1936) and Murder on the Orient Express (1934), this article 

contends that Christie exhibits that successful detection goes beyond simple deduction and necessitates complex 

psychological analysis of criminal behaviour, victim selection, and the unconscious motivations that push 
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criminals and communities to commit crimes. Three related innovations are revealed in these novels: Poirot’s  

transformation from logical detective to psychological analyst, Christie’s foreshadowing of contemporary 

psychological profiling techniques, and Christie’s manipulation of reader psychology to reflect the 

psychological dynamics at play in her stories. 

Christie’s grasp of psychological manipulation and criminal susceptibility is demonstrated in The ABC Murders, 

when the alleged serial killer is revealed to be a psychologically vulnerable victim of a more advanced criminal 

mind. Conversely, Murder on the Orient Express examines shared pain and collective psychology, looking at 

how interpersonal relationships and collective grief can turn regular people into cunning murderers. When taken 

as a whole, these novelsexhibit how Christie was the first to combine classic detective techniques with 

psychoanalytic insight. 

Combining Jungian theories of collective psychology and shadow archetypes with psychoanalytical literary 

criticism, this analysis chiefly draws from Freudian notions of unconscious motivation, repression, and 

projection. This article compares Christie’s fictional approaches with real-world criminal profiling techniques 

created decades later, examining particular textual evidence of psychological insight and examining how her 

manipulation of reader psychology serves both thematic and narrative aims. From this perspective, Christie is 

not only a brilliant storyteller but also a pioneer in psychology, whose detective fiction foreshadowed 

contemporary insights into criminal behaviour, psychological manipulation, and the intricate relationship 

between individual psychology and group behaviour in criminal enterprises. 

Literature Review: 

The traditional emphasis of Agatha Christie studies has been on her contributions to the planning of detective 

fiction during the Golden Age and her technological advancements in narrative structure. Julian Symons 

positioned Christie mainly as a master of the puzzle narrative in Bloody Murder: From the Detective Story to the 

Crime Novel (1972), highlighting her fair-play detecting techniques and logical structuring. For many years, this 

viewpoint has dominated Christie criticism. According to authors such as Charles Osborne in The Life and 

Crimes of Agatha Christie (1982) and Robert Barnard in A Talent to Deceive (1980), Christie’s psychological 

depth is less important than her technical mastery of mystery structuring 

Christie’s work’s psychological facets have drawn little but significant notice. In Agatha Christie’s Secret 

Adversary: The Writer vs. The Unconscious (1986), Mary S. Wagoner employed Jungian interpretation to 

examine recurrent motifs in Christie’s work, revealing patterns of collective guilt and shadow psychology that 

foreshadow the ideas in this paper. Christie’s exposure to new psychology ideas through her travels and social 

ties is revealed in Mathew Prichard’s The Grand Tour: Letters and Photographs from the British Empire 

Expedition 1922 (2012), which bestows biographical context for her psychological sophistication. The 

manipulation of reader preconceptions and biases has been the subject of recent investigations into reader 

psychology in detective fiction, especially the work of Lee Horsley in Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction (2005) 

and John Scaggs in Crime Fiction (2005). Nevertheless, Christie’s particular methods and their connection to 

the psychological themes in her stories have not been thoroughly examined in these studies. 

Although recent research has recognised Christie’s psychological sophistication and impact on the development 

of crime fiction, no thorough investigation has looked at how Christie foresaw contemporary criminal profiling 

strategies or examined the particular psychoanalytical techniques that underlie her detective fiction. This 

literature review emphasizes an important gap in Christie scholarship. In order to close that gap, this article 

bestows complete examination of Christie’s psychoanalytical detection techniques as well as their theoretical 

underpinnings. 
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By going beyond the obvious enquiries of ‘who, what, when, and where’ to examine the more profound 

psychological question of ‘why,’ psychoanalytical detection marks a significant shift from conventional 

investigative methodology. Freudian psychoanalytic theory is a vital source of inspiration for this method, 

especially ideas about unconscious motivation, repression, and how traumatic events influence victim and 

criminal behaviour. Psychoanalytical detection looks for psychological patterns that show motivation, character, 

and the unconscious forces that drive criminal behaviour, whereas traditional detection looks for outside 

evidence. 

In Christie’s work, Freud’s theories of repression are especially pertinent. Psychoanalytically speaking, 

suppressed traumatic events show themselves as seemingly unrelated actions and decisions rather than going 

away. Victims may find themselves at risk because of unresolved psychological issues, whereas criminals may 

choose victims based on unconscious psychological cues. Therefore, it is necessary for the psychoanalytic 

investigator to interpret speech patterns, behaviour, and emotional reactions as signs of more profound 

psychological realities. 

The novel aspect of Christie’s work is how she incorporated these new psychological ideas into detective 

techniques at a time when physical evidence and reasoning were still the mainstays of criminal investigations. 

The psychological profiling methods that would not become common FBI practice until the 1970s were foreseen 

by the author, who wrote in the 1930s. Criminal psychology, victim selection patterns, psychological 

manipulation strategies, and the ways that individual and collective trauma influence criminal behaviour are all 

intricately understood in her fictional detective work. The reader’s experience and the detective’s methodology 

are both altered by this psychoanalytical approach. Christie forces readers to face their own unconscious 

prejudices and preconceptions about criminal behaviour by manipulating their reader psychology in a manner 

that parallels the psychological manipulation that occurs within her stories. The discoveries in both novels rely 

on psychological recognition rather than on logical astonishment. 

Christie demonstrates her foresightful comprehension of how criminal minds take advantage of psychological 

susceptibility in The ABC Murders, her most advanced examination of psychological manipulation. The main 

trick in the novel is the systematic psychological manipulation of Alexander Bonaparte Cust, a stockings 

salesman with epilepsy whose mental weakness makes him the ideal unaware accomplice. It is not carried out 

via physical disguise or logical trickery. When it comes to choosing and controlling Cust, the real murderer, 

Franklin Clarke, exhibits extraordinary psychological ability. Cust is a psychologically sensitive person who is 

prone to suggestion and false memory implantation, as acknowledged by Clarke, because of his epileptic 

blackouts, social isolation, and feelings of inadequacy. Cust confesses as, “I can’t remember properly, the things 

leave me. My mind goes blank” (ABCM 247). By demonstrating how manipulative people can take advantage 

of mental health weaknesses to instill false guilt and complicity, Christie’s depiction foreshadows contemporary 

knowledge of psychological coercion and gaslighting techniques. 

Christie exhibits that she comprehends victim psychology by creating a psychological profile for Cust. While 

Cust is being questioned, Poirot studies him and remarks, “This is a man who has been systematically terrified. 

Look at his trembling hands and his squinting eyes, which like those of a hunted animal” (ABCM 251). Cust has 

learnt helplessness, a psychological disorder that is recognised by modern psychology as a result of recurrent 

exposure to uncontrollable events. It causes people to become passive and accepting of unfavourable 

circumstances. Christie has a similarly deep understanding of criminal psychology. Clarke’s approach shows 

that he understands how the patterns of serial killers generate public dread and investigative assumptions. By 

creating an alphabetical sequence and employing Cust as an unaware ruse, Clarke takes advantage of mass 

psychology and police methods. While media coverage creates the kind of public panic that prevents logical 
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study of individual incidents, the seeming serial killings direct investigators attention towards pattern detection 

rather than motivation analysis. 

In acknowledging that the apparent pattern serves psychological rather than compulsive goals, the story 

foreshadows contemporary criminal profiling. Clarke’s murders follow a distinct psychological logic—they 

serve the logical purpose of hiding a single motivated murder among seemingly random killings—whereas true 

serial killers usually increase in frequency and ferocity due to psychological compulsion. Christie exhibits 

knowledge of the need to examine criminal psychology on an individual basis rather than assuming that it 

follows general trends. 

Rather than using tangible evidence, Poirot mostly uses psychological analysis to solve The ABC Murders. His 

breakthrough comes from seeing psychological contradictions in the seemingly consistent pattern, not from 

studying murder sites. Poirot examines the psychological profile each crime indicates and identifies basic 

incompatibilities, whilst other detectives concentrate on the alphabetical sequence and geographical progression. 

In his well-known statement, “the impossible could not have happened, therefore the impossible must be 

possible in spite of appearances” (ABCM 267), Poirot acknowledges that Cust’s psychological makeup is 

incompatible with the alleged crimes he committed, not logical impossibility. Poirot’s conclusion states: “A 

lunatic who kills for the sole sake of killing would not pick his victims with such care and in accordance with a 

clear plan. Everything in psychology is incorrect” (ABCM 276). 

Instead of concentrating on physical evidence, Poirot examines psychological evidence at the crime scenes. He 

understands that the victims were chosen based on their psychological fit with the killer’s true intent rather than 

alphabetical convenience. Clarke’s emotional requirements are met by Betty Barnard's death, and psychological 

camouflage is achieved by the other murders. This realisation necessitates an understanding of victim selection 

patterns and criminal psychology, which would not become systematic in actual criminal investigations for 

decades. The detective manipulates the disclosure scene as part of his psychological approach. Poirot sets up 

Clarke’s exposure by using psychological pressure rather than tangible evidence, so that Clarke’s own psyche 

forces confession. This tactic reveals Poirot’s awareness that criminals frequently wish to show off their cunning 

and that psychological coercion might work better than formal questioning. 

Throughout the novel, Christie skilfully manipulates readers’ psychology to make them face their own 

unconscious prejudices regarding criminal behaviour, mental illness, and victim blame.  Similar to how victims 

of psychological manipulation accept false culpability, the novel’s framework invites readers to accept Cust’s 

guilt based on psychological stereotyping rather than facts.  Christie purposefully highlights Cust’s apprehensive 

demeanour and social discomfort at the beginning of the novel: “A nervous, insignificant little man with a 

stammer” (ABCM 89), triggering reader preconceptions about what a killer looks like. Christie’s depiction of 

Cust plays on readers’ preconceptions about criminal responsibility and mental illness. Christie both mirrors and 

criticises the great stigma and misunderstanding that characterised contemporary views towards epilepsy. She 

forces readers to consider their own psychological biases by demonstrating how societal preconceptions about 

mental health issues make people vulnerable to false accusations and criminal exploitation.  

Instead of rational surprise, the revelation moment works through psychological recognition. In order to 

understand how their own psychological presumptions aided in the deceit, readers must examine their 

acceptance of Cust’s guilt. This meta-textual component changes the reading experience from passive 

consumption to active psychological self-examination, illustrating Christie’s recognition that good detective 

fiction should both pose logical conundrums and test the reader’s mind. The psychological complexity of the 

novel is found in its illustration of how the same psychological processes—the exploitation of unconscious 

biases, the manipulation of pattern recognition, and the activation of social stereotypes about criminal behaviour 

and mental health—are used in both criminal manipulation and reader misdirection. 
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Christie’s most in-depth examination of collective psychology found in Murder on the Orient Express, which 

explores how a common traumatic event can turn a group of people into a coordinated criminal enterprise. By 

demonstrating how the kidnapping and murder of Daisy Armstrong forges a psychological connection between 

the killers that goes beyond personal moral judgement, the novel foreshadows contemporary theories of 

communal trauma and its psychological repercussions. Christie’s understanding of trauma psychology turns out 

to be extremely advanced.  Years after the initial crime, every character associated with the Armstrong family 

has psychological scars that have not yet healed.  As Poirot learns, “They were all in the Armstrong household” 

(MOE 253), and their shared reaction to injustice is a manifestation of their ongoing anguish.  Princess 

Dragomiroff’s description of Daisy Armstrong reveals the extent of the societal trauma: “She was a lovely child.  

Everyone loved her” (MOE 198), and their mutual affection serves as the psychological basis for their group’s 

behaviour. 

The group’s psychological dynamics demonstrate Christie’s foresight into contemporary studies of shared 

responsibility and group decision-making. The conspirators behave as a psychic collective united by a common 

grievance and goal, rather than as individuals who just so happen to coordinate their acts. Poirot notes: “Cassetti 

was not killed by a single individual. Everyone was involved. Everyone was equally guilty” (MOE 271). 

Because each member derives psychological power and justification from the participation of the others, their 

preparation and execution show how group psychology can transcend individual moral limits. 

Christie foreshadows our current comprehension of how shared trauma can excuse behaviours that people would 

never consider on their own by depicting a sense of collective guilt and responsibility. The train was chosen as 

the crime scene, demonstrating psychologically sophisticated planning. The psychological conditions produced 

by the restricted, remote setting strengthen group cohesiveness while removing outside influences. By 

transforming the Orient Express into a psychological space where their collective will may function without 

external moral or legal constraints, the conspirators show that they understand how environmental 

circumstances impact criminal behaviour and group psychology. 

When Poirot encounters group activity driven by psychological rather than material factors, the novel Murder 

on the Orient Express poses his greatest psychological test, making him face the limitations of conventional 

investigation. In this scenario, he must act more like a moral psychologist than a criminal detective, examining 

not only what occurred but also if justice was carried out illegally. The detective’s psychological examination of 

each suspect expresses that he comprehends that their feelings are not the result of criminal callousness but 

rather of true anguish. As the narrative explores justice vs law, Poirot’s internal psychological conflict becomes 

crucial. His well-known last choice, “I am going to offer you two solutions” (MOE 273), replicates 

psychological cognizance that his work as a detective may clash with his moral justice beliefs rather than logical 

hesitancy. He acknowledges: “I cannot forget that a child was killed... This affair is very close to my heart” 

(MOE 275). Poirot is changed from a mechanical truth-teller to a character battling the psychological weight of 

information and judgement as a result of this psychological complexity. 

Psychological sophistication in recognising the differences between moral and legal justice is demonstrated by 

the detective’s final resolution. His understanding that telling the truth would not be beneficial demonstrates 

psychological maturity regarding the repercussions of detection. Poirot’s motivations shift from solving riddles 

to promoting the well-being of people, even when doing so goes against his conventional investigative position. 

The psychological depiction of Cassetti/Ratchett demonstrates Christie’s knowledge of victim psychology and 

criminal psychology. Cassetti continues to make money off of child murder despite displaying no psychological 

understanding of the humanity of his victims, exemplifying criminal psychology devoid of empathy or regret. 

According to Poirot, “He was a man who only had money in mind. He was able to profit from the wealth, love, 

and sorrow of others” (MOE 268). Even readers conditioned by genre traditions to condemn vigilante justice 
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feel no sympathy for the character created by this psychological portrayal. Christie’s deft use of reader 

psychology throughout the revelation is especially impressive. She crafts the story such that readers 

progressively move from denouncing murder to comprehending and even endorsing the conspirators’ conduct. 

The novel challenges readers’ basic beliefs about justice, the law, and moral obligation in ways that go beyond 

the immediate plot. Christie shows how intellectual recognition of criminal behaviour can clash with 

psychological satisfaction with the result, making readers consider their own moral psychology and the 

psychological underpinnings of their ethical convictions. 

It is challenging to punish an individual because of the psychological diffusion of blame caused by the group 

nature of the crime. The involvement of each conspirator appears to be commensurate to their psychological 

harm and emotional bond with Daisy Armstrong, establishing a psychological logic that subverts the legal 

concepts of guilt and innocence. Modern knowledge of collective action and its psychological impacts on 

participants and viewers is foreshadowed by Christie’s insight into how shared responsibility influences moral 

judgement. 

Both novels exhibit psychological sophistication, which demonstrates Christie’s developing knowledge of 

criminal psychology and her innovative incorporation of psychoanalytical methods into detective work. 

Although both novels showcase her profound understanding of victim psychology and psychological 

manipulation, they also examine many facets of criminal behaviour and collective psychology that enhance and 

expand each other’s psychological understanding. 

The chief emphasis of The ABC Murders is on psychological susceptibility and manipulation of individuals, 

examining how criminal minds take advantage of social isolation and mental health issues to produce 

unintentional collaborators. Christie’s knowledge of psychological coercion, false memory implantation, and 

how societal stigma leads to criminal opportunity is evident in the work. Through his manipulation of Alexander 

Cust, Franklin Clarke demonstrated a comprehensive understanding of victim selection and predatory 

psychology that predates contemporary understanding of psychological abuse and gaslighting tactics. 

Conversely, Murder on the Orient Express highlights how group dynamics may turn law-abiding people into 

organised criminals by examining collective psychology and shared decision-making. The novel delves into 

trauma psychology and its enduring consequences, illustrating how unresolved grief and injustice can spur 

group action that goes beyond moral boundaries. The psychological connection between the Armstrong family’s 

survivors forges a kind of group identity that rationalises behaviour that none of them would consider on their 

own. 

Christie’s deft use of various strategies to manipulate reader psychology is evident in both novels. By taking use 

of readers’ preconceived notions about mental illness and criminal stereotypes, The ABC Murders forces 

viewers to acknowledge their unconscious biases. By psychologically relating to the agony and grief of the 

conspirators, Murder on the Orient Express progressively moves readers’ sympathies from law enforcement to 

vigilante punishment. 

By establishing Christie as a pioneer of psychoanalytical detection, these works show that understanding 

psychological motivation, individual vulnerability, collective dynamics, and the intricate relationships between 

trauma, justice, and moral responsibility are all necessary for conducting an effective criminal investigation. She 

demonstrated extraordinary foresight regarding the development of both criminal investigation and our 

understanding of human psychology by anticipating contemporary methods of psychological evaluation and 

criminal profiling. By means of these novels, Christie shows that successful detection involves more than just 

logical deduction; it also calls for in-depth psychological analysis of criminal behaviour, victim susceptibility, 

and the unconscious forces that propel both individual and group criminal behaviour. Her combination of 
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psychoanalytical understanding and conventional detective procedures foreshadowed by decades the 

psychological profiling methods that would later become commonplace in criminal investigations, making her a 

trailblazer of what is sometimes referred to as ‘psychoanalytical detection.’ 

Christie’s psychological sophistication is demonstrated through three interrelated innovations: her advanced 

manipulation of reader psychology to reflect the psychological dynamics at play in her stories, her foresight in 

understanding criminal psychology and victim manipulation, and Poirot’s transformation from logical detective 

to psychological analyst. Murder on the Orient Express examines collective psychology and shared pain with 

striking insight into group dynamics and moral psychology, while The ABC Murders demonstrates her complex 

understanding of psychological coercion and false memory implantation. Christie’s use of psychoanalysis turns 

detective fiction from amusement into psychological investigation, pushing readers to consider their own 

underlying prejudices while offering a nuanced understanding of criminal behaviour. Her writing reveals the 

intricate intricacies of human motivation and the unconscious forces that influence both victim and criminal 

behaviour, proving that the best detective fiction functions as psychological research as well as a logical puzzle. 
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