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Abstract

This bachelor thesis deals with the motives of the villains in Agatha Christie's short stories
with Hercule Poirot, the research and classification. The reader can distinguish motives as
psychologically, emotionally, or logically driven. The first chapter explains the meaning of
keywords, which are crucial for the clarity in the rest of this work and, in particular, in the
following chapter, where the most frequently occurring motives in short stories with Hercule
Poirot are discussed. The final chapter applies the researched motive types to the analysis of
the stories The Chocolate Box and The Veiled Lady and discusses how motives can influence

the plot and complexity of the villain's character.



Introduction

The main concern of this bachelor's thesis is to provide a comprehensive analysis of the
motives driving the villains in Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot short stories. Since | could not
find any similar classification, it can be believed that providing readers a certain structure to
distinguish the villains and the diversity of motives would bring more clarity not only in
analysing the character of a villain, but it could also lead to a better understanding of the
overall plot development and distinguishing the villain as an individual and complex role in
the story. The importance of motives in crime fiction brings out many moral questions and
ethical dilemmas.

The first chapter will commence by explaining essential key terms to ensure maximal
distinctness in the later analysis of a selection of short stories with Hercule Poirot. | included
this part to provide a perspective of comprehending several terms in detail, such as the
“motive” or the distinction between an “antagonist” and a “villain”. It can be firmly believed,
that providing definitions of key terms will allow and help the reader to understand the
thorough analysis further.

The second chapter concentrates on the main criteria for distinguishing crime fiction
motives in Hercule Poirot's short stories. We focus on a distinction between psychological,
emotional, and logical motives and their peculiarities with further specifics. The related
themes such as “love”, “trauma” or “profit” are also discussed.

The focus of the third chapter is an application of the second chapter’s researched
criteria to a selection of short stories by Agatha Christie, particularly to The Chocolate Box
and The Veiled Lady, which are stories featuring multiple villainous characters. The purpose
of applying those criteria to Hercule Poirot short stories is to prove their validity and
showcase an example of a possible way of analysing the stories' villains as complex
individuals in detective fiction, and hopefully better cohering the plot development. Each
chapter starts with a plot summary, continuing with an analysis of a villain and ending with a
short conclusion of key findings. The final concluding chapter mentions the possible
contribution of this thesis.



1 Definition of crime fiction key terms

Before entering the world of Hercule Poirot which is full of crime, murder, relationship
puzzles, victims, and villainous criminals, we ought to define some crucial terms that will be
frequently used in this thesis. These later occurring terms are to be explained for clarity
throughout the thesis. In this part, terms like crime/detective fiction, antagonists compared to

villains, detective, and motive will be defined.

1.1 Crime/Detective Fiction

Starting from the peak of an iceberg, fiction is divided into several subgenres and one of
them is our first term, crime fiction, or detective fiction in a narrower sense. According to A
Glossary of Literary Terms by Abrams and Harpham “crime fiction, detective story, murder
mystery, mystery novel, and police novel: These terms all describe narratives that centre on
criminal acts and especially on the investigation, either by an amateur or a professional
detective, of a serious crime, generally a murder” (Abrams and Harpham, 2015, p. 69). As
described by Abrams and Harpham, all narratives revolve around criminal activities and
especially the process of investigation of most commonly a murder by either an amateur or an

expert police officer.

1.2 Antagonist/ Villain

Delving further into the suspenseful genre, the role of an antagonist should be
described. The term antagonist is often replaced with the word villain. However, there is a
marginal difference between them. Abrams and Harpham depict the role of an antagonist as a
counterfigure, or a symbol often represented by forces like fate acting against the protagonist
(Abrams, Harpham, 2015, p. 294). Iris Marsh, an expert focusing on Editorial Services for
Indie Authors, points out the details that antagonists possess the exact opposite features or
features denied being recognised in a protagonist (Marsh, 2022).

However, both Marsh and Abrams claim that a villain is a common version of an
antagonist powered by evil and illegal actions but does not necessarily have to be the exact
opposite of a protagonist. A villain is driven by his need to fix what they believe is incorrect
by any means possible along with fighting, even indirectly, some heroic character who tries to
stop them. In our case, the heroic character is the detective. Villains in general often justify
their deeds as they are committing them for a higher good, their profit, or, in some instances,
out of pure insanity. Certainly, the motives will be discussed in the following chapter. Their
motivation for a crime can be diverse from the genre it is talked about. Talking specifically
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about crime fiction, the criminal principally fits the description of a villain, since they and the
protagonist usually are not complete opposites but share some similarities.

In essence, both the antagonist and the villain share similarities in their repugnance
against the protagonist, but looking closer at their complexity, both our negative characters
start to differ, and especially in crime fiction, these resolutions become quite important in

enhancing the genre with multifaceted characters and motivations.

1.3 Detective

In the flow of crime fiction definition, we mentioned the role of an investigator, a non-
professional or rather skilful detective. Clearly from the title of our thesis, the detective given
as an instance will be the legendary and iconic Hercule Poirot. “Monsieur Poirot”, as often
referred to, is one of the most well-known detectives in fiction. From reading or watching TV
series or even movies, it is generally known that Poirot is a very tidy middle-aged man of
Belgian origin with black hair, a sort of portly physique, imperfect English rich with French
language-based phrases, and an impeccable, specific, and precise moustache. In The
Encyclopedia of Murder and Mystery by writer and poet Bruce Murphy, Hercule Poirot is
detailed as a former soldier and retired police officer who was always present with a walking
stick as he underwent severe injury in World War One and limps from then on (Murphy,
1999, p. 395). Hercule Poirot is, therefore, a person with decades of investigative expertise
followed by a high reputation and can be easily recognised by a variety of symbols like a
perfect moustache, a walking stick, or a slightly abdominous body probably from leisure time
in retirement and incapability to do sports after consequences of a war injury.

Fundamental to our thesis is Poirot’s choice of investigative methods and his continuous
and final explanations. All this information will contribute to the categorisation of the
villains’ motives. Besides Sherlock Holmes, Hercule Poirot uses the method of deductive
reasoning and logical analysis. Deductive reasoning as a logical analysis is an often-occurring
method of investigation in detective fiction. According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary,
“Deductive reasoning, or deduction, is making an inference based on widely-accepted facts or
premises” (Deduction, 2023). Therefore, the author’s descriptions, storytelling, detective
theories and assumptions, and primarily the conclusion in the text will reveal enough

knowledge and details to classify the motives of a specific crime.

1.4 Motive

Last but not least, we should analyse the term motive. The key character in every crime
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fiction is certainly the figure of a villain. However, to commit a crime, every villain needs to
be driven by a certain motive. A motive, according to The Law Dictionary (MOTIVE
Definition & Legal Meaning, 2023), is the driving force, intention, or longing, for why a
person commits a crime. The motive has genuinely a significant role which in detective
fiction creates a great part of suspense and tension, and its discovery allows the reader a
feeling of relief in the denouement. Furthermore, we should not forget the amount of
entertainment provided. Crime fiction supporters enjoy this genre as they are provoked to
answer two main questions: Who did it? And why? Besides unexpected twists, the reader will

not be satisfied, until the second question, or rather addressed as a motive, is answered.

1.5 Conclusion

Before delving into the world of Hercule Poirot which is depicted as full of crime,
murder, relationship puzzles, and villainous criminals, this chapter dealt with an explanation
of key terms crucial for this thesis and unambiguity. The differences between crime and
detective fiction, or a villain and an antagonist together with a clarification of the detective
character were the primary concern of this chapter. The occurrence of deductive thinking
ability as a natural and inseparable characteristic of Hercule Poirot brings an advantage for the

upcoming literary analysis of motives driving villains in their diverse misdeeds.
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2 Types of motives for analysis

In the previous chapter, the key terms crucial for this thesis’ clarity were discussed
while mentioning crime fiction as a suspenseful narrative under the investigation of a
detective. Secondly, we shed light on the terms antagonist and villain with a focus on their
differences, that an antagonist is a mirrored version of a protagonist while a villain can share
some similarities but causes unlawful events. Furthermore, we described the role of a
detective and put Hercule Poirot as a lucent example. And finally, we mentioned motives.
Motives can be distinguished into three subtypes. This part will describe the psychological,
emotional, and logical motives, their differences, similarities, and peculiarities. We should not
disregard the possibility of multiple motives mixed behind one crime. However, this
differentiation, later in our thesis, will help us to decode and categorise motives hidden in
Poirot's short stories and consequently allow us a more detailed perspective in analysing its

villains in an organised structure.

2.1 Psychological motives

The first section of motives could be psychologically driven. Many short stories by
Agatha Christie are inspired by the effects of the human mind. Often occurring phenomena
are connected to behaviour and psyche. Observing and analysing the human subconscious is
what the legendary detective masters. In terms of psychology, this type of motives rooted in
the psyche persuades individuals into action and shapes their decision-making through
emotions, desires, concerns, and needs (MOTIVE Definition & Legal Meaning, 2023). The
author’s effort for a profoundness of a character’s psyche unmasks the teamwork of motives
among the individual. As the second half of The Law Dictionary definition of the word
“motive” mentioned, to precisely understand the psychological part of a motive, we have to
comprehend all the peculiarities and oddities of the villain character. Again, thanks to Hercule
Poirot for his descriptions and explanations through the pen of Agatha Christie, we may
realise the significance of human behaviour and mind in committing a despicable crime such

as murder.

2.1.1 Therole of trauma

In psychological motives, we might include the role of trauma as a significant aspect in
participating in a motive. Trauma is defined by Merriam-Webster dictionary as “a disordered
psychic or behavioural state resulting from severe mental or emotional stress or physical

injury” (Trauma, 2023). This term, of Greek origin, symbolises one of the key features in the
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commission of criminal action and a possible motive worth perpetrating a murder. Characters,
focusing on villains, were probably disturbed for the rest of their lifetimes by someone or
some pathological phenomenon. For instance, witnessing or experiencing another crime,
violence, abuse, kidnapping, rape, or war incident can be included as triggers for a lifetime
trauma leading to a behaviour against society.

The growing occurrence of trauma after the Great War might have been connected to
the rise of crime and homicide. As German university teacher Herrmann Mannheim (1955, p.
112) adds "the general cheapening of all values; loosening of family ties; [and] weakened
respect for the law, human life, and property” was experienced heavily after the First World
War. From this observation, we can assume that the traumatic experience of war and the loss
of fundamental values brought crime growth. We may see the connection between the
definition of trauma as a reaction to a dreadful situation and Mannheim’s observation of
loosening all values that mattered to people presumably because of dealing with inner
traumas.

Since this issue appeared in the golden age of detective fiction as most of Hercule
Poirot's short stories did, it can be deduced that the author could have been inspired by some
motives of villains by the psychological troubles of the time. This might help us to analyse

further the motive of a villain mirroring the unpleasant results of war globally.

2.1.2 Obsession and obsessive-compulsive behaviour

Furthermore, for the leading psychological motives, we could include obsession and
compulsive behaviour, mental disorders, and manipulation/gaslighting. Obsession, to begin
with, might be in layperson’s words described as a blurred direct focus on one person, a group
of people or even an object. In this case, the villain would commit anything they assume is
necessary to maintain for instance a person of their interest, thus even using violence or
elimination of other characters. In whodunnits, this profile would simply fit the character of a
lover of a person widowed in unfortunate and mysterious conditions. Obsession should not be
considered an emotional or logical motive since it is deeply fixed in a person’s psyche and
blinds the ability to reason. The main reason would be a vastly repetitive occurrence of
intrusive thoughts often in vivid images antithetic to the person’s true desires (Veale, Roberts,
2014, p.1). We should distinguish best between a pathologically disturbed personality and an
intact personality that commits a crime for purely logical reasons and not because of an
impaired ability to think.

Additionally, a peculiar case of mental disorders and/or obsession can be accompanied
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by compulsive behaviour leading to a probability of crime motive and act of violence.
Obsessive-compulsive disorder itself is divided into two phases. Obsession and obsessive
behaviour were already discussed as the first phase. Let me proceed with compulsive
behaviour, which is described as a range of activities (either psychomotor or cognitive) which
happen on a certain recurrence as a consequence of calming down the effect of obsessive
behavioural thoughts (Veale, Roberts, 2014, p.1). Stein, Costa et al. explain this phenomenon
similarly. However, Stein, Costa et al. (2020, p. 2) further add the fact, that compulsive
behaviour shortened as “compulsions,” is a form of “response to an obsession according to
rigid rules, or to achieve a sense of ‘completeness’”. Stein, Costa et al. agree with Veale and
Roberts and comment earlier in their study that compulsions as a responsive behaviour are
marked by committing any sort of activity, habit, or ritual. Therefore, a compulsion is a
system of steps that must be obeyed to fulfil the need of a previously appeared obsession.
Ignoring compulsive acts may lead to anxiety, distress, and a sense of incompleteness (Stein,
Costa et al., 2020, p. 2).

Obsession and compulsions often occur as one disorder consisting of two phases.
Firstly, inner unwanted and irritating thoughts can drive a person to doubt, fear or violate the
law and secondly, the process of compensating the obsession through acts that may come true
is known as compulsions. Speaking of the responsibility of OCD as a possible drive in a
villain’s motive in detective fiction, both Veale, Roberts and Stein, Costa et al. agree that
obsessions may include violence, such as causing harm to themselves or more suitably for a
villainous character, promoting violent acts including murder, thefts, and blackmail featuring
extortion. Comprehending obsession and compulsive behaviour may help to analyse the
villains’ motives in Christie’s short stories featuring Hercule Poirot as obsession and

compulsive-driven motives may contain unwanted violent and criminal behaviour.

2.1.3 Mental disorders

Slightly connected, other mental disorders may as well occur in detective fiction short
stories. There might be a connection between the distorted mind of a person and the
possibility of committing a crime. This fact should not be omitted as schizophrenia, bipolar
disorder, PTSD (Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder), and dissocial disorders can be sorted as
mental disorders that may as well have a tendency to violent, often uncontrollable behaviour.
Furthermore, a person’s important mental functions like cognitive abilities, management of
emotions, and behavioural utterances are disrupted with marginal distress leading to improper

cognitive operations accompanied by a significant risk of violence and self-harm (WHO,
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2022). The probability of laying a finger on someone’s life might sound unanticipated.
However, with these facts stated by the World Health Organization, it can be said that the
discovery of violent deeds present in some mental health conditions could be used as a basis
for a person’s motive in committing a criminal deed. Therefore, in the field of Christie’s
literary work, this fact befits one of many possibilities for a villain’s motive.

Two authors who may agree with the previously stated point are Jan VVolavka and Leslie
Citrome. In one of their periodically published works, called Schizophrenia Bulletin, they
mention and simultaneously match the ideas of the WHO. Still, it is stated that the current and
notable situation is what partially influences the behaviour of mentally disordered people
(Volavka and Citrome, 2011, p. 921). Speaking of schizophrenia and similar mental illnesses
at the same time, mentally disabled people may cause violence after being triggered by an
extraordinary or highly stressful situation leading them to hostility and agitation. In a
detective short story, this could be compared to, for example, a character suffering from
schizophrenia who after going through an agitating and sudden situation is most likely
capable of committing a deed of criminal violence. Therefore, if we come across a villain in
literary analysis, who depicts signs of mental stability deficit, they can be surely incorporated

into this category.

2.1.4 Psychopathy

A specific case of mental illness is psychopathy. This disability when untreated often
occurs in detective fiction stories as it might be connected to violence and crime perpetration.
Psychopathy itself is defined as a “mental disorder especially when marked by egocentric and
antisocial activity, a lack of remorse for one's actions, an absence of empathy for others, and
often criminal tendencies” (Psychopathy, 2024). In other words, psychopathy could be
explained as a lifelong deviant state of mind distinct by an absence of empathy and regret of
committing deeds against society with a possibility of criminal actions.

In detective fiction with Hercule Poirot, this mental disorder is depicted in characters,
who are charming, brimming with tendencies to manipulate other characters, and secrets
connected to the indifference of society. This type of villain behaves in their self-welfare to
fulfil their psychopathic needs by any means possible, such as gaining power, possessions, or
some inner necessities. These ways in the course of the story might become appealing to the
reader, as they can experience indirectly something thrilling and unpredictable conveyed in
extreme scenarios of a villain completely driven by their role in the story. What might be even

more dopamine-compelling is the hidden battle between the detective and the villain. Hercule
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Poirot is a personification of order, and the psychopathic villain embodies the role of chaos.
Such perspective with the unfolding of the plot might be pleasant for the reader when Hercule
Poirot wins, and the order is upheld.

2.1.5 Manipulation/gaslighting

The following section might be rather ambivalent, as its classification might depend on
the point of view. Manipulation and gaslighting can be understood as both psychologically
and logically driven motives. The psychological perspective of manipulation and gaslighting
is observed and examined by dark psychology. According to Ryan Mace’s book Dark
Psychology and Gaslighting Manipulation, “manipulation and gaslighting is nothing more
than a study of human subjects in their natural environments when they are operating in either
insidious or self-preserving ways” (Mace, 2022). It is visible that dark psychology’s point of
interest is the unappealing and vicious periphery of human nature which, as the book states, is
either studied by people to prevent the techniques of manipulation and gaslighting or by
individuals who desire to practise it for them to prosper (Mace, 2022). From the logical
perspective, the fact that dark psychological techniques can be abused for someone’s interest
may bring suspense and a question of how far the interest may go in exploiting the methods of
gaslighting and manipulation in both real-life and literary fiction situations.

James W. Williams declares that behaviour related to manipulation and gaslighting may
drive a person to perpetrate a criminal deed for several reasons such as because the person
might have suffered a trauma in childhood leading to narcissistic behaviour with a lack of
empathy, simplifying the moral dilemma of criminal behaviour impact or leading to
psychopathy or Machiavellianism (Williams, 2013). All these three symptoms of probable
manipulative behaviour may be a source of crime indicated by a lack of empathy, distorted
mind, or cunningness.

Conscious exploitation and use of manipulative and gaslighting techniques can be
categorised as a logical motive. However, the influence of those methods together with the
person’s/villain’s possible unfavourable background and the current diagnosis like trauma
consequences suggests that manipulation and gaslighting should be more likely presented as
psychologically driven motives. Later in the literary analysis of Hercule Poirot’s short stories,
the distinction between psychological and logical drives in manipulation and gaslighting as a

motive will depend on the mentioned point of view and the amount of evidence.
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2.2 Emotional motives

The second section considers the role of emotions as a possible drive of a villain’s
motive. In the previous chapter, a variety of psychologically rooted motives was discussed.
However, this part will focus on how the affective states and reactions may impel the villain’s
motive. Emotions play an important part in real-life situations as well as in detective fiction
for they provide reaction escalation to certain impulses. These impulses can be ambiguous in
amount and duration to each person/character depending on the situation. Furthermore,
emotions have been a significant catalyst since the dawn of human civilization. They provided
immediate reactions to ensure survival, and now they can even deepen the course of
communication between people through emotional intelligence, they help in decision-making
situations and call for action via motivation which in detective narratives is understood also as
a motive of a villain.

Hercule Poirot has not always dealt with properly considered cases, but also with cases
driven by passion, love, hatred, jealousy, greed, desperation, and fear featuring the instinct of
preserving themselves from danger or protecting their loved ones. Even though emotions
might align with psychologically driven motives, they are almost poetically attributed to the
heart as the source rather than biologically to the brain as the place of origin. The main reason
might be spontaneity or nearly uncontrollable speed of reactions while the brain is mostly
believed to be responsible for rational and logical deeds. This subchapter will discuss the
presence of various emotions covering the rational thinking in a villain’s mind in detective
fiction. These affective states are love and affection, jealousy and envy, greed for wealth and
power, and fear and desperation. A classification cohesive with analysis of the emotional
motive and exploring its real-life background may help us to understand the motive and its

owner.

2.2.1 Love and affection

The first emotions to be described are love and the feeling of affection and how these
two influence the villains’ motives. Since love holds a significant role in crime fiction
narratives, its presence should not be omitted as a possible drive or a significant contribution
to why a character commits a certain crime. Love as a motive was cleverly described by the
philosopher William Lyons. In his article called Emotions and Motives, he comments that
love in action is either initial reasoning or serves as an appetitive aspect of a motive (Lyons,
1976, p. 508-516).

Lyons explains the first form in an example of a merciful murder of a relative, who
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was suffering from a long-term uncurable disease and begged for an opiate overdose. This
moral dilemma involves emotions such as love, which makes the final decision whether to
honour the dying person’s wish or to ignore it as they have a strong emotional bond of love
and they would lose their firm emotional bond (Lyons, 1976, p. 508-516). The murder out of
love could simply be interpreted in detective fiction and short stories by Agatha Christie. The
example of a merciful murder might not be the only case for the reason that criminal deeds of
killing might involve the reason of protecting someone the murderer loves and similar reasons
where love drives them to action.

On the other hand, there is the appetitive aspect of the love motive. Lyons describes
this type of motive where love is, besides a former driver as an affection, also a gain.
Characters seeking appreciation and love are willing to commit anything “since the appetitive
aspect of love seems to entail such wants as a wanting to be in someone's company in
preference to that of other's, and a wanting to cherish and please that person, then actions such
as constantly seeking out that particular person's company, constantly being protective
towards that person and constantly trying to please that person in various ways, will most
often be the result of love” (Lyons, 1976, p. 515). From this excerpt it can be stated that the
emotion of love may be a likelihood for a motive. Since the fragment mentions motives or
“wants” in general, it can be assumed that this polemic can involve motives ordinary to
detective fiction, such can be for example a murder of a secret lover or a murder by a secret
lover. Therefore, the murder for the reciprocation or the sake of love could simply fit the
circumstances of a plot twist in narratives featuring the renowned detective.

Applying Lyons’ work in this thesis brings an insight into love as a motive in detective
fiction. In short stories by Agatha Christie, the love-driven motive could be understood in two
approaches as well, relying on the appetitive love motive, where love is meant as a fin