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                       Chapter   6   
Conclusion 

             
As suggested in previous chapters, the industrial society is featured with 

industrial manufacturing technologies and a disciplinary control formulated by 

rationalized and systematized knowledge. Several Christie’s espionage novels mainly 

written from 1950s to 1970s unravel more a typical “post-traditional” social reality 

especially in a rising risk society within a burgeoning trend of a trans-national world. 

Written in a postwar era, an age dominated by a high development of industrialization, 

Christie’s spy novels, like many of her detective novels, also characterize a new 

perception of “space” and “time” out of a changing social trend that envisions social 

masses with a new life experience.  

Christie presents a same issue of an emergent risk society in her detective 

fictions and later her spy novels. Her writing in her later years seems to focus more on 

the topic of international spy, the “trans-national detective,” who investigates national 

or organized crimes against other nation state and traces the international criminals 

(masterminds of secret national or multi-national organizations). Novels like They 

Came to Baghdad (1951), Destination Unknown (1955), and Passenger to Frankfort 

(1970) resemble one another and “share a basic plot premise concerning the existence 

of a wealthy megalomaniac determined on world domination or anarchy” (Osborne 

271). Christie’s wealthy and megalomaniac capitalists in her espionage novels, using 

their multi-national circulation of capital, support secret organization to subvert a 

nation state and disrupt a national stability.  

Ernest Mandel, in discussing espionage novels, observes that “the general 

public became aware of a new sort of ‘crime,’ one directed not against individual 

lives and property, but against the state” (60). The spy story, to him, is “an offspring 

of the detective story” (Ibid.). Spy novel is actually akin to the same ideology of 
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detective story, which usually punctuates a process of pinning down the criminals 

who attempt to subvert the stability of social/national institutions in order to 

consolidate a dominant social order of a national state. It is the alternative variation of 

detective novel due to the fact that an organized crime or even a national crime in a 

transnational sphere can be viewed as a subsequent transformation of a personal crime 

in a national state (Mandel 61). If the riddles of personal crime are mainly solved by a 

master detective in detective novels, the mysteries of organized or national crime are 

relatively deciphered by an organized detection in espionage novels (Mandel 53), 

which is often performed by secret agents of an underground (national) organization. 

More accurately, if detective stories highlight a solving process of personal crimes 

mainly within a national space, espionage novels accentuate that of international 

crimes within a trans-national space, a space which deviates from a traditional 

perception of border lines drawn by a nation-state authority.  

The later development of detective novels in 1950-60s seems to stress the 

questioning of modern subjectivity. This querying undertone later breeds the rise of 

the espionage novels which “seeks to interrogate the integrity of nationalistic fantasies 

in the international arena” (Thomas 275), owing to the fact that spy novel often 

displays a setting, in which the national modernity is challenged and undermined by 

the global trend of politics and economics. Namely, compared with detective novel, 

the espionage novel, instead of characterizing detectives, is featured with spies or 

secret agents who probe into or deal with the crimes against nation-state or nationally 

organized crime against other nation-states in a trans-national arena. Viewed from this 

angle, the nation-state becomes a central issue in espionage novels and in a period 

especially when the consolidation of a nation-state is gradually endangered by a 

trans-national circulation of capital and by “risks” generated from nuclear weapon, 

ecological crisis, gene technology and international riot of social masses. Her 
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espionage novels actually present the aforementioned risks in a trans-national setting 

and in a rising risk society. 

Due to this high development of industrialization and prevalent capitalism, 

accompanied by new perceptions of space and time, this new society is full of various 

“risks” that are under an impact of the expanding trans-national capitalism and more 

advanced technologies, like biotechnology and computer technology, which may 

endanger human life. Christie actually gives a new sense of “space” by delineating a 

bounder-free diffusion of capital circulation and social movements. She also presents 

an alternative prospect of “time” through her particular comprehension of human 

history. With a critical and reflexive consciousness of a changing social reality 

revealed in her novels, Christie also suggests that this high development of the 

industrial society and prevalence of capitalism may sequentially lead to a 

post-industrial risk society, “which breaks up the premises and contours of industrial 

society and opens paths to another modernity” (Beck, 1994, 3).  

These three spy novels also unravel what Giddens calls a “post-traditional” 

social reality within a burgeoning trend of a trans-national world.1 Anthony Giddens, 

corresponding with Beck’s discussion of “risk society,” explores as well this new 

stage of social reality. Like Beck, he also notices that the feature of the 

post-industrialization development is akin to a phase which “is ended with the 

emergence of high modernity or what Beck calls reflexive modernization” (Giddens, 

1994, 91). However, compared with Beck, Giddens is more interested in the problem 

how the notion of “tradition” is transforming into that of “post-tradition” in an age of 

high modernity. To Giddens, the tradition “is closely bound up with authority” (1994, 
                                                 
1 Beck’s discussion of post-industrial society actually covers the field of the examination of a 
globalizing process in recent years since 1990s. Several Christie’s novels written in 1950-70s unfold 
the early development of globalizing process; yet, compared with the recent development of advanced 
computer technology and complicated ethnicity issue, Christie’s presentation of trans-national world 
under the impact of industrializing process and prevalence of capitalism can only be regarded as a 
portrayal of a burgeoning and primary development of globalization.      
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82), connoting a fundamentalism of “an assertion of formulaic truth” (1994, 95) in a 

dominant and traditional perspective of human history. His formulaic truth 

corrresponds to Beck’s disciplinary and rational control in a “fundamentalism” of 

everyday life, which is internalized by social masses as an “official truth.” Beck’s 

second phase of a post-industrialization development of a risk society, to Giddens, 

turns into a “post-traditional society.” The social change and primary global trend 

presented in Christie’s espionage novels evidence Beck’s “risk” society and 

Giddens’s “post-traditional” society. In these novels, a fundamental and historical 

“tradition”2 of an early industrial society and of a national bureaucracy are 

undermined by another reflexive-modernization of a risk (post-traditional and 

post-industrial) society within an “indefinite space” (Giddens, 1994, 106) of a 

trans-national world.  

    Giddens observes that the “tradition” of a rationalized and scientific 

measurement of space and time is challenged by a “growing time-space distanciation 

(disembedding)” (1994, 93) in a “post-tradition” and post-industrial society. This 

alternative aspect of space and time definitely deranges a traditional viewpoint of 

human life experience. To Giddens, “tradition” adumbrates the repetition of past 

events in an embedding space and time; whereas, his “post-tradition” indicates that 

the past event becomes discontinuous and fragmentary in a “disembedding” space and 

time. This traditional embedding space and time, nevertheless, interconnects with 

Harvey’s rationalized and functionalized measurement of space and time in an early 

industrial society. Yet, this space and time of a high development of industrial 

modernization in a late modern age turn more and more “disembedding,” or what 

David Harvey calls a disorienting “time-space compression,” in a post-traditional and 

                                                 
2 Here, the “tradition” refers to the “already-existed” and disciplinary control of scientific and rational 
knowledge from Giddens’ formulaic power of “traditional” construction of an official truth.   
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a post-industrial society.  

 As suggested earlier, the high development of advanced scientific technologies 

leads to social changes and a new social reality. In other words, the risk is reasonably 

“associated with science and technology” (Hudson 169). Yet, the science and 

technology bring a double-edged consequence of both progression and destruction to 

human life and civilization. Some “technologically-constituted hazards” (Adam 8) can 

pose a vital threat to the security of a nation-state. 

Barbara Adam and Joost van Loon regard these hazards indirectly entail a new 

kind of uncertain perception of space and time, asserting that 

“technologically-constituted hazards and their associated social relations of risk 

definition turn out to be source, medium and outcome in unspecified time and space” 

(Ibid.). Their argument responds to Harvey’s “time-space compression,” in which 

shrunk space and shortened time are induced mostly by modern transportation and 

advanced electronic technology. The high development of rational and functional 

measurement of space and time significantly engenders a clashing impact on social 

masses’ traditional perception of spatio-temporality, especially that of “historical” 

time and of “innate” boundary among nation-states.      

Apart from these technologically-constituted hazards, what induce a social 

unrest to Christie’s risk society are the social movements in urban cities. David 

Harvey, in examining the urban life in big cities, emphasizes an interconnection of 

social movement with urbanization. An urban city can map out a space occupied by a 

powerful socio-political center. What is more, owing to the competition of free market 

economy, utilitarianism and individualism prevail in an urban city. This enables “the 

personal [(to) become] political” (Harvey, 2001, 207) and makes possible an urban 

social movement. The cities, therefore, ensures a room for a “localized collective 

action in the urban sphere” (2001, 205). Harvey regards urban social movement, or 
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the collective action of “militant particularists” in many local cities, “as sources of 

social change or even of urban life” (2001, 206). In light of Harvey’s thought, the 

outbreak of urban social movements in cities (especially the urban social movement in 

a capital city, the place of political power institution) forms a “militant particularist 

movement” (2001, 193) that disrupts the consolidation and stability of a secured 

society and a national bureaucracy. 

In Christie’s espionage novels, college students’ social movement stands for the 

reactionary force of the “militant particularist.” Presenting young and militant 

students’ urban social movement all over the world in her works, Christie expresses 

her concern about the problem of juvenile delinquency as well as her critical 

viewpoint of young generation in her contemporary England. David Seed observes 

that the reason why espionage novel rises in the 1960s is probably because of the fact 

that “popular anxieties [are] growing over the credibility of government processes” 

(115). That is, the espionage novels often characterize social masses’ collective 

mistrust of national governance. In Christie’s depiction, students’ collective and 

radical means of demonstrating their discontent and distrust of a government actually 

creates a social unrest and social change to the stability of a dominant social order in a 

nation-state. 

The terrorism and sabotage attacks in these espionage novels indicate another 

radical development of social movement. This terrible and extreme means of social 

movement undeniably generates a changing social reality and endanger a nation-state. 

The urban city, as mentioned before, symbolizes a national or local consolidation of a 

decision-making bureaucracy. To those militant terrorists or mob engaged in radical 

and social movements, producing “frustration, disturbance and eventual violence” 

(Hamilton 87) in urban cities can be regarded as a militant particularist’s means of 

subversion to the rational and disciplinary control of social institutions in an urban 



 160

center. The urban city gradually turns into terrorist’s attacking target and the place for 

massive mob’s demonstration. The urban life, therefore, becomes vulnerable to 

terrorism, and “the more urbanized a country is, the more vulnerable it becomes to 

sabotage” (Hamilton 1). These phenomena illustrate a trend of social change in a 

rising risk society.  

Besides registering a social reality in her works, Christie, more relevantly, 

discloses her critical consciousness of everyday life in an industrial society, which is 

dominated by a disciplinary control of rational and functional measurements of space 

and time and which is gradually replaced by a “time-space compression” in a 

post-industrial risk society. In the “introduction”3 to Passenger to Frankfort, Christie 

unusually imparts her intention to escape from her social reality by writing this novel 

as “a fantasy—an extravaganza,” stating that “[the novel’s] setting must include the 

fantastic facts of daily life” (xvi). Christie seems to be aware of the fact that the daily 

life in a social reality is bound to “[a] definite place in time and space” (xv). Her 

“fantastic” writing of daily life in this espionage novel may rigorously implicate her 

feeling discontent and bored toward the disciplinary and rational social reality “in this 

year of 1970” (xvi) when the industrial society gradually turns into a risk society 

characterizing a new conception of “time-space compression.” Thus, what she 

describes in this novel, actually, maybe is not merely a fantastic “extravaganza,” but a 

realistic presentation of a Beckian risk society, in which the world is falling into a 

stage of a global crisis of politics, economics, ecology, warfare and social unrest.  

Christie’s spy novels seem to punctuate the issue of capitalism in a global world. 

To Giddens, capitalism, with the trans-national network of capital circulation, “can be 

                                                 
3 Christie rarely writes “introduction” to her novel. In Passenger to Frankfort, the five-page 
“introduction” part seems to point out her intense anticipation of creating “a new world” out of an 
everyday life by posing “a fantasy” into this novel-writing. See Passenger to Frankfort (1970). New 
York: St. Martin’s Paperbacks, 1998. xiii-xvii.      
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a very powerful constructive force” (2000, 10) that leads to a trend of “global 

capitalism” rising from a “world-wide communications revolution” (2000, 1). This 

world-wide communication constitutes a bounder-free network of politics and 

economics that intertwines with the trans-national capitalism. In her another 

espionage novel Destination Unknown, Hilary Craven, the adventurous heroine finds 

out that a group of people working for a secret organization which aims to establish “a 

brand new world” that “revolts against capitalist system” (122) because they feel the 

potential menace of the multinational capitalism.  

Writing in an age of social change dominated by industrialization and 

urbanization under the influence of capitalism, she anticipates a new world in her 

novels that transcends over a traditional industrial society and even the subsequent 

post-industrial and capitalistic society, expecting a trans-national perspective and an 

ideal vision of a new world which is totally severed from the circulation of capital 

money and its influence. To her, “visions can open new worlds to you—and visions 

can also destroy the worlds that already exist. . . .” (Passenger to Frankfort 101). 

These double-edged creative and destructive visions elaborate Christie’s response to 

the social discourse of reflexive modernity in a rising risk society.       

     As mentioned previously, the risk society is akin to a society dominated also by 

science and technology. The nuclear weapons, in this sense, can be viewed as 

technologically-constituted hazards that bring disaster to a social reality and a 

nation-state in a global horizon. Alan Irwin views scientific knowledge of nuclear 

weapons and nuclear industry as “nuclear rationality and modernity” which “are 

indeed extremely close to one another” (83). The “high-risk climate,” especially the 

one spawned by nuclear weapons, actually leads Beck to conclude that “technological 

modernization has transported society to the brink of self-destruction” (Mythen 19). 

The rational/scientific knowledge of nuclear weapons paves the way for a kind of 
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“nuclear modernity,” a sort of hegemony of a dominant nuclear power.  

In Passenger to Frankfort, Professor Eckstein, working for British government 

and considered by many to be Britain’s top scientist, tells Mr. Lazenby about a 

terrifying fact that advanced science of chemical and biological technology may bring 

about a national disaster to British people, stating: 

          “Got a lot of every nasty chemical warfare fixed up. If we ever wanted it. 

Germ warfare, you know, biological stuff, gas laid on through normal gas 

outlets, air pollution and poisoning of water supplies. Yes, if you wanted 

it, I suppose we could kill half the population of England given about 

three days to do it in.”                                (168)  

This professor’s words can implicitly suggest that the social reality of a nation-state, 

the Great Britain in a postwar age, is on the verge of being totally destroyed by an 

advanced fatal technology. Professor Shoreham, another scientist working for British 

government, is “afraid of what science had done in its time of triumph” (254), because 

“[h]e has lived in the period of nuclear fission [(with)] new weapons that have slain 

[(and)] the pollutions that new industrial discoveries have brought about” (255). The 

new industrial discoveries actually lead the development of scientific knowledge into 

a new era and finally produce various “risks” in a border-free and trans-national 

sphere.   

In Passenger to Frankfort, another secret team of world-wide scientists, 

supported by a mysterious multimillionaire banker, even attempt to develop a new 

“genotechnology,” in which scientists are able to control a person’s emotion and 

behaviors by “[putting] something into his scientific brain” (230). They intend to 

thoroughly control human race from the time when they are “unborn babies” through 

“germ warfare and experiments with biology” (Ibid.). Lindsay Prior, in her discussion 

of genotechnology, regards “technologies of genetics” as a “risk” that challenges the 
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security of a social reality.4 To her, the “genotechnology” endangers the consolidation 

of human being’s traditional value of morality, ethnicity as well as the legitimating of 

social and national bureaucracy.  

Besides these “technologically-constituted hazards,” Christie’s espionage 

novels, like some of her postwar detective writings, highlight as well the social 

changes under the impact of urbanization. Yet, the urbanization in these novels is 

interconnected with “militant particularist movement.” In They Came to Baghdad, the 

president of United States and of Soviet Union, “the men who represented the two 

predominant ideologies of the world” (259), meet in the city Baghdad to discuss the 

future of the world. However, a group of terrorist and student, supported by the 

international money of a “third party” organization, intend to assassinate these two 

presidents and produce sabotages and commotions in Baghdad. In Christie’s 

description, Baghdad is an international and urbanized city encompassing “[a] 

crowded main thoroughfare thronged with people, cars shooting violently, people 

shouting, [(and)] European goods for sales in shop windows” (99). However, the 

“hybrid European styles” (100) of the urban city Baghdad5 becomes terrorist’s target 

of a sabotage attack. 

Peter Hamilton argues that “overcrowding and urbanization create a need for a 

vast bureaucracy machine” (87), so an overcrowding and urbanized city like Baghdad 

turns into a center of a vast bureaucracy for making decision of national and even 

international politics. The president of United States and of Soviet Union can embody 

two top “decision-makers” in an international society during the Cold War. Baghdad, 

the capital city of Iraq and a city where an international conference held for making 
                                                 
4 See introduction part of Lindsay Prior et al. “Genotechnology: Three Challenges to Risk 
Legitmation” in Ed. Ulrich Beck et al. The Risk Society and Beyond: Critical Issues for Social Theory. 
London: Sage Publication, 2000. pp. 105-6.     
5 Baghdad, under the impact of the culture of western countries and overcrowded population, gradually 
becomes international and urbanized city since the League of Nations established British Mandate over 
Iraq in 1920.  
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decision of the world politics, can function as an urban center of a national and 

international (though not for a long time) bureaucracy. Yet, Hamilton notices “the 

vulnerability of urban life to terrorism” (85) due to the fact that terrorists regard 

causing violence and sabotage in an urban center as a producing of frustration and 

disturbance to a bureaucracy. Christie’s student’s demonstration and terrorist’s 

sabotage, with the financial support from a trans-national circulation of capital money, 

really cause disturbance and then threaten to a (inter)national security. This may 

substantiate the interrelation between a post-industrial risk society and an urbanizing 

process within an ambience of a high development of multi-national capitalism. 

In They Came to Baghdad, Christie’s juxtaposing a fabricated conference of 

two worldly super hegemonies—the U.S.-Soviet summit conference—with a real time 

background of Cold War at that time designates a new perspective of a historical 

event. She actually creates a sense of uncertainty by presenting a historical event 

based on an ambiguous “hybridity” of half-fiction and half-reality to her readers. 

Christie’s partial-fictitious and partial-real dealing of her contemporary historical 

event constitutes a double-edged reflection of both repetition of and differentiation 

from a modernizing and historicizing process of forming an official record of 

“history.”  

In Passenger to Frankfort, the certainty of an “official” history is under 

questioning. Dr. Reichardt, a historian, states his standpoint of Hitler’s death: 

     “It has often been rumored that Hitler was alive, not dead. There is no  

one who has ever said with certainty that they have examined his dead 

body. The Russian declared so. They brought no proofs, though.” 

                                      (203 emphasis mine)    

This historian possesses an uncertain and interrogating attitude toward the historical 
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“fact” about Hitler’s death.6 Here, Christie suggests that a past authorized “truth” is 

now questioned by a present and different perspective. In addition to the survival 

Hitler, she even uses Hitler’s incognito son as a fictional character whom is idolized 

by the rebellious youth (students) of a trans-national New-Nazi organization. Her 

reflexive and critical consciousness of the well-known “official truth”7 about Hitler 

creates a present alternative perspective of the past history. Christie, again, echoes 

Linda Hutcheon’s argumentation of a meta-narrative writing by “recalling a past 

historical event and “recontexualizing” it (Hutcheon, 201) in writing her espionage 

novels. Moreover, her “personal” and interrogating perspective of a historical event 

also challenges Giddens’ traditional assertion of a formulaic truth. This personal and 

political “truth” not merely deviates against the official understanding of history but 

also becomes the impetus to social changes.   

     This personal and political power may act as a counterforce to a dominant 

social order. In Christie’s They Came to Baghdad, Destination Unknown and 

Passenger to Frankfort, there is always a rich capitalist behind an underground 

organization who serves as a criminal mastermind and “personally” manipulates a 

trans-national political rebellion in order to subvert the national bureaucracy in a 

global world. Christie’s Superman-like capitalist really affects the world situation by 

his personal influence. This personal power helps create a Beckian source of “risk,” or 

Harvey’s reactive force of “militant particularist,” who “personally” starts cultural 

dynamics and social changes.  

Warfare caused by nuclear and biological technology, like fatal atom bomb, 

toxic gas and poisoning pollution of water supplies, highlights these contingent risks 

                                                 
6 The generally accepted cause of the death of Adolf Hitler is suicide by gunshot and cyanide 
poisoning. Some mysteries and clues about this event enable some people to believe that he may have 
survived after the end of World War II.   
7 “Hitler’s death” is “testified” and “officially “confirmed” by Russian KGB as a widely accepted 
“official truth.” 
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in Christie’s postwar England. These risks may bring hazardous destruction to what 

Harvey calls the “historical geography” of the (inter)national politics by means of a 

trans-national circulation of capital flow and international intercommunication 

technologies. Connecting the word “historical” and “geography,” Harvey notices the 

close tie of time to space, or vice versa, especially in a society full of various risks. He 

also observes that new conceptions of space and time are accompanied by a highly 

technological growth.  

Christie lucidly states her distinct viewpoint of spatiality by describing the 

dispersing of multinational capital and social movements in a boundary-free sphere.    

Nevertheless, through her character’s words, Christie also uncovers her discerning 

insight into a historical time. In Passenger to Frankfort, Mr. Robinson, the head of the 

Bureau of National Security, says to a British diplomat: 

“Look back in history. You’ll find it coming again and again, repeating  

itself like a periodic table, repeating a pattern”              (100)  

Seeing history as a repetitive pattern, she actually demonstrates her intention to get 

away from a social reality dominated by traditional dichotomy thinking under 

repetitive and traditional patterns, which lead to a rational and routine control of daily 

life experience in an industrialized and capitalistic society. 

A stable phase of a dominant social reality in Christie’s contemporary England 

gradually turns into an intermediate phase of post-industrial risk society, in which, 

“risks” are regarded as an incomplete and uncertain project of social phenomena in a 

high development of an industrialized society. Delineating a trend of social change 

with various “risks” in her postwar espionage novels, Christie has already foreseen a 

new order emanating from a risk society.  

Yet, to her, this new order presented in her novels is just a contingent and 

temporary formulation of a dominant social order—a social significance of a risk 



 167

society. This new social reality lies in “a world order that may be right today [may be] 

wrong tomorrow” (Destination Unknown 128). The significance of “transience” and 

“transcendentalism” in her novels illuminates a new life experience with new 

perceptions of space and time. Put it another way, this new order is no more confined 

to the traditional boundary of a national “space” or the ultimate conclusion of a 

historical “time” determined by a dichotomy rationale. Thus, Christie’s transnational 

perspective of space and non-binary view of history toward her contemporary society 

indicate that the traditional and authorial rationality in her novels cannot be secured 

anymore and that the controlling bond of everyday life in a dominant social order is 

gradually withering under the trend of a social change. Accordingly, with this critical 

and reflexive awareness of her contemporary society, she can be regarded as a 

reflexive modernist writer in a risk society and in an age of high development of 

modernity. 

The social discourse of reflexive modernity presented in Christie’s interwar and 

postwar novels evidences the changing social structure from an industrial society to a 

post-industrial (Beckian) risk society. In this trend of social change, a rationalizing 

and modernizing process is critically scrutinized by social masses’ rising 

self-reflexive consciousness. In this study of Christie’s works, the modernizing 

process can be discerned from Christie’s depiction of a rational construction of 

so-called “truth” and spatio-temporal practices of everyday life experience in a 

changing social reality—the rising risk society, in which the controlling bond of 

rational modernization is waning. This shifting societal tide is featured with a 

“militant” and “particular” impetus to an exertion of personal truth/justice in a 

disciplinary society.      

The detective’s personal truth/justice in Christie’s novels discussed in Chapter 

Two reveals social public’s growing consciousness of an equivocal sense and critical 
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stance to the rationality of an official truth/justice in Christie’s contemporary England. 

The criminal’s personal and fragmentary memoirs in her novels create multiple 

perspectives and differential interpretations of a murder case. Yet, these unauthorized 

memories are more than defiances against an ultimate truth; they also highlight a 

dominant manipulation of an official authority, which renders a coherent constitution 

of an official truth/justice.  

This social masses’ rising distrust and discontent of the police and a juridical 

authority signifies the weakening control of a dominant social order. Henceforth, the 

personal truth/justice can be regarded as Harvey’s militant particularist’s backlash 

(2001, 205-7), or a radical impetus, which debilitates the consolidation of an official 

bureaucracy and leads to a burgeoning trend of social change.  

In Christie’s wartime and postwar England, the changing social reality is also 

characterized with “compressive” spatiotemporal perceptions, ones that change from 

rational measurements of space and time in an early industrialized society to what 

Harvey calls a disorienting “time-space compression” under the impact of a 

borderless capital circulation and a high development of industrialization. The police 

station and judicial authority of a nation state symbolize discursive practices of social 

institution that enact too functional measurement of space and time, constituting a De 

Certeau’s “disciplinary society” (1984, 95-7) of repetitive and monotonous everyday 

life that regulate the creative mind of general public.  

In Chapter Three, these dull and monotous life experiences compose a 

Lefebvrian representation of space, an official and disciplinary practices of space 

(with an erosion of time) (Lefebvre, 1991, 31-42), which can be instanced by some 

“disciplinary” spaces, including school, mental house, urban city streets, and 

apartment buildings described by Christie. More noteworthy, in her novels, the 

cunning criminals who manipulate their misguiding red herrings and false alibis 
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contrarily create personal and differential practices of space and time, challenging 

rational and disciplinary practices of space and time. The personal memory in some 

Christie’s novels mentioned in this chapter produces a supernatural atmosphere and a 

perception of an irrational space (haunted place). However, these mysterious elements 

are finally explained away by rationality and are “regulated” into an officially 

spatial-temporal practice—the officially spatial-temporal “understanding” of a crime 

scene. 

Although Christie’s masterful and scheming criminals are finally pinned down 

by the police (with a “smarter” detective’s help), their proficient but non-official 

practices of befuddling space and time still stress a gradually diminishing control of 

rational modernity and accentuate a clashing impact on social masses’ “traditional” 

cognition of space and time. Most notably, in the end of Sleeping Murder, the unusual 

occurrence of a ghost that is previously excluded from rational explanations impicates 

a return of irrationality and a sense of uncertainty rebounding from the suppression of 

rational modernity. This, again, signals a fading rational control of a disciplinary 

society.  

Christie’s writings seem to double-edgedly exhibit the dominant control of 

rational modernity and criticize this rational modernity by presenting characters’ 

discontent and critical awareness of this disciplinary control. Her characters’ 

interrogating attitide may represent some of the social public’s rising self-reflexive 

consciousness of the rational control of a disciplinary society. This sequentially 

cultivates a social discourse of reflexive modernity. The public self-conscousness of 

the manipulation of a dominant social order is enhanced when the serene and peaceful 

country life is gradually replaced by the busy and rush urban life—a consequence of 

an urbanizing process that gradualy forms a control of disciplinary practices of space 

and time.  
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Several Christie’s detective novels discussed in Chapter Four present a social 

reality of a high development of industrialization and urbanization under the impact of 

capitalism. This industrializing process results in a rise of capitalism, provoking an 

emergence of market places and a society of commercial consumption that help map 

out an early landscape of an urban center. More crucially, the industrialization 

generates stimuli to an advancement of modern technology especially the 

transportation means like train and car. This traffic system functions like a Lefebvrian 

“urban fabric” which expands its urban network to the countryside. Consequently, 

massive modern buildings and factories are juxtaposed with old country houses in 

rural area, bringing about an “urban-rural hybridity” and shaping a new “rurban” 

landscape. This does not only lead to an alteration of classical country house setting 

of detective writings in the Golden Age but also ambiguously unfolds a changing 

socio-cultural trend in Christie’s postwar England. 

Yet, under Christie’s delineation, the industrializing process and urbanization 

development seem to be negatively portrayed as a dull and boring experience, which 

can correspond with what Benjamin calls an ennui experience in an industrialized and 

capitalistic society. This ennui experience is descendant from strictly functional 

practices of space and time, which serve as rational restraints that clandestinely 

confine public life experience to a homogenizing process of industrialization and 

urbanization. Therefore, Benjamin suggests a “flaneuristic” escape (1976, 48-55) 

from these rigid practices of spatiotemporality by means of a person’s autonomous 

manipulation of his own elbow room in a Messianic time (1986, 253-67). Benjamin’s 

thought can acutely explicate social masses’ rising critical awareness of and desiring 

escape from rational and functional measurements of space and time that are 

epitomized by their everyday life experience.  

The industrialization, urbanization, and prevalent capitalism in Christie’s 
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postwar England engender socio-cultural dynamics and lead to radical social changes 

in a rising Beckian risk society. Christie’s historian and detective novelist in her works 

discussed in Chapter Five express an interrogative and critical awareness of a new 

societal trend in their contemporary society. Some of her postwar novels evince a 

Beckian meta-narrative, a self-reflexive and self-conscious narrative in a higher 

narrative frame which criticizes a totalized and authorial “script” registered by a 

dominant but somehow shaky social order.  

While this emergent risk society forms the social background of Christie’s 

works, her parodic and intertextual writings of a conventional detective writing and of 

her predecessors’ literary works constitute the literary background of her novels. More 

precisely, under the influence of a meta-narrative in a risk society and a metafictional 

writing in a literary tradition, Christie’s detective novels present two kinds of 

meta-narrative: one is the meta-narrative to criticize everyday life in a social 

background, and the other, the meta-narrative writing to comment on the tradition of 

detective writing in a literary background. These two backgrounds in her 

meta-detective writing are interconnected to form a meta-narrative that reflexively 

questions the modernization of a supreme grand narrative.  

A critical awareness of modernizing process is not merely revealed in the social 

and cultural phenomena in Christie’s contemporary England but also exhibited in the 

literary form of her meta-fictional writing. Metafiction scholars like Linda Hutcheon 

and Patricia Waugh, in their examinations of Christie’s writing traits, regard Agatha 

Christie as one of the metafiction writers. Both Hutcheon and Waugh have noticed the 

close tie of the new kind of metafiction to its social background. Viewed as a 

metafiction writer by Hutcheon and Waugh, Christie actually becomes a forerunner of 

a metafiction writer who punctuates an interlock between metafiction and its social 

significance in her postwar novels.  
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The social background of a rising risk society in Christie’s contemporary 

England, indeed, affects her writing and enables her to record a reflexive and critical 

meta-narrative to scrutinize social evolution and literary tradition in meta-fictional 

writing. Her characters’ critical comments on these two backgrounds in her reflexive 

meta-narrative writing can suggest that she is a reflexive modernist writer in an age of 

late modernity. The features of an early definition of modernity characterize a 

Foucaultian homogenizing and normalizing process of rational modernity, or what 

Giddens calls “an authorial and fundamental tradition.” But, the later development of 

modernity, as Jurgen Habermas suggests, implicates that the impulse of modernity 

gradually turns “exhausted” and reveals the traits of high modernity in what Giddens 

calls a “post-tradition society” (1994, 82-95). More accurately, the once rationalized 

truth and take-it-for-granted life experiences in a first modernity of an industrial 

society have been challenged and undermined by those alternative perspectives in a 

rising post-industrial risk society (a second and reflexive modernity). 

Christie’s postwar espionage novels, the later variation of her detective writing, 

respond more concretely to the cultural dynamic of a risk society. Christie registers a 

post-industrial risk society in a trans-national world under the impact of a 

multi-national capitalism that transcends over the innate boundary among nation 

states. The capital money in a global network gives impetus to a high development of 

advanced scientific technology and finally transforms the early industrialized society 

into a later post-industrial risk society which is accompanied by some 

“technologically-constituted hazards,” including nuclear technologies and new 

biochemical weapons. Apart from these new fatal technologies, what cause social 

unrest and generate “risk” to Christie’s trans-national world are the social movements 

in urban cities. This is exhibited by Christie’s portrayal of terrorist’s sabotage or 

student’s rebellion supported by a trans-national circulation of capital money. Social 
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masses’ personal and political force may disrupt the consolidation of a secured society 

and the bureaucracy of a nation-state. These social masses represent the force of 

stimulus to social change and one of various risks that challenges an official 

truth/justice, the law, and a dominant social order.  

Christie changes our traditional concept of the relationship between detective 

stories and modernity, in which detective stories usually affiliate with a modernizing 

process of a disciplinary everyday life and a dominant social order. Her novels 

actually connote a transitory process changing from an early modernity to a later 

development of high modernity. Examining over thirty novels written by her between 

1920s and 1970s, I finally recognize that the thematic issues in her novels still 

connect with modernity, but this modernity is related to another kind of reflexive 

modernization. Put it another way, I perceive Christie’s growth of an author’s writing 

from a classic detective stories narrator who highlights the ultimate truth of a 

dominant social order into a forerunner of metafiction novelist and even a writer in a 

late modern age who interrogates the rational construction of the truth in a trend of 

social change. Her modification of dealing with the truth and critical consciousness of 

a modernizing process in the later development of her narrative deviates many 

readers’ anticipating of her traditional and classic detective writings. Many of her 

novels published after 1950s even evince some features of metaphysical detective 

novels like those written by Thomas Pynchon and Paul Auster, who address a sense of 

uncertainty toward their contemporary society and a reflexive consciousness of a 

modernizing process, in which the controlling bond of an industrial and rational 

society gradually turns paled.   

After finishing the study of Christie’s works, I finally discern the fact that 

Christie, indeed, plays a significant role as a writer whose narratives portray the 

transition of literary innovations and of a societal trend. She is really ignored and 
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underestimated in the literary research of modernist novels and even of the 

burgeoning progress of postmodern culture.    

With these interrogative perspectives of the social reality in her interwar and 

postwar England, Christie unfolds the phenomena of social and cultural change in her 

modern and late-modern society and provides an alternative perspective of daily and 

routine life experiences—namely a changing prospect of a rational and disciplinary 

control in a society dominated by industrialization, urbanization, and trans-national 

capitalism. Describing these social phenomena in her wartime and postwar novels 

with a critical awareness, Agatha Christie, transcending over a traditional detective 

writer, proves herself to be a “reflexive” modernist and a prominent social critic to her 

contemporary world. In our age when the distinction between high-brow literature and 

low-brow one gradually becomes obscured, Christie’s works cannot be neglected in 

the study of modernist novels. Spanning six decades, Christie’s works stretch from the 

literary period of pre-modernism, modernism, and even to the age of late-modernism. 

In fact, many of her novels illustrate that she is a predecessor of modernist novelist 

and even a trail-blazer of metafiction writer. I try to fill the gap of the literary research 

of British modernist novel and to redefine Christie’s position in a literary history. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


