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Abstract: This article examines the linguistic mechanisms through which Agatha Christie encodes red herrings in 
her detective novels. The study highlights how syntactic delay, lexical ambiguity, ironic narration, unreliable 
discourse, and semiotic detail function as deliberate techniques of misdirection, guiding readers toward false 
hypotheses until the final solution of the crime is revealed. A comparative-stylistic analysis was conducted on 
selected texts, including Murder on the Orient Express, The ABC Murders, and And Then There Were None, with 
attention to their Uzbek translations. The findings demonstrate that Christie’s red herrings are not accidental 
narrative details but systematically embedded linguistic and stylistic devices. They serve both as plot mechanisms 
and as instruments of reader manipulation. The analysis further shows that Uzbek translations generally succeed 
in preserving the pragmatic function of misdirection, particularly when translators maintain ambiguity, stylistic 
nuance, and suspense. Drawing on Nida’s principle of dynamic equivalence, Eco’s semiotic framework, and 
discourse-oriented approaches to translation, the article contributes to narratology, stylistics, and translation 
studies by showing how detective fiction depends on the careful linguistic construction and preservation of 
deception. 
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Introduction: Detective fiction is one of the most 

intellectually engaging literary genres because it invites 

the reader to participate actively in the process of 

investigation. Unlike many other forms of narrative, 

detective fiction is structured around uncertainty, 

suspicion, and delayed revelation. The reader is 

encouraged to observe details, interpret clues, 

evaluate characters’ statements, and construct 

possible explanations for the crime. However, the 

genre also depends on deception. In order to maintain 

suspense and prevent the solution from becoming 

obvious too early, authors introduce misleading clues, 

false suspects, ambiguous statements, and irrelevant 

details. These elements are commonly known as red 

herrings. 

A red herring may be defined as a narrative device 

deliberately designed to mislead the reader by 

directing attention away from the truth. In detective 

fiction, red herrings are not simply decorative details; 

they are essential components of the plot. They help 

create suspense, sustain curiosity, and produce the 

intellectual pleasure associated with solving a mystery. 

Through red herrings, the author controls the reader’s 

perception and manipulates the process of 

interpretation. The reader is made to believe that a 

certain clue, object, character, or statement is 

important, only to discover later that it has been 

misleading or irrelevant. 

Agatha Christie, widely known as the “Queen of Crime,” 

mastered the use of red herrings in her detective 

novels. Her fiction is especially significant because her 

misleading clues are rarely random. Instead, they are 

carefully embedded into the linguistic and narrative 

structure of the text. Christie uses ambiguous 
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vocabulary, delayed syntax, ironic dialogue, 

contradictory testimonies, and meaningful objects to 

shape the reader’s assumptions. In her novels, 

language itself becomes a tool of deception. What 

characters say, how they say it, and what the narrator 

chooses to reveal or conceal all contribute to the 

construction of false hypotheses. 

The importance of studying Christie’s red herrings lies 

in the fact that they operate on several levels at once. 

On the narrative level, they distract the reader from the 

real criminal or motive. On the linguistic level, they 

appear through lexical ambiguity, wordplay, 

incomplete statements, repetition, and ironic 

contrasts. On the semiotic level, they function as signs 

that invite interpretation but lead to false conclusions. 

Eco’s semiotic theory is especially relevant here, since 

he views texts as systems of signs that require active 

interpretation from the reader (Eco, 1979). In Christie’s 

detective fiction, red herrings operate precisely as such 

signs: they appear meaningful, but their meaning is 

deliberately unstable until the final revelation. 

The translation of red herrings also deserves attention 

because misleading clues must retain not only their 

semantic meaning but also their pragmatic effect. 

Nida’s principle of dynamic equivalence emphasizes 

that a translation should produce a response in the 

target reader similar to that experienced by the source 

reader (Nida, 1964). In detective fiction, this means 

that translated red herrings should create the same 

level of suspicion, uncertainty, and surprise as in the 

original text. Similarly, Hatim and Mason argue that 

discourse features such as irony, implication, and 

ambiguity play an important role in shaping meaning 

(Hatim & Mason, 1990). These features are central to 

Christie’s technique of misdirection and therefore must 

be carefully preserved in translation. 

This article aims to analyze how red herrings are 

linguistically represented in selected detective novels 

by Agatha Christie. The study focuses on Murder on the 

Orient Express, The ABC Murders, and And Then There 

Were None, as these works clearly demonstrate 

Christie’s skill in constructing narrative deception 

(Christie, 1934, 1936, 1939). The research seeks to 

identify the linguistic and stylistic mechanisms through 

which Christie manipulates reader expectations. 

Special attention is also given to the Uzbek translations 

of these works in order to examine whether the 

pragmatic function of misdirection is preserved across 

languages. 

The central argument of this article is that red herrings 

in Christie’s fiction are not merely plot devices but 

complex linguistic strategies. They shape the reader’s 

understanding of events, create suspense, and delay 

the recognition of truth. By systematizing these 

strategies, the article contributes to the study of 

detective fiction, stylistics, narratology, and translation 

studies. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The study of red herrings in detective fiction intersects 

with several academic fields, including narratology, 

stylistics, semiotics, pragmatics, and translation 

studies. Scholars have long recognized that detective 

fiction is built on the tension between truth and 

deception. The genre depends on the gradual 

presentation of information, but this information is 

often incomplete, ambiguous, or intentionally 

misleading. Therefore, red herrings are central to the 

way detective narratives function. 

From a narratological perspective, red herrings are 

closely connected with the organization of plot and the 

control of reader knowledge. Wayne C. Booth’s 

concept of the unreliable narrator is particularly 

relevant to the study of detective fiction (Booth, 1961). 

Although Christie does not always use an explicitly 

unreliable narrator, her narratives often create 

uncertainty through limited information, selective 

disclosure, and contradictory perspectives. This 

destabilizes reader trust and encourages the formation 

of false assumptions. In this sense, red herrings may be 

understood as devices that influence narrative 

reliability and reader interpretation. 

Semiotic theory also provides an important framework 

for analyzing red herrings. Umberto Eco argues that 

texts are systems of signs that require interpretation by 

the reader (Eco, 1979). In detective fiction, clues 

function as signs, but not all signs lead to truth. Some 

signs are deliberately misleading. A red herring may 

therefore be viewed as a semiotic trap: it appears 

meaningful and invites interpretation, but the meaning 

constructed by the reader is ultimately false. Christie’s 

novels are rich in such semiotic traps. Objects, names, 

letters, time schedules, gestures, and repeated phrases 

often appear to point toward the solution while 
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actually diverting attention from it. 

Stylistic studies emphasize that meaning in fiction is 

created not only through plot but also through 

linguistic form. In Christie’s writing, syntax, vocabulary, 

dialogue, and narrative rhythm play a significant role in 

producing suspense. Syntactic delay allows information 

to be postponed, creating uncertainty. Lexical 

ambiguity allows words or expressions to carry more 

than one possible meaning. Ironic narration creates a 

gap between what is said and what is later understood. 

These stylistic features are especially important in 

detective fiction because they enable the author to 

conceal the truth in plain sight. 

Translation studies further complicate the issue of red 

herrings. Baker highlights the importance of preserving 

pragmatic and cultural meaning in translation (Baker, 

2018). This is particularly relevant when deceptive 

clues rely on idioms, culturally specific expressions, or 

subtle stylistic signals. If a translator renders only the 

literal meaning of a misleading clue but fails to preserve 

its pragmatic effect, the suspense and deception of the 

original text may be weakened. 

Komissarov’s approach to translation also emphasizes 

the importance of semantic and stylistic layers in the 

text (Komissarov, 2001). In detective fiction, stylistic 

nuance is not secondary; it is often essential to the 

function of the clue. A seemingly minor word choice, 

ironic tone, or repeated expression may influence the 

reader’s interpretation. Therefore, translators must 

pay careful attention to both meaning and stylistic 

effect. In Christie’s fiction, a clue may be hidden in a 

phrase, a pause, a repeated word, or a seemingly 

ordinary detail. If these features are not preserved, the 

red herring may lose its function in the translated text. 

Nida’s principle of dynamic equivalence is especially 

useful for analyzing the translation of red herrings 

(Nida, 1964). According to Nida, translation should 

produce a response in the target reader similar to that 

experienced by the source reader. In the context of 

detective fiction, this means that Uzbek readers should 

feel the same suspicion, uncertainty, surprise, and 

misdirection as readers of the English original. 

Preserving red herrings therefore requires more than 

accurate translation; it requires the preservation of 

reader effect. 

Hatim and Mason’s discourse-based approach also 

supports this perspective. They argue that meaning is 

shaped by discourse signals such as irony, implication, 

ambiguity, and interpersonal relations between 

speakers (Hatim & Mason, 1990). In Christie’s novels, 

these discourse signals often become red herrings. 

Characters may hesitate, contradict themselves, 

exaggerate, or speak ironically, causing readers to 

misjudge their guilt or innocence. Translating such 

discourse requires sensitivity to tone, context, and 

pragmatic meaning. 

Christie’s selected novels provide strong examples of 

these theoretical issues. In Murder on the Orient 

Express, the reader is misled through contradictory 

testimonies and the appearance of individual guilt 

(Christie, 1934). In The ABC Murders, the alphabetical 

pattern appears to be the organizing principle of the 

crimes, but this pattern itself becomes a deceptive 

structure (Christie, 1936). In And Then There Were 

None, the nursery rhyme, repeated deaths, and 

symbolic objects create a closed system of signs that 

repeatedly invites misinterpretation (Christie, 1939). 

These examples show that Christie’s red herrings are 

both narrative and linguistic phenomena. 

Overall, previous scholarship shows that red herrings 

should not be viewed only as plot tricks. They are 

complex textual devices that operate through 

language, signs, narrative structure, and reader 

expectation. However, there remains a need for more 

focused analysis of the linguistic mechanisms through 

which red herrings are constructed and translated. This 

article addresses that gap by examining Christie’s use 

of syntactic delay, lexical ambiguity, irony, unreliable 

discourse, and semiotic detail in selected works. 

METHODS 

This study employs a comparative-stylistic method to 

analyze the linguistic representation of red herrings in 

Agatha Christie’s detective fiction. The research 

combines narratological, stylistic, semiotic, and 

translation-oriented approaches in order to examine 

how misleading clues are created in the original English 

texts and how their function is preserved in Uzbek 

translations. 

The primary materials of the study are three novels by 

Agatha Christie: Murder on the Orient Express (1934), 

The ABC Murders (1936), and And Then There Were 

None (1939) (Christie, 1934, 1936, 1939). These novels 
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were selected because they represent different models 

of Christie’s detective technique. Murder on the Orient 

Express is based on conflicting testimonies and 

collective guilt; The ABC Murders uses alphabetical 

order and serial crime patterns as forms of 

misdirection; and And Then There Were None relies on 

repetition, isolation, symbolic objects, and a nursery 

rhyme structure to build suspense. Together, these 

texts provide rich material for the study of red herrings 

as linguistic and semiotic devices. 

The analysis was conducted in several stages. First, key 

passages containing misleading clues, suspicious 

dialogue, ambiguous expressions, repeated structures, 

and symbolic objects were identified. These passages 

were examined in relation to their function within the 

plot. The purpose was to determine whether the 

details guided the reader toward a false conclusion, 

delayed the recognition of truth, or created suspicion 

around an innocent character. 

Second, the selected passages were analyzed 

linguistically. Particular attention was paid to the 

following mechanisms: 

1. Syntactic delay — sentence structures or 

narrative sequences that postpone important 

information and create suspense.  

2. Lexical ambiguity and wordplay — words, 

names, phrases, or expressions that allow multiple 

interpretations.  

3. Irony and unreliable narration — discourse 

strategies that create a gap between appearance and 

reality.  

4. Semiotic detail — objects, settings, times, 

gestures, and symbolic references that function as 

misleading signs.  

5. Pragmatic implication — meanings suggested 

indirectly through context, tone, or character 

interaction.  

Third, a comparative analysis was carried out with 

Uzbek translations of Christie’s works. This stage 

examined whether the red herrings retained their 

misleading effect in the target language. The analysis 

focused not only on lexical accuracy but also on the 

preservation of suspense, ambiguity, irony, and reader 

response. This approach follows Nida’s principle of 

dynamic equivalence, which stresses the importance of 

equivalent reader response in translation (Nida, 1964). 

It also draws on Baker’s view that translators must 

preserve pragmatic and cultural meaning, especially 

when dealing with expressions that carry more than 

literal information (Baker, 2018). 

The theoretical framework of the study draws on Nida’s 

principle of dynamic equivalence (Nida, 1964), Hatim 

and Mason’s discourse approach (Hatim & Mason, 

1990), Eco’s semiotic theory (Eco, 1979), and Booth’s 

concept of narrative reliability (Booth, 1961). These 

frameworks allow the study to treat red herrings not 

only as literary devices but also as linguistic and 

translational phenomena. Through this method, the 

research identifies recurring patterns in Christie’s use 

of misdirection and evaluates their transfer into Uzbek. 

Analysis and Results 

The analysis of selected novels demonstrates that 

Christie’s red herrings are systematically encoded 

through linguistic, stylistic, and semiotic mechanisms. 

They are not accidental details but carefully 

constructed signals that guide the reader toward false 

interpretations. Five major patterns were identified: 

syntactic delay, lexical ambiguity, irony and unreliable 

discourse, semiotic detail, and pragmatic equivalence 

in translation. 

1. Syntactic Delay and Repetition 

Syntactic delay is one of the most effective techniques 

Christie uses to maintain suspense. By postponing 

essential information, Christie allows the reader to 

remain in a state of uncertainty. In And Then There 

Were None, the repeated structure of the nursery 

rhyme creates a pattern of expectation. Each 

disappearance appears to correspond to one line of the 

rhyme, and this repeated structure directs the reader’s 

attention toward the next predicted death rather than 

the identity of the murderer (Christie, 1939). 

The rhyme therefore functions not only as a thematic 

element but also as a syntactic and structural device. 

Its repeated pattern organizes the narrative and delays 

the final revelation. The reader becomes focused on 

the sequence of deaths, while the deeper mechanism 

of deception remains hidden. This supports Eco’s idea 

that textual signs invite interpretation but may also 

lead the reader into misinterpretation (Eco, 1979). In 

this case, the nursery rhyme becomes a semiotic 

structure that appears to explain the crimes while 
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actually delaying the recognition of the murderer’s 

strategy. 

The Uzbek translation preserves this repetitive rhythm 

through phrases such as “to‘qqiztasi qoldilar” and 

“sakkiztasi qoldi.” This allows the target reader to 

experience the same gradual narrowing of suspense as 

in the original text. Such preservation reflects Nida’s 

principle of dynamic equivalence, since the translation 

aims to reproduce the same response of tension and 

expectation in the target reader (Nida, 1964). 

2. Lexical Ambiguity and Wordplay 

Lexical ambiguity is another major technique in 

Christie’s construction of red herrings. In The ABC 

Murders, the alphabetical order of the crimes appears 

to provide a logical pattern. The letters A, B, and C seem 

to suggest that the murderer is following a systematic 

plan based on names and places (Christie, 1936). 

However, this apparent pattern is itself misleading. The 

alphabet becomes a linguistic structure that 

encourages both the detective and the reader to 

construct a false hypothesis. 

This example shows how Christie transforms language 

into a mechanism of deception. The alphabetical 

sequence looks meaningful, but its meaning is 

deceptive. The reader assumes that the pattern is the 

key to the crime, while in reality it functions as a 

distraction from the true motive. From a semiotic 

perspective, this confirms Eco’s view that signs are not 

fixed containers of truth but elements that require 

interpretation (Eco, 1979). Christie exploits this 

instability by creating a pattern that seems logical but 

ultimately misdirects the reader. 

In translation, the preservation of this structure is 

essential because the red herring depends on the 

reader recognizing the alphabetic system. If the 

translator fails to preserve the clarity of the sequence, 

the misleading effect may be weakened. Baker’s 

discussion of pragmatic meaning in translation is 

relevant here, since the translator must preserve not 

only the words but also the interpretive function of the 

clue (Baker, 2018). In detective fiction, a translated clue 

must remain both understandable and misleading. 

3. Irony and Unreliable Discourse 

In Murder on the Orient Express, Christie relies heavily 

on dialogue, testimony, and contradiction. Each 

passenger provides information that appears 

individually plausible but collectively confusing 

(Christie, 1934). Hesitations, incomplete statements, 

polite evasions, and ironic remarks create an 

atmosphere of unreliability. The reader is encouraged 

to suspect different passengers at different points in 

the narrative. 

The irony of the novel lies in the fact that the 

contradictions are not signs of a single liar but part of a 

collective concealment. Christie uses discourse itself as 

a red herring. The passengers’ statements are not 

entirely false, yet they are arranged in such a way that 

they mislead Poirot and the reader. This demonstrates 

Christie’s skill in using partial truth as a form of 

deception. The reader is not misled by complete lies 

but by incomplete and strategically presented truths. 

This technique can be understood through Booth’s 

concept of narrative unreliability (Booth, 1961). 

Although the narrator may not be directly unreliable, 

the narrative environment becomes unreliable because 

the information provided by characters is incomplete, 

selective, and strategically arranged. Hatim and 

Mason’s discourse approach is also relevant, since they 

emphasize that meaning is shaped through tone, 

implication, irony, and interpersonal positioning (Hatim 

& Mason, 1990). In Christie’s work, these discourse 

signals guide the reader toward false conclusions. 

From a translation perspective, such discourse requires 

careful handling. The tone of hesitation, irony, and 

indirectness must be preserved. If dialogue becomes 

too direct in translation, the subtle misdirection may be 

lost. The Uzbek translations generally maintain the 

function of these discourse signals by preserving the 

ambiguity of character speech and the formal 

politeness of interrogation scenes. This supports 

Komissarov’s view that stylistically significant semantic 

layers must be retained in translation (Komissarov, 

2001). 

4. Semiotic Detail and Material Clues 

Christie frequently uses material objects as semiotic 

clues. In detective fiction, objects are never neutral: a 

letter, weapon, chair, watch, medicine bottle, or item 

of clothing may appear to carry meaning. However, 

Christie often uses such objects as red herrings. They 

seem to point toward one explanation but later prove 

to be misleading. 

In And Then There Were None, objects such as the 
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revolver, the chair, and the symbolic figures connected 

with the nursery rhyme create false assumptions about 

the murderer’s method and location (Christie, 1939). 

These objects act as signs that invite interpretation. The 

reader tries to decode them, but Christie controls their 

meaning until the final revelation. According to Eco’s 

semiotic framework, such objects function as codes 

that may be misread by the reader (Eco, 1979). 

This technique is also visible in Murder on the Orient 

Express, where physical details such as the 

handkerchief, pipe cleaner, and conductor’s uniform 

appear to suggest separate suspects (Christie, 1934). 

However, these objects are arranged in a way that 

distributes suspicion among several passengers. Their 

function is not only evidential but deceptive. They 

produce interpretive noise, making it difficult for the 

reader to distinguish true clues from false ones. 

The Uzbek translation preserves many of these 

semiotic details with accuracy. This is important 

because the detective genre depends on the visibility 

of clues. If a material detail is omitted or simplified, the 

chain of suspicion may be broken. The preservation of 

objects, settings, and symbolic references allows Uzbek 

readers to participate in the same process of 

interpretation and misinterpretation. This again 

reflects the principle of dynamic equivalence, since the 

translated text seeks to reproduce the same 

investigative experience for the target reader (Nida, 

1964). 

5. Pragmatic Equivalence in Translation 

The comparative analysis shows that Uzbek 

translations generally succeed in preserving the 

pragmatic function of red herrings. This means that the 

translations do not merely transfer words but also 

maintain the effect of suspense and misdirection. For 

example, when culturally specific or idiomatic 

expressions are adapted to Uzbek linguistic norms, the 

translator often preserves the reader’s emotional and 

interpretive response. 

This corresponds to Nida’s principle of dynamic 

equivalence (Nida, 1964). In detective fiction, the most 

important question is not always whether the 

translation is literal, but whether it produces the same 

level of suspicion, uncertainty, and surprise. A 

successful translation of a red herring must mislead the 

target reader in a way similar to the original. Therefore, 

stylistic fidelity and pragmatic equivalence are both 

essential. 

Baker’s approach also supports this conclusion, since 

she emphasizes that translators must consider 

meaning beyond the word level, including pragmatic, 

cultural, and contextual dimensions (Baker, 2018). In 

Christie’s detective fiction, a red herring often depends 

on these dimensions. A phrase may appear innocent 

but later become suspicious; an object may appear 

important but later prove irrelevant; a character’s 

statement may seem sincere but function as part of a 

larger deception. Translators must preserve this 

layered effect. 

The findings confirm that Christie’s red herrings 

operate as both narrative and linguistic strategies. They 

manipulate perception through grammar, vocabulary, 

discourse, symbols, and context. Their successful 

translation requires sensitivity to meaning, style, and 

reader effect. This supports Komissarov’s argument 

that stylistic coloration is essential to the integrity of 

the translated text (Komissarov, 2001), especially in 

genres where style directly affects plot interpretation. 

CONCLUSION 

This study has demonstrated that red herrings in 

Agatha Christie’s detective fiction are not incidental 

embellishments but essential elements of her narrative 

and linguistic design. Christie constructs misdirection 

through syntactic delay, lexical ambiguity, ironic 

discourse, unreliable testimony, and semiotic detail. 

These mechanisms shape the reader’s expectations, 

encourage false hypotheses, and sustain suspense until 

the final revelation. 

The analysis of Murder on the Orient Express, The ABC 

Murders, and And Then There Were None shows that 

Christie’s red herrings are systematically embedded in 

both plot and language (Christie, 1934, 1936, 1939). 

Her novels demonstrate that deception in detective 

fiction is not achieved only through events but also 

through linguistic form. Words, repetitions, pauses, 

names, objects, and conversations all participate in the 

construction of mystery. 

The comparative analysis of Uzbek translations further 

indicates that the pragmatic function of red herrings is 

generally preserved. Translators maintain suspense by 

preserving ambiguity, stylistic nuance, and misleading 

discourse. This confirms the relevance of Nida’s 
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dynamic equivalence (Nida, 1964), Eco’s semiotic 

theory (Eco, 1979), and discourse-oriented translation 

approaches (Hatim & Mason, 1990) in the study of 

detective fiction. 

Overall, the findings highlight Christie’s mastery in 

using language as an instrument of deception. Her red 

herrings function simultaneously as clues, signs, 

stylistic devices, and reader-oriented strategies. For 

translation studies, the research demonstrates that 

preserving the deceptive function of such devices is 

crucial for maintaining the aesthetic and psychological 

impact of detective fiction. Future research may 

expand this analysis to other detective writers or 

compare the translation of red herrings across different 

languages and literary traditions. 
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