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Abstract 

This article examines narrative simplicity and philosophical opacity in the Jesus trilogy of J. 

M. Coetzee—The Childhood of Jesus, The Schooldays of Jesus, and The Death of Jesus. 

While the trilogy has often been interpreted allegorically or theologically, this study 

foregrounds its linguistic design, arguing that simplicity operates as a deliberate rhetorical 

strategy rather than stylistic reduction. Through close stylistic analysis of syntactic plainness, 

limited lexical elaboration, dialogic minimalism, and controlled focalization, the paper 

demonstrates how Coetzee constructs a narrative surface that appears transparent yet 
generates profound philosophical uncertainty. 

 

 The trilogy’s restrained sentence structures, repetitive dialogue patterns, and 

absence of emotive intensifiers create a discursive environment marked by epistemic 
indeterminacy. Meaning is not delivered but deferred; interpretation becomes an ethical task 

for the reader. The apparent linguistic clarity—short declaratives, sparse metaphoric density, 

and neutral evaluative tone—paradoxically produces opacity at the level of philosophical 

implication. Questions of belief, authority, education, and transcendence are staged without 
doctrinal resolution. 

 

 By conceptualizing “language beyond meaning” as a structural feature of narrative 

form, this study contributes to contemporary debates in literary linguistics and ethical 
narratology. It argues that Coetzee’s late style exemplifies a disciplined rhetoric of simplicity 

through which philosophical depth emerges from grammatical restraint. The trilogy thus 

redefines minimalism as a mode of epistemic inquiry rather than aesthetic austerity. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

 

In the later phase of his literary career, J. M. 

Coetzee turned toward an unexpected mode 

of narrative experimentation that appears, 

at first glance, radically simple. The trilogy 

consisting of The Childhood of Jesus 

(2013), The Schooldays of Jesus (2016), 

and The Death of Jesus (2019) departs from 

the overtly political landscapes of his 

earlier fiction and situates readers within a 

sparse, allegorical environment marked by 

plain language, restrained dialogue, and 

minimal descriptive elaboration. The 

novels unfold in an unnamed Spanish-

speaking setting inhabited by migrants who 

have lost their past identities and begin 

anew in a condition of amnesia. Within this 

deliberately pared-down world, questions 

of belief, authority, pedagogy, memory, and 

transcendence are staged in deceptively 

simple prose. Yet beneath this surface 

clarity lies an interpretive density that has 

puzzled critics and divided readers. 

 

 The Jesus trilogy presents a 

paradox: it is linguistically accessible but 

philosophically elusive. Sentences are 

short, vocabulary is largely unadorned, and 

metaphoric density is restrained. Dialogue 

dominates narrative progression, often 

composed of calm, measured exchanges 

that seem almost pedagogical in tone. There 

is little rhetorical flourish, minimal 

emotional intensification, and a notable 

absence of overt ideological commentary. 

The prose avoids dramatic escalation even 

when the narrative touches on themes of 

mortality, institutional authority, and 

existential inquiry. Such stylistic simplicity 

might suggest transparency of meaning. 

Instead, it generates a distinctive opacity. 

The novels resist stable allegorical 

decoding; they frustrate expectations of 

doctrinal clarity; they decline to resolve 

metaphysical tensions. Meaning appears 

suspended rather than delivered. 

 

 This tension between surface 

simplicity and interpretive complexity 

forms the central concern of the present 

study. While scholarship on the trilogy has 

frequently focused on its theological, 

allegorical, or political dimensions, 

comparatively less attention has been given 

to the structural role of language in 

producing its philosophical indeterminacy. 

Interpretations often seek symbolic 

correspondences or narrative analogues to 

biblical tradition, yet such approaches risk 

overlooking the linguistic mechanisms 

through which ambiguity is sustained. The 

trilogy does not simply withhold meaning 

at the level of plot; it encodes opacity within 
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its grammar, syntax, and discursive 

organization. The simplicity of its language 

becomes a vehicle for philosophical depth. 

 

 The concept of “language beyond 

meaning” is therefore proposed here not as 

a mystical abstraction but as a stylistic 

phenomenon. It describes a narrative 

condition in which linguistic clarity does 

not equate to semantic closure. In the Jesus 

trilogy, plain declarative sentences coexist 

with unresolved metaphysical questions. 

Characters articulate arguments about 

reason, education, and faith in language that 

appears rational and lucid, yet these debates 

never culminate in definitive conclusions. 

The linguistic surface is transparent; the 

philosophical core remains opaque. This 

divergence invites a closer examination of 

how narrative simplicity functions 

rhetorically. 

 Coetzee’s late style can be 

understood as a disciplined rhetoric of 

restraint. Rather than deploying complex 

syntactic layering or ornate metaphor, he 

relies on repetition, measured pacing, and 

minimal elaboration. Dialogue is frequently 

constructed in a Socratic mode, yet the 

exchanges often circle without resolution. 

The absence of emphatic language—no 

exclamation marks, few intensifiers, 

limited figurative language—creates an 

atmosphere of calm deliberation. Emotional 

responses are muted; dramatic climaxes are 

subdued. The prose resists sensationalism 

and theatricality. 

 

 This stylistic restraint has 

significant interpretive consequences. First, 

it destabilizes reader expectations shaped 

by conventional narrative arcs. Without 

overt cues signaling moral alignment or 

doctrinal endorsement, readers must 

navigate interpretive uncertainty 

independently. Second, it transforms 

philosophical inquiry into a dialogic 

process embedded within everyday speech 

rather than grand rhetorical declaration. 

Finally, it foregrounds the limits of 

language itself. The trilogy repeatedly 

stages conversations about knowledge, 

understanding, and belief, yet language 

proves inadequate to secure final truths. 

The simplicity of expression becomes a 

reminder of the insufficiency of 

articulation. 

 

 The narrative environment of the 

trilogy further amplifies this linguistic 

strategy. The setting is marked by erasure of 

memory and the imposition of new 

identities. Characters are stripped of 

historical continuity; they enter a society 

governed by rational order and bureaucratic 

normalization. Within this context, the child 

David emerges as a disruptive presence, 
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challenging pedagogical structures and 

rationalist assumptions. His speech 

oscillates between playful literalism and 

enigmatic assertion. The adults surrounding 

him attempt to interpret his statements 

within frameworks of logic and institutional 

discipline, yet their interpretations falter. 

The trilogy thus dramatizes the gap 

between linguistic expression and stable 

meaning. 

 

 Narrative simplicity in this context 

functions as a philosophical device. The 

absence of explanatory backstory forces 

readers to confront the presentness of 

dialogue and action. Without psychological 

exposition to anchor motivation, characters 

appear both accessible and inscrutable. The 

language is clear, yet intentions remain 

uncertain. This tension creates a sustained 

state of epistemic hesitation. Readers are 

invited to interpret, but interpretive 

certainty remains perpetually deferred. 

Such deferral aligns with broader concerns 

in contemporary narrative theory regarding 

the ethics of reading. When a text refrains 

from guiding moral judgment, the 

responsibility of interpretation shifts to the 

reader. In the Jesus trilogy, this shift is 

particularly pronounced. The narrative 

voice maintains a steady, neutral tone. It 

rarely intrudes with commentary. Instead, it 

presents conversations and events with 

understated clarity. Ethical and 

philosophical implications emerge 

indirectly. The restraint of narrative syntax 

thus becomes ethically significant. 

Simplicity is not emptiness; it is a strategy 

of invitation. 

 

 The trilogy also engages with 

educational discourse in ways that 

illuminate its linguistic design. The 

repeated debates about mathematics, 

literature, and institutional schooling 

foreground questions about meaning-

making itself. David’s resistance to 

conventional pedagogy suggests that 

meaning cannot be fully contained within 

established structures of explanation. The 

narrative mirrors this resistance through its 

stylistic minimalism. By refusing ornate 

elaboration, the prose enacts the limits of 

systematized knowledge. Language 

gestures toward understanding but never 

exhausts it. 

 

 Moreover, the trilogy’s emphasis on 

migration and identity reconstitution 

reinforces the theme of linguistic 

insufficiency. Characters adopt new names 

and inhabit a language that is not their own. 

Translation and miscommunication subtly 

shape interpersonal dynamics. Although the 

prose appears stable and coherent, it 

represents a world built upon displacement 
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and partial understanding. This contextual 

instability deepens philosophical opacity. 

Language functions simultaneously as a 

medium of connection and a reminder of 

estrangement. 

 

 The final volume, The Death of 

Jesus, intensifies this dynamic by 

confronting mortality through restrained 

narration. Even in the face of death, the 

prose remains controlled and undramatic. 

Emotional intensity is suggested rather than 

declared. The absence of overt 

sentimentality compels readers to engage 

imaginatively with the ethical weight of the 

event. Again, simplicity produces 

interpretive density. The narrative does not 

resolve theological speculation; instead, it 

leaves behind an open field of reflection. 

 

 The present study argues that this 

pattern across the trilogy is not incidental 

but deliberate. Narrative simplicity operates 

as a rhetorical structure through which 

philosophical opacity is generated. The 

measured syntax, limited lexical variation, 

repetitive dialogic patterns, and avoidance 

of evaluative emphasis collectively produce 

an aesthetic of disciplined restraint. This 

restraint shifts the burden of meaning onto 

the reader, transforming interpretation into 

an active ethical engagement. 

 

 By focusing on the linguistic 

dimension of the trilogy, the article seeks to 

contribute to contemporary debates in 

literary linguistics and ethical narratology. 

It contends that philosophical 

indeterminacy is not merely thematic but 

grammatically encoded. The trilogy 

demonstrates how language can exceed its 

apparent transparency. Clarity of 

expression does not guarantee clarity of 

meaning; instead, it can expose the 

instability of interpretation. 

 

 In examining the rhetoric of 

simplicity, this study reframes Coetzee’s 

late style as a form of philosophical inquiry 

enacted through narrative design. The 

trilogy’s plain prose does not diminish 

complexity; it concentrates it. Each 

restrained sentence invites contemplation; 

each neutral exchange opens interpretive 

possibility. The result is a narrative space 

where language gestures beyond itself—

where simplicity becomes a medium of 

opacity. 

 

 Ultimately, the Jesus trilogy 

challenges readers to reconsider 

assumptions about literary depth and 

stylistic richness. It suggests that 

philosophical resonance need not depend 

upon elaborate expression. Instead, 

precision and restraint can generate 
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profound interpretive engagement. By 

attending closely to narrative syntax and 

lexical economy, we can better understand 

how Coetzee’s late fiction constructs a 

mode of storytelling in which meaning is 

not delivered but continuously sought. 

Through this rhetoric of restraint, language 

moves beyond fixed meaning toward an 

open horizon of philosophical reflection. 

 

2. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY 

1. To examine how narrative 

simplicity operates as a deliberate 

stylistic strategy in the Jesus trilogy 

of J. M. Coetzee, particularly 

through syntactic restraint and 

lexical economy. 

2. To analyze the role of linguistic 

minimalism in producing 

philosophical opacity, with specific 

attention to dialogic structure, 

repetition, and controlled 

focalization. 

3. To investigate how epistemic 

uncertainty and rhetorical 

withholding shape ethical 

positioning within the trilogy’s 

narrative framework. 

4. To explore the relationship between 

language, pedagogy, and authority 

in the trilogy, assessing how 

discursive simplicity challenges 

institutional knowledge systems. 

5. To contribute to contemporary 

literary linguistics and ethical 

narratology by conceptualizing 

“language beyond meaning” as a 

structured narrative phenomenon 

rather than a thematic abstraction. 

 

3. RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

1. How does narrative simplicity 

function as a deliberate stylistic 

strategy in the Jesus trilogy of J. M. 

Coetzee, particularly in terms of 

syntactic restraint and lexical 

economy? 

2. In what ways does linguistic 

minimalism contribute to 

philosophical opacity, and how do 

dialogic structures and repetition 

sustain interpretive indeterminacy 

within the trilogy? 

3. How do patterns of epistemic 

uncertainty and rhetorical 

withholding shape ethical 

positioning, and what role do they 

play in redistributing interpretive 

responsibility to the reader? 

4. How is the relationship between 

language, pedagogy, and authority 

constructed, and how does narrative 

simplicity challenge institutional 

and rationalist models of 

knowledge? 
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5. Can the concept of “language 

beyond meaning” be theorized as a 

structured narrative phenomenon, 

and how does it expand 

contemporary discussions in 

literary linguistics and ethical 

narratology? 

 

4. RESEARCH GAP 

 The Jesus trilogy of J. M. Coetzee 

has generated considerable critical attention 

since its publication, particularly with 

respect to its allegorical structure, 

theological resonances, and philosophical 

undertones. Scholars have examined the 

trilogy through lenses such as post-secular 

thought, migration and displacement, 

pedagogy and authority, and metaphysical 

skepticism. Much of the existing 

scholarship seeks to decode symbolic 

correspondences, interpret biblical 

parallels, or situate the trilogy within 

Coetzee’s broader ethical and political 

concerns. While these studies have 

enriched understanding of the thematic and 

philosophical dimensions of the texts, they 

often prioritize interpretive content over 

linguistic form. 

 

 A notable gap exists in the 

systematic analysis of how narrative 

simplicity itself functions as a structuring 

principle. Although critics frequently 

describe the trilogy’s prose as “plain,” 

“austere,” or “minimalist,” such 

characterizations are rarely accompanied 

by sustained examination of syntactic 

design, lexical economy, dialogic 

repetition, or narrative pacing. The 

simplicity of Coetzee’s late style is 

typically acknowledged but not rigorously 

theorized. As a result, the relationship 

between linguistic restraint and 

philosophical opacity remains 

underexplored. 

 

 Furthermore, existing discussions 

of ethical ambiguity in Coetzee’s fiction 

largely concentrate on earlier works 

characterized by overt political tension. 

Comparatively less attention has been given 

to how ethical positioning operates in the 

seemingly neutral, almost pedagogical 

discourse of the Jesus trilogy. The trilogy’s 

calm, rational tone and measured dialogue 

have sometimes been interpreted as stylistic 

withdrawal rather than as deliberate 

rhetorical strategy. This perspective 

overlooks the possibility that simplicity 

may function as an active mode of 

philosophical inquiry rather than as 

narrative reduction. 

 

 Another critical gap concerns the 

conceptualization of “language beyond 

meaning.” While scholars have observed 
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that the trilogy resists definitive allegorical 

decoding, there has been limited effort to 

articulate how this resistance is embedded 

in narrative syntax and lexical patterning. 

Interpretive indeterminacy is often treated 

as thematic ambiguity rather than as a 

linguistic phenomenon structured through 

rhetorical withholding, epistemic neutrality, 

and discursive restraint. 

 

 Moreover, interdisciplinary 

integration between literary linguistics and 

ethical narratology remains insufficient in 

the context of Coetzee’s late fiction. 

Discussions of narrative voice, focalization, 

and reader responsibility have not been 

consistently grounded in close stylistic 

analysis. Consequently, the mechanisms 

through which grammatical simplicity 

produces philosophical opacity remain 

conceptually diffuse. 

 

 The present study addresses these 

gaps by foregrounding language as the 

central analytical category. It shifts the 

critical focus from symbolic interpretation 

to narrative design, arguing that 

philosophical opacity in the Jesus trilogy 

emerges from patterned linguistic 

simplicity. By examining syntactic 

restraint, lexical economy, dialogic 

structure, and epistemic positioning, the 

research reframes minimalism as a 

deliberate rhetorical strategy. In doing so, it 

contributes to contemporary debates in 

literary linguistics and ethical narratology 

by demonstrating that ambiguity in 

Coetzee’s late fiction is structurally 

encoded rather than merely thematic. 

5. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Since 2020, scholarly engagement 

with the Jesus trilogy of J. M. Coetzee has 

deepened considerably, moving beyond 

early reactions of confusion or 

disappointment toward sustained 

theoretical reflection. While initial 

responses to The Childhood of Jesus, The 

Schooldays of Jesus, and The Death of 

Jesus often described the novels as 

puzzling, austere, or even emotionally 

distant, more recent scholarship has 

recognized these features as deliberate 

structural choices. Contemporary criticism 

increasingly treats narrative simplicity not 

as stylistic impoverishment but as a 

disciplined rhetorical strategy that produces 

philosophical and ethical complexity. 

Across work published between 2020 and 

2026, four dominant conversations emerge: 

(1) simplicity and interpretive difficulty; (2) 

philosophical exile and metaphysical 

inquiry; (3) pedagogy, art, and non-

propositional knowledge; and (4) language, 

silence, and ethical positioning. Together, 

these strands establish the trilogy as a 
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crucial site for rethinking how linguistic 

restraint can generate opacity. 

 

5.1. Narrative Simplicity and the 

Question of Difficulty 

 A major development in recent 

scholarship concerns the re-evaluation of 

simplicity as a mode of difficulty. Critics 

have observed that the trilogy’s prose 

appears markedly plain: short sentences, 

limited descriptive embellishment, and a 

restrained emotional register. However, this 

stylistic clarity does not translate into 

interpretive transparency. On the contrary, 

the trilogy sustains a persistent sense of 

indeterminacy. Scholars have increasingly 

framed this paradox through the lens of 

modernist and postmodernist difficulty, 

arguing that Coetzee’s late fiction 

participates in a tradition where surface 

simplicity conceals structural complexity. 

 

 Recent studies suggest that the 

trilogy performs a kind of pedagogical 

misdirection. The calm, didactic tone and 

the focus on a child protagonist evoke 

parable or moral tale, genres traditionally 

associated with clear lessons. Yet the novels 

consistently resist moral finality. 

Interpretive cues are withheld; allegorical 

correspondences remain unstable. Critics 

emphasize that this resistance is not 

accidental but engineered. The trilogy’s 

language creates the expectation of clarity 

only to suspend it. 

 

 Such readings mark a departure 

from earlier criticism that sought to decode 

the trilogy through theological or biblical 

frameworks. Since 2020, there has been a 

notable shift away from reductive 

allegorical interpretation toward 

recognition of allegory as open-ended 

structure. Scholars argue that the novels 

deliberately frustrate symbolic fixation. 

The setting is schematic but not 

programmatic; characters evoke biblical 

figures but do not function as fixed 

analogues. This shift in emphasis has paved 

the way for language-centered inquiry, 

highlighting the need to examine how 

minimal syntax and lexical economy 

sustain interpretive ambiguity. 

 

5.2. Philosophical Exile and 

Metaphysical Indeterminacy 

 Philosophical readings of the trilogy 

have intensified in the last few years. 

Robert Pippin’s influential study, 

Metaphysical Exile (2021), has been central 

to this development. Pippin interprets the 

trilogy as staging a condition of 

metaphysical displacement—a world in 

which human longing for meaning, 

authority, and transcendence remains 

perpetually unfulfilled. The novels, in this 
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account, dramatize the gap between rational 

systems and existential desire. 

 

 Subsequent critical engagements 

have expanded this philosophical 

conversation. Scholars highlight how the 

trilogy explores the tension between reason 

and faith, education and spontaneity, 

institutional order and individual 

imagination. The debates about 

mathematics, literature, and belief are not 

merely thematic but structural. Characters 

articulate arguments in lucid language, yet 

these arguments fail to resolve fundamental 

questions. This pattern reinforces the idea 

that clarity of expression does not guarantee 

clarity of meaning. 

 

 Importantly, recent philosophical 

criticism has begun to acknowledge the 

stylistic dimension of this indeterminacy. 

The trilogy’s restrained narrative voice—its 

refusal of dramatic emphasis or overt 

emotional commentary—mirrors its 

metaphysical hesitation. The calm tone 

does not stabilize meaning; instead, it 

intensifies the sense that something 

essential remains inaccessible. In this light, 

narrative simplicity becomes a vehicle for 

philosophical depth. 

 

5.3. Pedagogy, Mathematics, and 

Alternative Knowledge 

 Another significant strand of 

contemporary scholarship examines the 

trilogy’s sustained engagement with 

pedagogy. The Schooldays of Jesus, in 

particular, foregrounds debates about 

mathematics and institutional education. 

Recent critics argue that Coetzee uses 

mathematical discourse to interrogate the 

limits of rational explanation. Numbers, 

often associated with precision and 

certainty, become sites of metaphysical 

tension. The protagonist’s unconventional 

approach to mathematics challenges the 

authority of standardized curricula. 

Scholars have also examined the trilogy’s 

attention to artistic forms, especially music. 

Music emerges as a mode of 

communication that exceeds ordinary 

propositional language. Critics suggest that 

this emphasis signals Coetzee’s broader 

skepticism about linguistic adequacy. 

While characters debate philosophical 

concepts in plain speech, music hints at 

forms of meaning that cannot be fully 

articulated. 

 

 These pedagogical and aesthetic 

concerns intersect with language in crucial 

ways. The trilogy repeatedly stages scenes 

of instruction—learning new words, 

interpreting texts, mastering skills. Yet 

instruction fails to secure interpretive 

stability. The simplicity of language used in 

http://www.thebioscan.com/


 

                                                         21(1) 1653-1685, 2026                              www.thebioscan.com 

1663 
 

these scenes heightens the contrast between 

communicative clarity and epistemic 

uncertainty. Contemporary scholarship 

recognizes that the trilogy transforms 

educational discourse into philosophical 

inquiry. 

 

5.4. Genre Fluidity and Meta-Utopian 

Structures 

 Recent studies have also explored 

the trilogy’s generic indeterminacy. Rather 

than categorizing the novels strictly as 

utopian or dystopian, scholars describe 

them as “meta-utopian,” blending multiple 

generic modes without settling into any 

single category. The society depicted 

appears orderly and peaceful, yet it lacks 

emotional depth and historical continuity. 

The narrative world resists clear 

classification. 

 

 This generic fluidity parallels 

linguistic restraint. The prose is similarly 

unadorned and neutral, providing minimal 

contextual specificity. Critics argue that this 

abstraction is deliberate. By avoiding 

detailed socio-political description, 

Coetzee creates a world that functions as 

conceptual laboratory rather than realistic 

setting. Language contributes to this effect: 

its neutrality prevents readers from 

anchoring interpretation in familiar 

political frameworks. 

 

 The trilogy’s schematic quality has 

been interpreted as an ethical experiment. 

Without historical or cultural markers, 

readers must confront philosophical 

questions directly. Narrative simplicity thus 

reinforces thematic abstraction. Recent 

scholarship highlights how the absence of 

concrete referential detail intensifies 

interpretive responsibility. 

 

 

 

5.5. Migration, Memory, and Linguistic 

Displacement 

 Migration studies since 2023 have 

drawn attention to the trilogy’s emphasis on 

displacement and identity reconstruction. 

Characters arrive in a new society stripped 

of memory and past affiliations. Names are 

reassigned; histories erased. This condition 

of amnesia shapes the linguistic 

environment. Language appears functional 

but detached from deep cultural resonance. 

 

 Critics argue that this setting 

mirrors the experience of migrant non-

arrival—a state of belonging that remains 

provisional. The trilogy’s linguistic 

plainness reflects this condition. The world 

is linguistically accessible yet culturally 

abstract. Scholars note that Coetzee’s 

deliberate reduction of referential density 
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produces a sense of universality while 

simultaneously unsettling readers’ 

expectations of specificity. 

 

 Such analyses reinforce the idea that 

narrative simplicity operates at multiple 

levels: syntactic, lexical, spatial, and 

cultural. The trilogy’s minimal description 

and restrained tone echo its thematic focus 

on beginnings without origins. Recent 

migration-oriented scholarship thus 

supports language-centered readings by 

emphasizing abstraction as ethical and 

aesthetic choice. 

 

5.6. Language, Silence, and Ethical 

Positioning 

 Perhaps the most directly relevant 

recent scholarship concerns language and 

silence. Since 2024, critics have 

increasingly foregrounded Coetzee’s 

treatment of linguistic limits. Articles in 

philosophy and literary journals argue that 

the trilogy stages the inadequacy of 

language to capture transcendence or 

ultimate truth. Silence, in this framework, 

becomes integral rather than incidental. 

 

 Scholars emphasize that the trilogy 

does not dramatize silence through 

dramatic pauses or rhetorical 

fragmentation; instead, it embeds silence 

within calm discourse. The absence of 

emotional intensifiers, the limited use of 

figurative language, and the neutrality of 

evaluative terms create a discursive 

environment of withholding. Readers 

encounter events and arguments without 

explicit guidance. 

 

 Ethical criticism has responded to 

this restraint by highlighting reader 

responsibility. The trilogy’s refusal of moral 

closure compels active interpretation. 

Without overt narratorial endorsement, 

readers must negotiate competing 

viewpoints independently. Recent work 

situates this strategy within broader debates 

about narrative ethics and reader 

engagement. 

Importantly, while many scholars recognize 

the ethical implications of restraint, fewer 

have systematically examined its linguistic 

mechanics. Discussions often remain 

thematic, describing ambiguity or opacity 

without analyzing how syntactic concision 

and lexical economy produce those effects. 

This gap creates an opportunity for deeper 

stylistic analysis. 

 

5.7. Toward a Linguistic Synthesis 

 Across the latest scholarship (2020–

2026), a consensus is emerging: the Jesus 

trilogy is deliberately resistant to closure. 

Philosophical exile, pedagogical debate, 

genre instability, migration abstraction, and 
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silence converge around a central dynamic 

of interpretive deferral. Yet while critics 

richly theorize the trilogy’s conceptual 

dimensions, relatively limited attention has 

been devoted to its micro-level linguistic 

design. 

 

 Descriptions of the prose as “plain” 

or “minimalist” are common, but detailed 

accounts of how short declarative 

sentences, limited adjectival modification, 

dialogic repetition, and restrained 

focalization function together remain 

scarce. There is a need to articulate how 

simplicity is structured and how it operates 

rhetorically. 

 

 The present study addresses this 

need by conceptualizing “language beyond 

meaning” as a narrative phenomenon 

grounded in stylistic restraint. Building 

upon philosophical and ethical readings, it 

shifts emphasis toward the grammar and 

syntax of opacity. By examining how 

clarity of expression coexists with 

interpretive indeterminacy, the study 

contributes to ongoing debates in literary 

linguistics and ethical narratology. 

 

 Recent scholarship has laid the 

foundation for such inquiry by recognizing 

that Coetzee’s late style is neither 

accidental nor reductive. The trilogy’s 

disciplined simplicity transforms narrative 

form into philosophical investigation. What 

remains is to demonstrate how this 

transformation occurs at the level of 

language itself. 

 

6. METHODOLOGY 

6.1 Research Design 

 This study adopts a qualitative, 

interpretive research design grounded in 

literary linguistics and ethical narratology. 

The primary objective is to examine how 

narrative simplicity functions as a 

structured rhetorical strategy in producing 

philosophical opacity in the Jesus trilogy of 

J. M. Coetzee—The Childhood of Jesus, 

The Schooldays of Jesus, and The Death of 

Jesus. Rather than treating simplicity as a 

general aesthetic label, the study 

operationalizes it through systematic 

linguistic parameters, including syntactic 

structure, lexical economy, dialogic 

construction, evaluative neutrality, and 

focalization patterns. 

 

 The research combines close 

stylistic reading with discourse-analytic 

principles. While the approach remains 

qualitative, it incorporates structured 

textual sampling to ensure analytical rigor. 

The aim is not to quantify language 

statistically but to identify recurring 

linguistic features that shape interpretive 
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indeterminacy. The methodology thus 

integrates tools from stylistics, narrative 

theory, and discourse analysis within a 

cohesive analytical framework. 

 

6.2 Corpus and Textual Selection 

 The corpus consists of the complete 

texts of the trilogy: 

• The Childhood of Jesus 

• The Schooldays of Jesus 

• The Death of Jesus 

 These novels are treated both 

individually and as a unified narrative 

project. Since the trilogy exhibits stylistic 

continuity, the analysis considers cross-

textual consistency in linguistic design. 

However, distinctive developments across 

volumes—particularly in dialogic density 

and emotional restraint—are also 

examined. 

 To maintain analytical precision, the 

study focuses on representative textual 

segments selected according to the 

following criteria: 

1. Philosophical Dialogue – 

Extended conversations concerning 

mathematics, belief, authority, 

education, and interpretation. 

2. Narrative Transitions – Passages 

that move between dialogue and 

narration, revealing shifts in 

focalization. 

3. Moments of Ethical Tension – 

Scenes involving conflict, 

institutional intervention, or death. 

4. Instructional or Pedagogical 

Scenes – Episodes centered on 

learning, explanation, and 

interpretive disagreement. 

 These segments are examined in 

detail to identify stylistic patterns. While 

the analysis does not depend on digital 

corpus software, textual features are 

tracked manually to maintain contextual 

sensitivity. 

6.3 Analytical Framework 

 The methodology is structured 

around five interrelated analytical 

dimensions: 

6.3.1. Syntactic Restraint 

 Syntactic analysis focuses on 

sentence length, clause complexity, and 

grammatical structure. The study observes 

the predominance of: 

• Short declarative sentences 

• Limited subordination 

• Minimal embedded clauses 

• Controlled use of passive 

constructions 

 Rather than measuring sentence 

length numerically, the analysis evaluates 

how syntactic simplicity influences pacing 

and interpretive orientation. Particular 

attention is given to whether syntactic 

brevity coincides with philosophical 
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assertion or ambiguity. The study also 

considers how parataxis (the placing of 

clauses side by side without subordination) 

contributes to a sense of narrative 

neutrality. 

 

6.3.2. Lexical Economy 

 Lexical analysis examines the 

frequency and function of descriptive 

modifiers, emotive vocabulary, and 

figurative language. The trilogy is 

characterized by: 

• Limited adjectival intensification 

• Sparse metaphoric elaboration 

• Repetition of neutral lexical fields 

• Absence of hyperbolic or 

sensational language 

 The methodology evaluates how 

lexical restraint produces emotional 

distance and interpretive openness. Instead 

of focusing on semantic novelty, the 

analysis examines patterns of repetition and 

semantic plainness. The study asks whether 

lexical economy redirects attention from 

expressive richness to philosophical 

questioning. 

 

6.3.3. Dialogic Structure and Repetition 

 Dialogue occupies a central place in 

the trilogy. The study therefore analyzes: 

• Turn-taking patterns 

• Repetition of key phrases 

• Question-and-response dynamics 

• Circular argumentative structures 

 Special emphasis is placed on 

moments where dialogue appears 

explanatory but remains inconclusive. The 

methodology considers how repetition 

functions rhetorically—not as redundancy 

but as reinforcement of uncertainty. The 

dialogic analysis also explores the Socratic 

quality of exchanges, noting how apparent 

clarity fails to produce consensus. 

 

6.3.4. Evaluative Neutrality and 

Narrative Voice 

 The trilogy’s narrator maintains a 

steady, controlled tone with minimal 

explicit evaluation. The analysis therefore 

investigates: 

• Absence of overt moral 

commentary 

• Limited narratorial intrusion 

• Restrained focalization 

• Controlled presentation of 

emotional states 

 

 The study examines how neutrality 

affects reader positioning. By avoiding 

evaluative adjectives and interpretive 

guidance, the narrative voice creates space 

for reader inference. The methodology 

interprets this neutrality as a mechanism of 

ethical redistribution, shifting interpretive 

responsibility to the reader. 
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6.3.5. Silence and Epistemic Withholding 

Beyond explicit linguistic features, the 

methodology addresses structural silence—

moments where explanation is absent. This 

includes: 

• Unresolved philosophical questions 

• Unexplained motivations 

• Minimal psychological interiority 

• Absence of doctrinal resolution 

 The analysis treats silence as an 

active narrative device. Rather than 

identifying what is omitted thematically, 

the study examines how omission is 

grammatically and structurally encoded. 

This dimension connects linguistic restraint 

to philosophical opacity. 

 

6.3.6. Theoretical Integration 

The methodology integrates principles 

from: 

• Stylistics – Examining linguistic 

choices at the level of grammar and 

vocabulary. 

• Narratology – Analyzing 

focalization, narrative voice, and 

discourse presentation. 

• Ethical Narratology – Considering 

how narrative form shapes moral 

engagement. 

• Discourse Analysis – Evaluating 

dialogic interaction and epistemic 

positioning. 

Rather than applying these frameworks 

independently, the study synthesizes them 

to produce a cohesive interpretation. 

Linguistic features are not isolated from 

philosophical implications; instead, they 

are analyzed as mechanisms through which 

philosophical inquiry is staged. 

 

6.3.7. Procedure 

 The research proceeds in three 

phases: 

Phase 1: Preliminary Reading and 

Pattern Identification 

Each novel is read closely to identify 

recurring stylistic features. Notes are taken 

on sentence structure, vocabulary patterns, 

and dialogic organization. Particular 

attention is paid to passages where 

simplicity coincides with conceptual 

difficulty. 

Phase 2: Focused Textual Analysis 

Selected passages are examined line by 

line. Linguistic features are categorized 

according to the five analytical dimensions. 

Comparative observations are made across 

the trilogy to determine stylistic 

consistency or evolution. 

Phase 3: Interpretive Synthesis 

Findings from textual analysis are 

integrated with theoretical insights. The 

final step interprets how syntactic and 

lexical restraint collectively produce 

philosophical opacity. This synthesis 
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articulates the concept of “language beyond 

meaning” as a structured narrative 

phenomenon. 

 

6.3.8 Reliability and Analytical Rigor 

To maintain methodological rigor, the 

study: 

• Uses clearly defined analytical 

categories 

• Applies consistent criteria across all 

three novels 

• Avoids impressionistic description 

by grounding claims in textual 

evidence 

• Distinguishes between thematic 

ambiguity and linguistic opacity 

Although qualitative in nature, the 

methodology is systematic and replicable. 

Other scholars could apply similar criteria 

to the trilogy or to comparable minimalist 

texts. 

 

6.3.9. Limitations of Method 

 The study does not employ 

quantitative corpus software or 

computational stylistics. While numerical 

data might provide additional support, the 

interpretive focus requires contextual 

sensitivity that purely statistical analysis 

may not capture. The methodology 

prioritizes depth over breadth, focusing on 

representative passages rather than 

exhaustive linguistic cataloguing. 

 

 Additionally, translation issues are 

not addressed, as the analysis is based on 

the original English texts. Future research 

may consider multilingual or translational 

dimensions. 

 

6.3.10. Ethical Considerations 

 As the study involves published 

literary texts and does not engage human 

participants, no institutional ethical 

approval was required. All interpretations 

remain grounded in textual analysis and 

scholarly discourse. 

 

 The methodology establishes a 

structured framework for examining how 

linguistic simplicity produces philosophical 

opacity in Coetzee’s Jesus trilogy. By 

integrating stylistics, narratology, and 

ethical criticism, the study demonstrates 

that minimalism in the trilogy is neither 

incidental nor merely aesthetic. It is a 

disciplined rhetorical strategy that reshapes 

reader engagement. Through systematic 

analysis of syntax, lexical economy, 

dialogue, evaluative neutrality, and silence, 

the research articulates how language 

functions beyond immediate semantic 

clarity, generating a narrative space where 

meaning remains open, contested, and 

ethically charged. 
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7. METHODOLOGY 

7.1. Research Design 

 This study adopts a qualitative, 

interpretive research design grounded in 

literary linguistics and ethical narratology. 

The primary objective is to examine how 

narrative simplicity functions as a 

structured rhetorical strategy in producing 

philosophical opacity in the Jesus trilogy of 

J. M. Coetzee—The Childhood of Jesus, 

The Schooldays of Jesus, and The Death of 

Jesus. Rather than treating simplicity as a 

general aesthetic label, the study 

operationalizes it through systematic 

linguistic parameters, including syntactic 

structure, lexical economy, dialogic 

construction, evaluative neutrality, and 

focalization patterns. 

 

 The research combines close 

stylistic reading with discourse-analytic 

principles. While the approach remains 

qualitative, it incorporates structured 

textual sampling to ensure analytical rigor. 

The aim is not to quantify language 

statistically but to identify recurring 

linguistic features that shape interpretive 

indeterminacy. The methodology thus 

integrates tools from stylistics, narrative 

theory, and discourse analysis within a 

cohesive analytical framework. 

 

7.2. Corpus and Textual Selection 

The corpus consists of the complete texts of 

the trilogy: 

• The Childhood of Jesus 

• The Schooldays of Jesus 

• The Death of Jesus 

 

 These novels are treated both 

individually and as a unified narrative 

project. Since the trilogy exhibits stylistic 

continuity, the analysis considers cross-

textual consistency in linguistic design. 

However, distinctive developments across 

volumes—particularly in dialogic density 

and emotional restraint—are also 

examined. 

 

To maintain analytical precision, the study 

focuses on representative textual segments 

selected according to the following criteria: 

1. Philosophical Dialogue – 

Extended conversations concerning 

mathematics, belief, authority, 

education, and interpretation. 

2. Narrative Transitions – Passages 

that move between dialogue and 

narration, revealing shifts in 

focalization. 

3. Moments of Ethical Tension – 

Scenes involving conflict, 

institutional intervention, or death. 

4. Instructional or Pedagogical 

Scenes – Episodes centered on 
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learning, explanation, and 

interpretive disagreement. 

 

 These segments are examined in 

detail to identify stylistic patterns. While 

the analysis does not depend on digital 

corpus software, textual features are 

tracked manually to maintain contextual 

sensitivity. 

 

7.3. Analytical Framework 

 The methodology is structured 

around five interrelated analytical 

dimensions: 

7.3.1. Syntactic Restraint 

 Syntactic analysis focuses on 

sentence length, clause complexity, and 

grammatical structure. The study observes 

the predominance of: 

• Short declarative sentences 

• Limited subordination 

• Minimal embedded clauses 

• Controlled use of passive 

constructions 

 Rather than measuring sentence 

length numerically, the analysis evaluates 

how syntactic simplicity influences pacing 

and interpretive orientation. Particular 

attention is given to whether syntactic 

brevity coincides with philosophical 

assertion or ambiguity. The study also 

considers how parataxis (the placing of 

clauses side by side without subordination) 

contributes to a sense of narrative 

neutrality. 

 

7.3.2. Lexical Economy 

 Lexical analysis examines the 

frequency and function of descriptive 

modifiers, emotive vocabulary, and 

figurative language. The trilogy is 

characterized by: 

• Limited adjectival intensification 

• Sparse metaphoric elaboration 

• Repetition of neutral lexical fields 

• Absence of hyperbolic or 

sensational language 

 

 The methodology evaluates how 

lexical restraint produces emotional 

distance and interpretive openness. Instead 

of focusing on semantic novelty, the 

analysis examines patterns of repetition and 

semantic plainness. The study asks whether 

lexical economy redirects attention from 

expressive richness to philosophical 

questioning. 

 

7.3.3. Dialogic Structure and Repetition 

 Dialogue occupies a central place in 

the trilogy. The study therefore analyzes: 

• Turn-taking patterns 

• Repetition of key phrases 

• Question-and-response dynamics 

• Circular argumentative structures 
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 Special emphasis is placed on 

moments where dialogue appears 

explanatory but remains inconclusive. The 

methodology considers how repetition 

functions rhetorically—not as redundancy 

but as reinforcement of uncertainty. The 

dialogic analysis also explores the Socratic 

quality of exchanges, noting how apparent 

clarity fails to produce consensus. 

 

7.3.4. Evaluative Neutrality and 

Narrative Voice 

 The trilogy’s narrator maintains a 

steady, controlled tone with minimal 

explicit evaluation. The analysis therefore 

investigates: 

• Absence of overt moral 

commentary 

• Limited narratorial intrusion 

• Restrained focalization 

• Controlled presentation of 

emotional states 

 The study examines how neutrality 

affects reader positioning. By avoiding 

evaluative adjectives and interpretive 

guidance, the narrative voice creates space 

for reader inference. The methodology 

interprets this neutrality as a mechanism of 

ethical redistribution, shifting interpretive 

responsibility to the reader. 

 

7.3.5. Silence and Epistemic Withholding 

 Beyond explicit linguistic features, 

the methodology addresses structural 

silence—moments where explanation is 

absent. This includes: 

• Unresolved philosophical questions 

• Unexplained motivations 

• Minimal psychological interiority 

• Absence of doctrinal resolution 

 The analysis treats silence as an 

active narrative device. Rather than 

identifying what is omitted thematically, 

the study examines how omission is 

grammatically and structurally encoded. 

This dimension connects linguistic restraint 

to philosophical opacity. 

 

7.3.6Theoretical Integration 

 The methodology integrates 

principles from: 

• Stylistics – Examining linguistic 

choices at the level of grammar and 

vocabulary. 

• Narratology – Analyzing 

focalization, narrative voice, and 

discourse presentation. 

• Ethical Narratology – Considering 

how narrative form shapes moral 

engagement. 

• Discourse Analysis – Evaluating 

dialogic interaction and epistemic 

positioning. 

 Rather than applying these 

frameworks independently, the study 
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synthesizes them to produce a cohesive 

interpretation. Linguistic features are not 

isolated from philosophical implications; 

instead, they are analyzed as mechanisms 

through which philosophical inquiry is 

staged. 

 

7.3.7.Procedure 

The research proceeds in three phases: 

Phase 1: Preliminary Reading and 

Pattern Identification 

 Each novel is read closely to 

identify recurring stylistic features. Notes 

are taken on sentence structure, vocabulary 

patterns, and dialogic organization. 

Particular attention is paid to passages 

where simplicity coincides with conceptual 

difficulty. 

Phase 2: Focused Textual Analysis 

 Selected passages are examined line 

by line. Linguistic features are categorized 

according to the five analytical dimensions. 

Comparative observations are made across 

the trilogy to determine stylistic 

consistency or evolution. 

Phase 3: Interpretive Synthesis 

 Findings from textual analysis are 

integrated with theoretical insights. The 

final step interprets how syntactic and 

lexical restraint collectively produce 

philosophical opacity. This synthesis 

articulates the concept of “language beyond 

meaning” as a structured narrative 

phenomenon. 

 

7.3.8. Reliability and Analytical Rigor 

To maintain methodological rigor, the 

study: 

• Uses clearly defined analytical 

categories 

• Applies consistent criteria across all 

three novels 

• Avoids impressionistic description 

by grounding claims in textual 

evidence 

• Distinguishes between thematic 

ambiguity and linguistic opacity 

Although qualitative in nature, the 

methodology is systematic and replicable. 

Other scholars could apply similar criteria 

to the trilogy or to comparable minimalist 

texts. 

 

7.3.9. Limitations of Method 

 The study does not employ 

quantitative corpus software or 

computational stylistics. While numerical 

data might provide additional support, the 

interpretive focus requires contextual 

sensitivity that purely statistical analysis 

may not capture. The methodology 

prioritizes depth over breadth, focusing on 

representative passages rather than 

exhaustive linguistic cataloguing. 
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 Additionally, translation issues are 

not addressed, as the analysis is based on 

the original English texts. Future research 

may consider multilingual or translational 

dimensions. 

 

7.3.9. Ethical Considerations 

 As the study involves published 

literary texts and does not engage human 

participants, no institutional ethical 

approval was required. All interpretations 

remain grounded in textual analysis and 

scholarly discourse. 

 

 The methodology establishes a 

structured framework for examining how 

linguistic simplicity produces philosophical 

opacity in Coetzee’s Jesus trilogy. By 

integrating stylistics, narratology, and 

ethical criticism, the study demonstrates 

that minimalism in the trilogy is neither 

incidental nor merely aesthetic. It is a 

disciplined rhetorical strategy that reshapes 

reader engagement. Through systematic 

analysis of syntax, lexical economy, 

dialogue, evaluative neutrality, and silence, 

the research articulates how language 

functions beyond immediate semantic 

clarity, generating a narrative space where 

meaning remains open, contested, and 

ethically charged. 

 

8. RESEARCH ANALYSIS AND 

DISCUSSION 

 The central aim of this study has 

been to investigate how narrative simplicity 

functions as a deliberate stylistic strategy in 

producing philosophical opacity in the 

Jesus trilogy of J. M. Coetzee. The analysis 

demonstrates that simplicity in the trilogy is 

neither accidental nor merely aesthetic; 

rather, it is a disciplined rhetorical 

architecture through which interpretive 

uncertainty is structured. Through 

examination of syntactic restraint, lexical 

economy, dialogic repetition, evaluative 

neutrality, and strategic silence, the findings 

reveal that language in the trilogy operates 

beyond immediate semantic transparency. 

Meaning is not absent but continuously 

deferred. 

8.1. Syntactic Restraint and the 

Construction of Calm 

 A defining feature of the trilogy is 

its syntactic moderation. Sentences tend 

toward brevity, often constructed as simple 

declaratives with minimal subordination. 

Extended hypotactic structures are rare, and 

when they occur, they are typically 

embedded within dialogue rather than 

narration. This pattern creates a steady, 

almost pedagogical rhythm. The prose 

appears accessible and transparent. 
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 However, this syntactic simplicity 

paradoxically intensifies philosophical 

opacity. In scenes where characters debate 

mathematics, belief, or authority, 

statements are delivered in clear 

grammatical form yet fail to produce 

conceptual resolution. The short declarative 

sentence—traditionally associated with 

clarity and decisiveness—becomes a 

vehicle of uncertainty. Assertions are made, 

countered, and repeated without escalation 

into syntactic complexity. The result is a 

discursive field where clarity of structure 

does not translate into clarity of meaning. 

 

 For example, in discussions of 

mathematical reasoning in The Schooldays 

of Jesus, explanatory statements are framed 

in plain, unembellished syntax. Yet the 

conceptual disagreement persists. The 

language presents arguments cleanly but 

does not adjudicate between them. This 

pattern suggests that syntactic restraint 

functions as philosophical discipline: it 

refuses rhetorical excess and thereby 

prevents premature interpretive closure. 

 

 Furthermore, the predominance of 

parataxis—placing statements side by side 

without hierarchical subordination—

creates a leveling effect. Competing 

viewpoints appear grammatically equal. 

The narrative voice does not privilege one 

position through syntactic elaboration. 

Instead, ideas coexist within a neutral 

grammatical frame. This syntactic leveling 

reinforces epistemic hesitation. 

 

8.2. Lexical Economy and Emotional 

Distance 

 The trilogy’s lexical field is 

similarly restrained. Descriptive modifiers 

are sparse; emotive intensifiers are limited. 

The language avoids hyperbole and 

figurative density. Even in moments of 

potential dramatic intensity, the prose 

remains measured and controlled. 

 

 This lexical economy produces 

emotional distance. Events that might invite 

expressive amplification—conflict, 

institutional confrontation, illness, or 

death—are narrated in neutral vocabulary. 

Rather than instructing the reader how to 

feel, the text presents situations without 

rhetorical emphasis. This neutrality does 

not diminish emotional impact; instead, it 

transfers affective interpretation to the 

reader. 

 

 In The Death of Jesus, the depiction 

of mortality exemplifies this dynamic. The 

narration avoids sentimental flourish, 

maintaining calm diction even at moments 

of loss. The absence of emotive 

intensification creates a space of quiet 
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gravity. Readers are compelled to supply 

emotional meaning independently. Lexical 

restraint thus becomes ethically significant: 

it resists manipulative persuasion and 

invites reflective engagement. 

 

 Moreover, repetition of ordinary 

vocabulary contributes to a sense of 

universality and abstraction. Words 

associated with reason, explanation, school, 

and learning recur across volumes. This 

repetition stabilizes surface discourse while 

deepening philosophical tension. The 

trilogy’s world is linguistically coherent but 

conceptually unsettled. 

 

8.3. Dialogic Structure and Circular 

Inquiry 

 Dialogue is central to the trilogy’s 

narrative design. Much of the philosophical 

inquiry unfolds through extended 

conversational exchanges. These dialogues 

often resemble Socratic questioning, yet 

they lack the directional movement typical 

of classical dialectic. Arguments are posed 

and countered, but resolution remains 

elusive. 

 

 A recurring feature is circularity. 

Characters revisit the same questions—

about belief, authority, numbers, and 

imagination—without achieving 

consensus. The repetition of key phrases 

and ideas reinforces the sense of intellectual 

impasse. Rather than progressing toward 

synthesis, dialogue sustains tension. 

 

 This circularity functions as a 

structural embodiment of philosophical 

opacity. The clarity of conversational 

language contrasts with the persistence of 

disagreement. Readers witness reasoned 

discourse that fails to produce definitive 

knowledge. The dialogic structure therefore 

dramatizes the limits of rational 

explanation. 

 

 Additionally, the distribution of 

speech is notable. The narrative voice 

intervenes minimally, allowing characters’ 

words to dominate. This emphasis on 

dialogue enhances the trilogy’s pedagogical 

atmosphere while simultaneously 

undermining pedagogical certainty. 

Instruction is staged, but instruction does 

not culminate in doctrinal clarity. 

 

8.4. Evaluative Neutrality and Reader 

Responsibility 

 Another significant finding 

concerns evaluative neutrality. The narrator 

refrains from overt moral commentary. 

Characters’ actions and statements are 

presented without explicit endorsement or 

condemnation. The narrative voice remains 
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steady and controlled, rarely signaling 

emotional alignment. 

 

 This neutrality reshapes reader 

positioning. Without authorial cues guiding 

interpretation, readers must navigate ethical 

questions independently. The trilogy thus 

redistributes interpretive responsibility. 

Meaning is not imposed but negotiated. 

 

 In earlier works by Coetzee, ethical 

tension often emerges through political 

conflict and institutional violence. In the 

Jesus trilogy, ethical ambiguity arises 

through discursive restraint. The absence of 

evaluative markers prevents readers from 

adopting fixed moral stances. Instead, they 

encounter philosophical positions in 

balanced grammatical presentation. 

 

 This strategy aligns with 

contemporary theories of ethical 

narratology, which emphasize reader 

participation in moral construction. The 

trilogy’s simplicity is therefore ethically 

generative. By withholding judgment, the 

text activates interpretive engagement. 

 

8.5. Silence and Epistemic Withholding 

 Beyond explicit linguistic features, 

the trilogy’s opacity is structured through 

silence. Explanatory gaps persist. 

Characters’ past histories remain obscure; 

metaphysical frameworks are hinted at but 

never fully articulated. Even when 

philosophical questions are foregrounded, 

they remain unresolved. 

 

 Silence operates not as absence but 

as structural presence. The text repeatedly 

approaches transcendence, belief, and 

authority without defining them. The 

refusal to provide doctrinal explanation 

intensifies philosophical inquiry. 

 

 Importantly, this withholding is 

embedded in narrative form. The trilogy 

avoids interior monologue that might 

clarify motivation. Psychological 

exposition is limited. Readers are offered 

surface dialogue and action without access 

to definitive inner truths. This design 

reinforces the sense that language cannot 

fully contain meaning. 

 

8.6. Language Beyond Meaning: 

Conceptual Synthesis 

 The combined effect of syntactic 

restraint, lexical economy, dialogic 

circularity, evaluative neutrality, and 

silence is the emergence of what this study 

terms “language beyond meaning.” This 

concept does not imply absence of sense; 

rather, it describes a narrative condition in 

which linguistic clarity coexists with 

philosophical indeterminacy. 
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 The trilogy demonstrates that plain 

language can generate profound opacity. 

Meaning is not concealed behind obscure 

vocabulary; it is dispersed across restrained 

discourse. The simplicity of form invites 

but does not finalize interpretation. 

 

 This finding contributes to 

contemporary debates in literary linguistics 

by challenging assumptions that 

complexity requires elaborate expression. 

In Coetzee’s late style, complexity arises 

from disciplined restraint. The text resists 

rhetorical excess in order to preserve 

interpretive openness. 

 

8.7. Engagement with Recent 

Scholarship 

 The analysis aligns with recent 

philosophical readings that describe the 

trilogy as staging metaphysical exile. 

However, it extends those readings by 

specifying how exile is grammatically 

encoded. Rather than situating opacity 

solely at thematic level, the study 

demonstrates its linguistic mechanics. 

 

 Similarly, recent scholarship on 

pedagogy and mathematics is 

complemented by attention to dialogic 

structure. The debates about numbers and 

education are shown to rely on circular 

conversational patterns that sustain 

uncertainty. 

 

 Finally, discussions of language and 

silence are deepened through systematic 

stylistic analysis. The trilogy’s restraint is 

not merely atmospheric but structural. 

Silence is enacted through grammatical and 

lexical discipline. 

 

 The research confirms that narrative 

simplicity in the Jesus trilogy is a deliberate 

rhetorical strategy that produces 

philosophical opacity. Through syntactic 

moderation, lexical restraint, dialogic 

repetition, evaluative neutrality, and 

structural silence, the trilogy constructs a 

narrative space where meaning remains 

open and contested. 

 

 Language in the trilogy does not 

resolve philosophical inquiry; it sustains it. 

Clarity of expression does not eliminate 

ambiguity; it intensifies it. By functioning 

beyond immediate semantic closure, 

narrative simplicity becomes an instrument 

of ethical engagement. 

 

 The trilogy thus redefines 

minimalism as epistemic discipline. Rather 

than reducing complexity, it concentrates it. 

In doing so, Coetzee’s late fiction 

demonstrates that language, precisely 
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through restraint, can gesture toward what 

exceeds articulation. 

 

9. LIMITATIONS AND SCOPE FOR 

FUTURE RESEARCH 

9.1. Limitations of the Study 

 While the present study offers a 

detailed examination of narrative simplicity 

and philosophical opacity in the Jesus 

trilogy of J. M. Coetzee, certain limitations 

must be acknowledged in order to situate 

the findings within an appropriate scholarly 

framework. 

 

 First, the study adopts a qualitative 

stylistic methodology rather than a 

quantitative corpus-based approach. 

Although syntactic restraint, lexical 

economy, dialogic repetition, and 

evaluative neutrality have been 

systematically analyzed, the conclusions 

are based on close reading rather than 

statistical measurement. A computational 

stylistic analysis using digital corpus tools 

might produce measurable data on sentence 

length, lexical frequency, modality patterns, 

and clause complexity. Such quantitative 

evidence could complement and potentially 

strengthen the interpretive claims advanced 

here. The absence of numerical linguistic 

metrics limits the empirical scope of the 

present analysis. 

 

 Second, the study focuses 

exclusively on the three novels that 

constitute the Jesus trilogy. While this 

concentration allows for depth and 

coherence, it limits comparative breadth. 

Coetzee’s broader body of work—

including earlier novels characterized by 

overt political tension—offers valuable 

contrasts that could illuminate shifts in 

narrative style and ethical positioning. A 

comparative study examining continuities 

and transformations between the trilogy and 

earlier works might provide further insight 

into the evolution of Coetzee’s late style. 

 

 Third, the analysis is based on the 

original English editions of the novels and 

does not address issues of translation or 

multilingual reception. Given that the 

trilogy is set in a Spanish-speaking 

environment and has been translated into 

multiple languages, questions of linguistic 

transfer, semantic nuance, and cultural 

interpretation merit independent 

investigation. The present study does not 

explore how narrative simplicity may 

function differently across linguistic 

contexts. 

 

 Fourth, although the study 

integrates insights from literary linguistics 

and ethical narratology, it does not fully 

engage with interdisciplinary frameworks 

http://www.thebioscan.com/


 

                                                         21(1) 1653-1685, 2026                              www.thebioscan.com 

1680 
 

such as cognitive narratology, affect theory, 

or reader-response psychology. These 

approaches might offer alternative 

perspectives on how readers process 

narrative restraint and philosophical 

opacity. The interpretive claims made here 

are grounded in textual analysis rather than 

empirical reader-response research. 

 

 Fifth, the concept of “language 

beyond meaning” is developed within the 

context of the trilogy’s stylistic design. 

While it provides a productive interpretive 

lens, it remains theoretically open-ended. 

Further conceptual refinement is possible, 

particularly in relation to broader debates 

about linguistic limits, philosophical 

skepticism, and narrative ethics. The study 

outlines the phenomenon but does not 

exhaust its theoretical potential. 

 

 Finally, the research primarily 

emphasizes structural and linguistic 

features rather than socio-political 

dimensions. Although the trilogy’s 

abstraction invites philosophical reading, 

its depiction of migration, institutional 

authority, and social regulation could be 

examined more extensively within political 

or postcolonial frameworks. The present 

focus on narrative simplicity necessarily 

narrows the analytical scope. 

 

9.2.Scope for Future Research 

 Despite these limitations, the study 

opens several promising avenues for future 

research. One important direction involves 

the application of digital humanities 

methodologies to Coetzee’s late fiction. 

Corpus-assisted stylistics could 

quantitatively measure sentence length 

distribution, lexical density, modality 

frequency, and dialogic patterns across the 

trilogy. Such empirical analysis would 

provide statistical support for the 

qualitative findings presented here. 

Comparative digital studies might also 

examine whether the trilogy exhibits 

measurable stylistic divergence from 

Coetzee’s earlier novels. 

 

 A second avenue lies in comparative 

literary analysis. Future research could 

explore narrative simplicity and 

philosophical opacity in relation to other 

contemporary authors who employ 

minimalist prose. Comparative studies 

might investigate whether similar rhetorical 

strategies appear in global Anglophone 

fiction or whether Coetzee’s approach 

remains distinctive. Such inquiry would 

situate the trilogy within broader literary 

movements concerned with restraint and 

indeterminacy. 

 Third, interdisciplinary engagement 

with cognitive narratology and reader-
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response theory would enrich 

understanding of how simplicity affects 

interpretive processing. Empirical studies 

involving reader reception could assess 

how audiences respond to restrained 

narration and whether narrative neutrality 

increases cognitive effort or ethical 

reflection. Such research would bridge 

literary analysis with psychological inquiry. 

 

 Fourth, translation studies offer 

significant scope. Investigating how the 

trilogy’s linguistic restraint is rendered in 

other languages could reveal how 

simplicity and opacity function across 

cultural contexts. Do translators preserve 

syntactic brevity and lexical economy? 

Does philosophical indeterminacy intensify 

or diminish in translation? These questions 

would extend the study’s insights beyond 

the English-language corpus. 

 

 Fifth, further theoretical 

development of “language beyond 

meaning” is possible. Future scholarship 

might connect this concept to philosophical 

discussions of linguistic limits, especially 

within continental traditions concerned 

with ineffability and silence. Engaging with 

thinkers who interrogate the boundaries of 

articulation could deepen the conceptual 

foundation of narrative opacity. 

 

 Sixth, genre-focused research could 

examine the trilogy’s relation to parable, 

morality play, and utopian fiction in greater 

detail. While recent studies have explored 

meta-utopian dimensions, further analysis 

could investigate how narrative simplicity 

interacts with generic expectation. Does 

restrained language deliberately evoke and 

subvert didactic form? 

 

 Seventh, ethical narratology 

remains fertile ground. Future work might 

explore how narrative neutrality reshapes 

reader agency in contemporary fiction more 

broadly. The trilogy provides a case study 

in ethical redistribution; expanding this 

inquiry could illuminate new models of 

reader engagement. 

 

 Finally, longitudinal studies 

examining Coetzee’s late style in relation to 

global literary trends from 2010 onward 

would situate the trilogy within evolving 

aesthetic movements. As minimalist and 

abstract narrative modes gain prominence 

in contemporary fiction, Coetzee’s 

disciplined restraint may appear 

increasingly prescient. 

 

 In sum, while the present study 

offers a detailed account of narrative 

simplicity and philosophical opacity in the 

Jesus trilogy, it represents only one stage in 
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an ongoing scholarly conversation. Its 

qualitative focus and linguistic emphasis 

provide depth but invite expansion through 

digital, comparative, interdisciplinary, and 

translational approaches. By identifying 

how simplicity operates as rhetorical 

architecture, the study lays groundwork for 

future inquiry into the complex relationship 

between language, meaning, and ethical 

interpretation. 

 

10. CONCLUSION 

 This study has examined how 

narrative simplicity functions as a 

deliberate rhetorical strategy in the Jesus 

trilogy of J. M. Coetzee, arguing that 

linguistic restraint produces philosophical 

opacity rather than diminishing interpretive 

depth. Through systematic analysis of 

syntactic moderation, lexical economy, 

dialogic structure, evaluative neutrality, and 

structural silence, the research 

demonstrates that the trilogy’s plain prose is 

not an aesthetic reduction but a disciplined 

narrative design. 

 

 The findings reveal that simplicity 

in Coetzee’s late fiction operates 

paradoxically. Short declarative sentences, 

limited adjectival elaboration, and 

measured conversational exchanges create 

an appearance of transparency. Yet beneath 

this grammatical clarity lies sustained 

epistemic uncertainty. Philosophical 

debates about belief, reason, education, 

authority, and transcendence are articulated 

in lucid language, but they resist doctrinal 

resolution. The trilogy thereby destabilizes 

the assumption that clarity of expression 

guarantees clarity of meaning. 

 

 One of the central insights of this 

study is that philosophical opacity in the 

trilogy is structurally encoded in language. 

The absence of overt narratorial guidance 

and the restraint of emotional 

intensification redistribute interpretive 

responsibility to the reader. Ethical 

positioning is not dictated; it is negotiated. 

By withholding evaluative cues, the 

narrative invites reflective engagement 

rather than passive acceptance. In this 

sense, narrative simplicity becomes 

ethically generative. 

 

 The dialogic design of the trilogy 

further reinforces this effect. 

Conversational exchanges often appear 

pedagogical yet remain circular. Arguments 

are posed and revisited without final 

synthesis. This pattern enacts the limits of 

rational discourse and underscores the 

trilogy’s meditation on linguistic finitude. 

Language is presented as both medium and 

boundary—capable of articulating inquiry 

yet incapable of securing ultimate answers. 
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 The concept of “language beyond 

meaning,” proposed in this study, captures 

this dynamic. It describes a narrative 

condition in which linguistic clarity 

coexists with interpretive indeterminacy. 

Meaning is not concealed through obscurity 

but dispersed through restraint. Simplicity, 

far from diminishing complexity, 

concentrates it. 

 

 By situating the trilogy within 

contemporary debates in literary linguistics 

and ethical narratology, this study 

contributes to a growing recognition of 

Coetzee’s late style as a form of 

philosophical discipline. The Jesus trilogy 

challenges conventional associations 

between elaboration and depth, 

demonstrating that minimalism can sustain 

profound conceptual inquiry. Through calm 

prose and disciplined syntax, Coetzee 

constructs a narrative space where 

interpretation remains open, provisional, 

and ethically charged. 

 

 Ultimately, the trilogy redefines the 

relationship between language and 

understanding. It suggests that the pursuit 

of meaning may depend less on expressive 

amplification than on rhetorical restraint. In 

doing so, it affirms that narrative simplicity 

can serve as a powerful medium for 

philosophical reflection—one in which 

language gestures toward what exceeds 

articulation without claiming to capture it 

fully. 
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