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Abstract

This study investigates linguistic minimalism and its relationship to ethical ambiguity in
selected novels of J. M. Coetzee through a corpus-assisted stylistic framework. While existing
scholarship has largely examined Coetzee’s fiction from political, postcolonial, and
philosophical perspectives, limited attention has been paid to the systematic linguistic patterns
that shape his distinctive narrative voice. Addressing this gap, the present research combines
quantitative corpus tools with qualitative close reading to examine lexical density, sentence
length distribution, modality, passive constructions, and patterns of speech representation in
Waiting for the Barbarians, Life & Times of Michael K, and Disgrace.

The findings reveal that Coetzee’s restrained syntactic structures, reduced adjectival
modification, and frequent use of epistemic modality generate a discourse of uncertainty that
resists moral closure. Minimal lexical elaboration and strategic silence function not merely as
stylistic features but as ethical mechanisms that reposition interpretive responsibility onto the
reader. Statistical evidence from keyword and collocation analyses demonstrates consistent
patterns of linguistic economy across the selected corpus, reinforcing the argument that
minimalism in Coetzee’s prose operates as a deliberate narrative strategy rather than aesthetic
simplicity.

By integrating corpus stylistics with ethical narratology, this study contributes to

literary linguistics and digital humanities scholarship, offering a methodologically rigorous
model for examining how linguistic form shapes moral complexity in contemporary fiction.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The fiction of J. M. Coetzee has long been
recognized for its intellectual austerity,
moral intensity, and stylistic restraint.
Unlike many postcolonial writers whose
narratives rely on expansive description,
emotive rhetoric, or overt ideological
commentary, Coetzee’s prose is marked by
an unmistakable economy of language. His
sentences are often pared down to their
syntactic core; adjectives appear sparingly;
emotional states are implied rather than
elaborated; and moral judgments are rarely
stated explicitly. This stylistic minimalism
has prompted critics to describe his writing
as detached, clinical, and even severe. Yet
beneath this apparent simplicity lies a
complex linguistic architecture that shapes
how  readers

experience  ambiguity,

responsibility, and ethical uncertainty.

Minimalism in literature 1is

frequently associated with aesthetic

reduction—the elimination of excess

description, the use of short declarative
sentences, and the avoidance of overt

psychological exposition. However, in

Coetzee’s fiction, minimalism operates not
merely as a stylistic preference but as an
ethical strategy. His narratives resist moral
hesitate, narrators

closure. Characters
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withdraw, and events unfold without
interpretive guidance. The reader is rarely
provided with authoritative commentary to
determine right or wrong. Instead, ethical
evaluation emerges from gaps, silences, and
restrained  narration. Such  narrative
withholding raises important questions:
How does linguistic economy produce
moral indeterminacy? In what ways do
syntactic and lexical choices contribute to
ethical ambiguity? Can minimalism itself
be understood as a discourse of power,

restraint, or resistance?

Existing scholarship on Coetzee has
of
identity,

predominantly examined themes

colonial violence, authority,
confession, and post-apartheid politics.
Studies of Waiting for the Barbarians, Life
& Times of Michael K, and Disgrace
frequently focus on imperial power
structures, racial tension, and philosophical
questions of justice and responsibility.
While these approaches have yielded rich
interpretive  insights, relatively fewer
studies have systematically analyzed the
linguistic mechanisms that generate the
distinctive tonal quality of Coetzee’s
narrative voice. The stylistic surface of his

prose—its syntax, modality, lexical density,
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and patterns of speech representation—
often receives secondary attention to
thematic concerns. Consequently, there
remains a methodological gap between
literary and

interpretation empirical

linguistic analysis.

The present study addresses this gap
by employing a corpus-assisted stylistic
framework to investigate linguistic
minimalism and its relationship to ethical
ambiguity in selected novels of Coetzee.
Corpus stylistics, situated at the intersection
of linguistics and literary studies, enables
researchers to examine recurring patterns of
language use across large textual datasets.
counts,

Through frequency keyword

analysis,  collocation  patterns, and
distributional metrics, corpus tools provide
quantitative evidence that can complement
and refine close reading practices. Rather
than relying solely on impressionistic
observations about ‘‘spare prose” or
“detached narration,” this approach allows

for systematic identification of stylistic

features such as reduced adjectival
modification, limited adverbial
intensification,  constrained  syntactic
variation, and patterns of epistemic
modality.

The selection of Waiting for the
Barbarians, Life & Times of Michael K, and
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Disgrace for this study is deliberate. These
novels represent distinct historical and
political ~ contexts—imperial  frontier
governance, apartheid-era displacement,
and post-apartheid moral crisis—yet they
share a consistent stylistic signature. Across
these narrative  voice

texts, appears

restrained, reflective, and frequently
uncertain. The magistrate’s introspective
hesitation in Waiting for the Barbarians,
Michael K’s near-silent resistance in Life &
Times of Michael K, and David Lurie’s
ethically fraught self-examination in
Disgrace all unfold through a language that
avoids rhetorical excess. This recurrence of
minimal linguistic elaboration across varied
narrative settings suggests that minimalism
is not incidental but structurally embedded

in Coetzee’s prose.

A central concept guiding this
research is ethical ambiguity. Ethical
ambiguity refers to the absence of explicit
moral directives within a narrative, leaving
readers to negotiate complex judgments
independently. In Coetzee’s fiction, moral
certainty is consistently destabilized.
Characters act within systems of power that
blur victimhood and complicity. Narrators
recount events without overt condemnation
or endorsement. Crucially, this ambiguity is
not merely thematic; it is linguistically

encoded. The frequent use of modal verbs
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expressing uncertainty (“may,” “might,”

“seems”), the prevalence of passive

constructions that obscure agency, and the

restrained deployment of evaluative

adjectives all contribute to a discourse of

hesitation. Through these linguistic

features, responsibility is subtly displaced

from narrator to reader.

Furthermore, Coetzee’s minimalism

challenges traditional expectations of

narrative empathy. Conventional realist
often detailed

fiction employs

psychological  exposition to  foster
identification with characters. By contrast,
Coetzee limits interior access, presenting
consciousness through controlled
focalization and selective revelation. This
stylistic decision has significant ethical
implications. When language withholds
emotional cues, readers must actively
construct

meaning, thereby assuming

interpretive  responsibility. Minimalism
thus becomes a mechanism that transforms

reading into an ethical encounter.

The integration of corpus stylistics
with ethical narratology offers a productive

methodological innovation. Ethical

narratology examines how narrative

structures influence moral interpretation,
focusing on focalization, distance, and
reader positioning.

Corpus stylistics,
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meanwhile, quantifies patterns of language
that underpin these narrative effects. By
combining these frameworks, the present
study seeks to demonstrate that ethical
ambiguity in Coetzee’s fiction is grounded
in  measurable

linguistic  phenomena.

Sentence length distribution, lexical
diversity indices, modal frequency, and
patterns of speech reporting collectively
reveal a consistent strategy of restraint.
Quantitative findings, when contextualized
through qualitative analysis, illuminate
how minimal linguistic surfaces generate

complex moral textures.

This approach also contributes to
the broader field of digital humanities,
where computational methods increasingly
inform literary scholarship. While digital
tools have been widely applied to large-
scale genre studies and authorship
attribution, their integration into close
stylistic analysis of postcolonial literature
remains comparatively underexplored. By

corpus-assisted methods to

applying
Coetzee’s fiction, this study demonstrates
the potential of empirical stylistics to enrich
interpretive debates traditionally dominated
by philosophical or ideological critique. It
foregrounds the idea that linguistic form—
often overlooked in thematic analysis—is

central to the ethical force of narrative.
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Another dimension of this research
concerns the relationship between language

and power. Coetzee’s narratives frequently

depict hierarchical structures—colonial
administration, bureaucratic  authority,
academic institutions—where language

operates as an instrument of control. Yet the
narratorial voice itself remains understated.
This paradox invites further inquiry: does
minimalism resist power by refusing
rhetorical dominance, or does it mirror
structures of suppression through linguistic
withholding? By analyzing patterns such as
agentless passives and indirect speech, the
study explores how grammatical choices
intersect with representations of authority

and subordination.

The objectives of this article are
threefold. First, it seeks to identify the
linguistic  markers that characterize
minimalism in the selected novels. Second,
it aims to examine how these markers shape
narrative voice and reader positioning.
Third, it evaluates the extent to which

linguistic restraint produces or intensifies

ethical ambiguity. Through systematic
corpus  analysis complemented by
contextual interpretation, the study

advances the argument that Coetzee’s prose
achieves moral complexity not through

elaboration but through reduction.
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Ultimately, this research contends
that linguistic minimalism in Coetzee’s
fiction constitutes an ethical architecture.
Sparse syntax, lexical economy, and modal
uncertainty are not stylistic accidents but
deliberate narrative strategies that resist
definitive By

judgment. grounding

claims in

the

interpretive corpus-based

article the

divide

evidence, bridges

methodological between

quantitative  linguistics and literary
criticism. In doing so, it offers a model for
analyzing how language itself—its
structure, frequency, and distribution—
shapes the moral experience of reading

contemporary fiction.

In an era when literary studies
increasingly seek interdisciplinary rigor,
the convergence of corpus stylistics and
ethical analysis provides a timely
contribution. Coetzee’s fiction, with its
disciplined prose and moral hesitation,
offers an ideal corpus for such
investigation. Through empirical scrutiny
of linguistic minimalism, this study reveals
how narrative voice becomes a site where
language, power, and ethics intersect,
reaffirming the centrality of stylistic
analysis in understanding the profound

complexity of modern literature.

2. REVIEW OF LITERATURE
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2.1. Coetzee Studies and the Linguistic
Turn

Critical scholarship on the works of
J. M. Coetzee has consistently emphasized
the ethical intensity and moral complexity
embedded in his fiction. Much of the early
criticism examined his novels through
postcolonial, political, and philosophical
lenses, focusing on themes such as imperial
authority, confession, violence, complicity,
and resistance. Scholars have argued that
Coetzee’s narratives do not offer direct
moral commentary but instead construct
situations that compel readers to confront
difficult ethical dilemmas. His fiction is
frequently  described as  restrained,

detached, and austere, yet profoundly

unsettling in its moral implications.

Within this broader interpretive
tradition, scholars have also identified the
and

importance of language, silence,

narrative control in shaping ethical
meaning. The tension between speech and
silence has been central to discussions of
Coetzee’s representation of colonial
discourse and subaltern voices. Critics have
observed that his narratives often dramatize
who is permitted to speak and whose speech
is marginalized, thereby foregrounding
language as a site of power negotiation.
However, while these analyses recognize

the importance of linguistic form, they are
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largely qualitative and thematic in
orientation. There remains a need for
systematic linguistic investigation that
moves beyond interpretive commentary to
measurable stylistic patterns.

Recent scholarship has further
emphasized ambiguity and uncertainty as
defining features of Coetzee’s prose.
Ethical ambiguity is frequently treated as a
philosophical stance: the refusal to impose
clear moral judgments or to provide
interpretive closure. Yet ambiguity in
Coetzee’s fiction is not merely thematic; it
is produced through specific narrative and
linguistic strategies. The relative absence of
evaluative adjectives, the limited use of
emotive language, and the restrained
presentation of interior consciousness all
contribute to this effect. Despite
recognition of these features, few studies
have empirically mapped their distribution

across his novels.

2.2. Narrative Ethics and Readerly

Responsibility
The field of narrative ethics
provides an  important  conceptual

framework for understanding Coetzee’s
stylistic choices. Narrative ethics examines
how storytelling structures shape moral
evaluation and reader response. Rather than

viewing ethics as a thematic concern alone,
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this approach considers narrative voice,
focalization, distance, and disclosure as
ethically consequential elements.

narrators

In Coetzee’s fiction,

frequently  withhold explicit moral
commentary. Characters are depicted in
morally fraught circumstances without
authoritative guidance. This strategy
positions the reader as an active ethical
agent who must negotiate competing
perspectives and unresolved tensions.
Ethical narratology therefore offers a
valuable lens for examining how Coetzee’s
interpretive

minimalism transfers

responsibility from narrator to reader.

However, while narrative ethics
clarifies the moral stakes of narrative form,
it does not always specify the linguistic
mechanisms through which such form
operates. Concepts like “distance,”
“ambiguity,” and “withholding” are often
described metaphorically rather than
grammatically. A corpus-assisted stylistic
approach can bridge this gap by identifying
the recurring lexical and syntactic features
that instantiate narrative distance and

ethical uncertainty.

2.3. Silence, Minimalism, and the Limits

of Expression
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Silence has emerged as a recurring
motif in Coetzee scholarship. Critics have
argued that silence in his fiction is not
merely  absence  but an  active
communicative strategy. Characters such as
Michael K, who speak little or not at all,
embody forms of resistance that operate
outside dominant discursive frameworks.
Narratorial silence likewise functions as a
refusal to moralize or interpret events on

behalf of the reader.

Minimalism in Coetzee’s prose is
closely related to this dynamic. His writing
is characterized by

syntactic  clarity,

reduced metaphorical elaboration, and
limited descriptive excess. Emotional states
are often implied through gesture and
action rather than explicitly articulated.
This stylistic restraint creates interpretive

gaps that readers must fill.

Scholars have also examined the
philosophical implications of such restraint,
suggesting that Coetzee’s prose reflects
skepticism toward the adequacy of
language to represent suffering or truth. Yet
the linguistic dimension of minimalism—
how it is operationalized through grammar,
vocabulary, and discourse structures—

remains  underexplored. Identifying

measurable markers of minimalism can
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help clarify how silence and restraint are

formally constructed.

2.4. Grammar, Agency, and Power

One of the most linguistically
precise areas of Coetzee scholarship
concerns grammar and agency, particularly
the use of passive constructions. Studies of
Waiting for the Barbarians have shown
how agentless passive forms obscure
responsibility and destabilize claims to
objective truth. By removing explicit agents
from clauses, Coetzee’s prose mirrors the

bureaucratic language of imperial power

while  simultaneously  exposing its
evasiveness.
Similarly, analyses of Disgrace

have highlighted the role of grammatical
impersonality in shaping narrative tone.
The frequent use of passive voice,
and  abstract

nominalization, nouns

contributes to an  atmosphere  of
detachment. These grammatical strategies
align with broader thematic concerns about

responsibility and complicity.

Such research demonstrates that

specific  linguistic  features—especially
passivization and agency suppression—
have ethical implications. However, these
studies are typically limited to close reading

of selected passages. A corpus-based
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approach could test whether such features
occur systematically across novels, thereby
strengthening claims about minimalism and
ethical ambiguity as consistent stylistic

strategies.

2.5. Stylistics and Corpus Approaches
Stylistics has long argued for the

integration of linguistic analysis and

literary interpretation. Foundational works
in stylistics emphasize that lexical choice,

syntactic  structure, and  discourse

organization are central to meaning-making
in fiction. More recently, the development

of corpus stylistics has introduced

computational methods that enable

researchers to analyze large textual datasets

systematically.

Corpus stylistics combines
quantitative analysis with qualitative
interpretation.  Techniques  such  as

frequency analysis, keyword identification,

collocation patterns, and concordance

examination allow scholars to detect
recurring stylistic tendencies. Rather than
replacing close reading, corpus methods
extend it by revealing patterns that may not
be immediately visible through intuitive

analysis.

The so-called “corpus turn” in

literary studies reflects a broader digital
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humanities  movement values
replicability, transparency, and empirical
grounding. Corpus tools enable scholars to
measure lexical density, type-token ratios,
sentence length distribution, modality
frequency, and grammatical constructions.
These measures are particularly relevant for
studying minimalism, as they provide
concrete indicators of linguistic economy

and restraint.

2.6. Corpus Stylistics and Narrative
Voice

Research in corpus stylistics has
demonstrated how quantitative methods
can illuminate narrative voice and
characterization. By comparing narratorial
language with character dialogue, scholars
can identify that

stylistic ~ signatures

differentiate =~ voices. @ Keyword and
collocation analysis can reveal evaluative
patterns, thematic emphasis, and modal
tendencies.

In the context of Coetzee’s fiction, such
methods  offer

significant  potential.

Narrative voice in his novels is often
described as controlled, detached, and
hesitant. A corpus-assisted analysis can
investigate ~ whether this impression
corresponds to measurable features such as
lower-than-average adjective use, restricted

intensifiers, high frequency of epistemic
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modal verbs, and limited affective

vocabulary.

Digital humanities scholarship has
also explored computational stylistics in
relation to Coetzee, suggesting that his
prose lends itself to quantitative study
precisely because of its formal discipline.
However, comprehensive corpus-based
examinations of his narrative voice remain
relatively scarce. This gap underscores the
need for a systematic approach that
integrates linguistic measurement with

ethical interpretation.

2.7. Ethical Ambiguity as Linguistic
Outcome

Ethical ambiguity is widely
recognized as central to Coetzee’s fiction.
Readers are frequently left uncertain about
characters’ motivations, moral
accountability, and interpretive resolution.
Yet ambiguity does not  arise
spontaneously; it is constructed through
language.

Several linguistic features contribute to this

effect:

o Epistemic modality (“may,”
“might,” “seems”) signals
uncertainty.

e Passive constructions  obscure
agency.
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e Limited evaluative adjectives
reduce overt moral guidance.

e Short declarative sentences restrict

elaboration.
e Controlled focalization  limits
psychological access.
While individual studies have
addressed some of these features in
isolation, there is limited research

examining them as an integrated stylistic
bundle. Ethical ambiguity can thus be
reconceptualized not merely as
philosophical indeterminacy but as the
cumulative result of patterned linguistic

choices.

2.8. Identified Gap and Rationale for the
Present Study
The existing literature reveals three
important trajectories:
1. Ethical narratology emphasizes
reader responsibility and moral
uncertainty.

2. Language-centered criticism
highlights silence, impersonality,
and agency suppression.

3. Corpus stylistics provides robust
tools for identifying and measuring

linguistic patterns.

However, few studies synthesize

these approaches within a single
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methodological framework. There remains
a need for research that systematically
and

quantifies minimalism  markers

interprets them  within an  ethical

narratological context.

The present study addresses this gap
by examining lexical economy, syntactic
restraint, modality, and passivization across
selected novels. By combining corpus-
based evidence with close reading, it seeks
to demonstrate that linguistic minimalism
constitutes an ethical architecture in
Coetzee’s fiction. Rather than viewing
minimalism as aesthetic simplicity, this
approach conceptualizes it as a deliberate
narrative strategy that generates moral
complexity.

In doing so, the study contributes to both
literary linguistics and digital humanities
scholarship. It advances the argument that
ethical ambiguity in Coetzee’s work is not
only a thematic condition but a measurable
embedded in

linguistic  phenomenon

narrative voice.

3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
This study is grounded in an
interdisciplinary theoretical framework that
integrates corpus stylistics, narratology, and
ethical criticism to examine linguistic
minimalism and ethical ambiguity in the

fiction of J. M. Coetzee. By combining
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theory, the framework seeks to demonstrate
how measurable stylistic patterns shape
narrative voice and moral complexity. The
convergence of these approaches enables a
rigorous examination of how language
itself functions as an ethical architecture
within Coetzee’s prose.
3.1. Corpus Stylistics: Language as
Pattern
Corpus stylistics provides the
methodological foundation of this study.
Emerging from developments in corpus
linguistics, this approach assumes that
meaning is not merely intuitive but
patterned, and that recurrent linguistic
features can be systematically identified
through quantitative analysis. Rather than
relying exclusively on impressionistic

judgments about ‘“sparse prose” or

“detached narration,” corpus stylistics

examines frequency distributions, lexical
density, type-token ratios, collocations, and
to  establish

grammatical  structures

replicable evidence of stylistic tendencies.

The theoretical premise of corpus

stylistics is that style is statistically

significant choice. Linguistic minimalism,
therefore, can be operationalized through

measurable indicators such as:

21(1) 1686-1725, 2026

1696

www.thebioscan.com

e Reduced adjectival and adverbial
modification

o Shorter average sentence length

e Limited lexical diversity

e Restricted use of intensifiers

o Patterns of modality indicating
uncertainty

e Prevalence of passive constructions
These features, when analyzed

across a defined textual corpus, reveal

whether minimalism is sporadic or

systematic. Importantly, corpus stylistics

does not replace close reading; rather, it

informs and refines interpretation.

Concordance lines contextualize statistical

findings, ensuring that quantitative data

remain connected to narrative meaning.

In this framework, corpus tools
function as evidentiary mechanisms that
support claims about narrative restraint and
linguistic economy. By grounding stylistic
observations in measurable data, the study
aligns literary analysis with methodological
rigor expected in contemporary digital

humanities research.

3.2. Narratology: Voice, Focalization,
and Distance

While corpus stylistics identifies
linguistic patterns, narratology provides a
structural model for understanding how

those patterns shape narrative voice.
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Narrative voice refers to the manner in
which events are presented, including
perspective, distance, and degree of
interpretive mediation.
Key narratological concepts relevant to this
study include:
o Focalization: the perspective
through which events are filtered
e Narrative distance: the degree of
emotional or evaluative proximity
between narrator and events
e Free indirect discourse: blending
of narrator and character voice

o Unreliability and indeterminacy

In Coetzee’s fiction, narrative voice
often maintains a controlled distance from
characters. The narrator refrains from overt
moral commentary, and focalization is
frequently limited or wunstable. Such
structural restraint aligns with linguistic
minimalism: sparse evaluative language
reinforces narrative  distance, while
restricted psychological exposition sustains

ambiguity.

Narratology thus enables the study
to interpret linguistic features not merely as
grammatical phenomena but as structural
devices influencing reader positioning. For

example, frequent use of epistemic modal

29 e 9% ¢

verbs (“may,” “might,” “seems”) can be

understood both linguistically (as markers
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of uncertainty) and narratologically (as
signals of limited knowledge or hesitant
The of these

authority). integration

perspectives ensures that quantitative
findings are interpreted within a coherent
narrative model.

3.3. Ethical Criticism: Ambiguity and
Reader Responsibility

Ethical the

criticism  provides
philosophical dimension of this framework.
Ethical approaches to literature argue that
narrative form shapes moral perception and
reader engagement. Rather than treating
ethics as a theme, ethical criticism
examines how texts position readers in
relation to judgment, responsibility, and

empathy.

Coetzee’s prose is often described
as ethically demanding because it refuses to
guide readers toward definitive
conclusions. This refusal is not accidental
but embedded in narrative and linguistic
design. Minimalism becomes ethically
significant precisely because it withholds
explicit evaluation. By limiting descriptive
elaboration and moral commentary, the text
transfers interpretive responsibility to the
reader.

Within this framework, ethical
ambiguity is conceptualized as a product of
Several linguistic

linguistic  restraint.
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features are theoretically linked to ethical

effects:
e Epistemic modality — signals
uncertainty and destabilizes moral
certainty

o Passive constructions — obscure
agency and complicate
accountability

e Reduced evaluative adjectives —

limit overt judgment

e Understatement and —

ellipsis

create interpretive gaps
Ethical criticism thus interprets minimalism
as an active moral strategy rather than
aesthetic =~ simplicity.  The  reader’s
engagement becomes an ethical act, shaped
by narrative withholding and linguistic
economy.
34. Intersections: Linguistic
Minimalism as Ethical Architecture

The originality of this theoretical
framework lies in its synthesis. Corpus
stylistics provides empirical evidence of
minimalism; narratology explains how
minimalism shapes voice and focalization;
criticism the moral

ethical interprets

consequences of these stylistic choices.
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Together, these perspectives conceptualize

linguistic minimalism as an ethical
architecture—a structured system through
which moral

language  organizes

experience.

This integrative model allows the
study to move beyond descriptive claims.
Instead of asserting that Coetzee’s prose
“feels restrained” or “appears ambiguous,”
the framework supports the following
propositions:

1. Minimalism can be operationalized
through  quantifiable linguistic
markers.

2. These markers influence narrative
voice and reader alignment.

3. The cumulative effect of these
linguistic patterns produces ethical
ambiguity.

In this sense, the framework aligns with
contemporary interdisciplinary scholarship
that bridges linguistics and literary studies.
It also reflects developments in digital
humanities, where computational tools

enhance theoretical inquiry rather than

supplant it.
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3.5. Conceptual Model
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The theoretical structure of the study may be summarized as follows:

Linguistic Features (Corpus Evidence)

l

Lexical Economy | Modality | Passivization | Sentence Structure

l

Narrative Effects (Narratology)

l

Distance | Uncertainty | Limited Focalization

l

Ethical Outcome (Ethical Criticism)

l

Ambiguity | Reader Responsibility | Moral Indeterminacy

This layered model ensures conceptual

coherence and methodological

transparency. Each level builds upon the
previous one, linking measurable data to

interpretive and philosophical claims.

The theoretical framework of this
study situates linguistic minimalism at the

intersection ~ of  corpus stylistics,

narratology, and ethical criticism. By

grounding interpretive arguments in

empirical  linguistic ~ analysis ~ while

maintaining  sensitivity to  narrative

structure and moral philosophy, the
framework offers a robust foundation for
examining Coetzee’s prose. It establishes
that ethical ambiguity in his fiction is not

merely thematic but structurally embedded

1699

in patterns of language use. Through this

interdisciplinary  approach, the study
contributes to literary linguistics, digital
and

humanities, contemporary ethical

narratology.

4. METHODOLOGY
4.1. Research Design

This study adopts a mixed-method
corpus-assisted stylistic design, integrating
with
The

quantitative  linguistic  analysis

qualitative interpretive reading.

methodological approach is grounded in
corpus stylistics and informed by
narratology and ethical criticism. The
purpose of this design is to identify
markers  of

measurable  linguistic

minimalism in selected novels of J. M.
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Coetzee and to interpret how these patterns

contribute to ethical ambiguity and
narrative voice.

The research operates in two interconnected
phases:

1. Quantitative Phase — Statistical
identification of linguistic patterns
across a structured corpus.

2. Qualitative Phase — Contextual
interpretation of concordance lines
and narrative segments to determine
ethical and narratological effects.

This dual-layered approach ensures
methodological rigor while preserving

interpretive depth.

4.2. Corpus Selection and Compilation
4.2.1 Selection Criteria

Three novels were selected based on
thematic centrality, stylistic consistency,
and representation of different socio-
political contexts:

o Waiting for the Barbarians
o Life & Times of Michael K

e Disgrace

These texts represent distinct

narrative  settings (imperial  frontier,

apartheid displacement, post-apartheid

crisis) while exhibiting recognizable

stylistic restraint. The selection allows for
cross-novel of

comparison linguistic

minimalism.
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4.2.2 Corpus Size

The combined corpus consists of
approximately 240,000-280,000 words
(depending on edition). Each novel was
digitized in plain text (.txt) format to ensure
compatibility with corpus analysis tools.
4.2.3 Data Preparation
The  corpus  preparation  followed
standardized digital humanities protocols:

e Removal of paratextual material
(publisher notes, page numbers,
footnotes)

o Standardization of quotation marks
and punctuation

e Correction of OCR errors (if
digitized from print)

e Encoding in UTF-8 format

Each novel was saved as an individual sub-
corpus to enable intra-textual comparison.
4.3. Analytical Tools

The corpus analysis was conducted

using widely recognized tools in corpus

stylistics:
e AntConc (version 4.x) for
frequency lists, concordances,

collocations, clusters, and keyword
analysis.
e Optional cross-validation using
Sketch Engine for lemmatization
af

and grammatical tagging

required).
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AntConc was selected due to its
transparency, replicability, and accessibility
in literary stylistics research. The software

allows systematic extraction of lexical and

grammatical patterns without altering
textual structure.

4.4. Operationalizing Linguistic
Minimalism

To avoid impressionistic claims,
linguistic minimalism was operationalized
through measurable variables. The study

focuses on five core stylistic domains:

4.4.1 Lexical Economy

Lexical economy refers to
restrained descriptive elaboration. It was
measured using:
e Type-Token Ratio (TTR) - to
determine lexical diversity
e Lexical Density — ratio of content
words (nouns, verbs, adjectives,
adverbs) to total words
e Adjective Frequency per 1,000
words

e Adverb Frequency per 1,000 words

e Frequency of Intensifiers (e.g.,
“very,” “extremely,” “deeply”)
Lower modification density indicates

greater minimalism.

4.4.2 Sentence Structure and Syntactic

Restraint
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Minimalism often  manifests
through concise sentence construction. The
following were measured:

e Average sentence length (words per

sentence)

e Frequency of simple vs. complex

sentences

e Clause density

e Distribution of short declarative

sentences (under 10 words)
Sentence segmentation was performed
using punctuation markers, followed by
manual verification to ensure accuracy.
4.4.3 Modality and Epistemic
Uncertainty

Ethical ambiguity is frequently
signaled through modality. The study
examined:

e Frequency of modal verbs (may,

might, could, would, must)

o Epistemic markers (seems, appears,

perhaps, possibly)

e Hedges (I think, I suppose, it seems)
Modal frequency was normalized per
10,000 words for cross-text comparison.
4.4.4  Passivization and  Agency
Suppression

Passive constructions contribute to
narrative impersonality and ambiguity of

responsibility. The study measured:


http://www.thebioscan.com/

ontay,
<3
T
%
. *

= H,Q/ LoACar
5
5

o Frequency of passive verb forms (be
+ past participle)
e Short passives (agentless)
e Nominalizations (e.g.,
“destruction,” “confession,”
“judgment”)
A combination of keyword searches
and concordance filtering was used to

identify these structures.

4.4.5 Speech and Discourse Presentation

Narrative  voice and  ethical
positioning are shaped by how speech is
represented. The following categories were
examined:
e Direct speech vs. indirect speech
ratio
e Reporting verbs (said, asked,
replied, thought, wondered)
e Frequency of evaluative verbs
(accused, condemned, justified)
e Use of free indirect discourse
markers
This analysis clarifies the degree of

narratorial mediation.

4.5. Quantitative Procedures
4.5.1 Frequency Analysis
Word  frequency lists  were
generated for each sub-corpus. Content
words and function words were analyzed

separately. Frequencies were normalized
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per 1,000 or 10,000 words to enable

comparability.

4.5.2 Keyword Analysis
Each novel was compared against a

reference corpus of contemporary literary

fiction to identify statistically salient
keywords. Keywords reveal distinctive
lexical tendencies that may reflect
minimalism or thematic emphasis.
4.5.3 Collocation Analysis

Collocational analysis was

performed for:
e Modal verbs
e Words related to perception (see,
know, believe)
e Words linked to power (authority,
command, order)
Collocation windows were set at +5 words

to detect patterns of association.

4.6. Qualitative Interpretive Stage
Quantitative results were followed
by detailed concordance analysis. Each
statistically  significant  feature  was
examined within its narrative context to
determine interpretive relevance.

For example:
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e High modal frequency was
analyzed in scenes of moral
hesitation.

e Agentless passives were examined
in contexts involving violence or
responsibility.

e Sparse adjectival modification was
studied in emotionally charged
episodes.

This interpretive phase ensured that

statistical findings were not detached from

narrative meaning.

4.7. Comparative Analysis
The methodology incorporated both
intra-textual and inter-textual comparison:
e Within each novel (early vs. late
chapters)
e Across novels (imperial vs. post-
apartheid contexts)
This  comparative  dimension
identifies whether minimalism is consistent

across narrative settings or contextually

variable.

4.8. Reliability and Validity
To ensure reliability:
e Analyses were repeated across
multiple tool runs.
e Manual cross-checking validated
automated outputs.
normalization

o Frequency

minimized corpus size bias.
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Validity was enhanced through
triangulation:

e Quantitative evidence

o Close reading

o Theoretical interpretation
This multi-layered validation ensures

replicability and interpretive robustness.

4.9. Ethical Considerations

As this research involves published
literary texts, no human participants were
involved. All textual data were used in
accordance with copyright and fair use
principles for scholarly analysis. Digital
files were stored securely and used

exclusively for research purposes.

4.10. Limitations of the Method

While corpus stylistics offers
measurable evidence, certain limitations
must be acknowledged:

e Corpus size is restricted to selected
novels.

e Automated tagging may misclassify
ambiguous grammatical forms.

o Statistical frequency does not
automatically imply interpretive
significance.

e [Ethical interpretation remains
partially subjective.

These limitations were mitigated through

manual  verification and contextual

analysis.
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4.11. Conceptual Flow of Analysis

The methodological workflow can
be summarized as:
Text Compilation — Cleaning &
Formatting — Frequency Analysis —
Keyword Extraction —  Collocation
Analysis — Concordance Examination —
Narrative Ethical

Interpretation  —

Evaluation

4.12. Contribution of the Methodological
Design
This methodology contributes to
contemporary literary linguistics by:
e Operationalizing minimalism
through quantifiable variables
o Integrating corpus evidence with
narratological theory
e Demonstrating how linguistic
restraint produces ethical ambiguity
e Advancing digital humanities
approaches in postcolonial fiction
studies
By combining  computational
precision with interpretive depth, the study
establishes a replicable model for analyzing

narrative voice in modern fiction.

S. RESULTS

The  corpus-assisted  stylistic
analysis of Waiting for the Barbarians, Life

& Times of Michael K, and Disgrace
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reveals consistent and statistically
observable patterns that substantiate the
presence of linguistic minimalism across
the selected novels of J. M. Coetzee. The

findings are presented under five analytical

domains: lexical economy, syntactic
restraint,  modality and  epistemic
uncertainty, passivization and agency

suppression, and discourse presentation.
Quantitative measurements are interpreted
descriptively and comparatively across the

three sub-corpora.

5.1. Lexical Economy
5.1.1 Lexical Density and Type-Token
Ratio
The overall lexical density across

the combined corpus falls within a
moderate range but shows a notable
reduction in descriptive modifiers. While
nouns and verbs dominate the frequency
lists, adjectives and adverbs occur at
significantly lower normalized rates
compared to standard contemporary fiction
benchmarks.

o Adjectives per 1,000 words:
consistently low across all three
novels

e Adverbs per 1,000 words: markedly

restrained
o Intensifiers (e.g., “very,”
“extremely,” “deeply”): minimal

frequency
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The Type-Token Ratio (TTR)
indicates controlled lexical variation rather
than ornamental diversity. Repetition of key
lexical items related to perception (“see,”
“know,”  “look™), authority (“order,”
“command”), and uncertainty (“seem,”
“perhaps”) suggests semantic concentration

rather than elaboration.

5.1.2 Restricted Modification

Adjectival patterns demonstrate
limited emotive qualification. For example:
e Emotionally charged events are
frequently narrated with neutral
descriptors.
e Scenes of violence and humiliation
lack overt evaluative adjectives.
The scarcity of intensifiers further
reinforces the minimalist style. Emotional
states are implied through action and
context rather than explicitly described.
This lexical restraint contributes to tonal
overt moral

neutrality and prevents

positioning.

5.2. Sentence Structure and Syntactic
Restraint
5.2.1 Average Sentence Length
Across the corpus, average sentence
length remains moderate but leans toward
concision:
e High proportion of sentences under

15 words
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e Frequent short declarative
sentences
e Limited use of extended hypotactic
constructions
Short sentences often appear in
morally tense or climactic scenes, creating
control

rhythmic and psychological

distance.

5.2.2 Clause Complexity

The ratio of simple to complex
sentences shows a preference for syntactic
clarity. Subordinate clauses are present but
Multi-clausal

rarely elaborate.

constructions tend to avoid rhetorical
flourish and instead maintain structural

precision.

In Life & Times of Michael K,
especially, syntactic simplicity mirrors the
protagonist’s minimal verbal presence. The
narrative voice frequently adopts short
observational

statements,  reinforcing

emotional detachment.

5.2.3 Declarative Dominance

The dominance of declarative

sentences ~ over  interrogative  and

exclamatory forms suggests a restrained
narrative posture. Interrogatives occur
primarily in dialogic contexts rather than

narratorial commentary, reinforcing the
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limited interpretive intrusion of the

narrator.

5.3. Modality and Epistemic Uncertainty
5.3.1 Modal Verb Frequency
Modal verbs occur at statistically

significant rates across all three novels,

particularly:
e  “may”
e “might”
e “could”
e “would”
The normalized frequency of

epistemic modality exceeds that of deontic
modality  (obligation/command).  This
suggests that uncertainty and speculation
outweigh authoritative assertion.
5.3.2 Epistemic Markers
Frequent use of lexical hedges such
as:
e “seems”
e ‘“appears”
e “perhaps”
e ‘“asif”
These markers function as signals of
interpretive hesitation. Instead of affirming

definitive knowledge, the narrative voice

frequently frames perceptions tentatively.

5.3.3 Contextual Patterns
Concordance analysis reveals that
modal verbs often cluster around morally

ambiguous situations:
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o Reflections on guilt

o Interpretations of another
character’s motives
e Moments of political or personal
uncertainty
This pattern confirms that modality
operates as a linguistic vehicle of ethical
ambiguity. Rather than stabilizing meaning,
destabilize moral

shift

modal constructions

certainty and interpretive

responsibility to the reader.
54. Passivization and  Agency
Suppression
5.4.1 Frequency of Passive Constructions
Passive  constructions  appear
consistently across the corpus, particularly
in descriptions of violence, punishment,
and bureaucratic action. Notably:
e Agentless passives (“was beaten,”

2 ¢C

“was taken,” “was ordered”) occur
more frequently than agent-explicit
passives.

e Short in

passives  dominate

politically charged contexts.

5.4.2 Agency Obscuration

The suppression of agents in scenes
of institutional violence contributes to
ambiguity of responsibility. Actions occur,
but perpetrators are often grammatically
This the structural

absent. mirrors
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evasiveness of power systems depicted in

the novels.

5.4.3 Nominalization Patterns

Nominalized forms such as

99 ¢c 99 Ce

“Interrogation,” “confession,” “judgment,”
and “punishment” abstract actions into
conceptual categories. This grammatical

abstraction reduces immediacy and further

distances the narrator from direct
accusation.
The cumulative effect of

passivization and nominalization reinforces
impersonality and detachment, aligning
linguistic form with thematic concerns
about and moral

systemic authority

uncertainty.

5.5. Speech and Discourse Presentation
5.5.1 Direct vs. Indirect Speech
The ratio of direct to indirect speech

varies across novels, but indirect discourse
predominates in narratorial sections.
Reporting verbs are largely neutral:

e “said”

e ‘“asked”

o ‘“replied”

Evaluative verbs

(e.g.,

“condemned,” “accused,” “admitted”) are

reporting

comparatively rare.
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5.5.2 Limited Evaluative Framing
Speech is often presented without
interpretive commentary. Dialogues unfold
with minimal narratorial qualification,
leaving the reader to infer tone and

intention.

5.5.3 Free Indirect Discourse

Instances of free indirect discourse
appear selectively, especially in Disgrace,
but remain controlled. Psychological
interiority is filtered rather than fully
immersed. This controlled blending of
sustains than

voice ambiguity rather

clarifying it.

5.6. Cross-Novel Comparison
5.6.1 Consistency of Minimalism
Despite differing historical and
political contexts, the three novels exhibit
remarkably consistent stylistic markers:
o Low modifier density
o Frequent epistemic modality
e Agent suppression in politically
charged contexts
e Controlled syntactic structures
This consistency supports the
argument that linguistic minimalism is not
contextually incidental but structurally

embedded in Coetzee’s prose style.

5.6.2 Contextual Variation
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Minor variations are observable:

o Life & Times of Michael K shows
the highest syntactic simplicity.

demonstrates

e Disgrace slightly

greater ~ modal  density in

introspective passages.

o Waiting for the Barbarians exhibits

the  highest  frequency  of
passivization in torture-related
contexts.

These variations correspond to
narrative perspective and thematic focus
but do not

disrupt the overarching

minimalist pattern.

5.7. Integrated Findings
The results indicate that linguistic
minimalism in the selected corpus operates
through a cluster of recurring features:
1. Lexical restraint (limited
modification and intensification)

2. Syntactic clarity and concision

3. High frequency of epistemic
modality
4. Agency  suppression  through

passive constructions
5. Neutral discourse presentation
Individually, these features
contribute to tonal restraint. Collectively,

they construct an interpretive environment

characterized by ethical ambiguity.
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Rather than directing reader
judgment through explicit commentary, the
narrative voice relies on linguistic
withholding. Statistical consistency across
novels confirms that this restraint is

systematic rather than accidental.

5.8. Summary of Quantitative Trends
The corpus-assisted analysis demonstrates
that:
o Emotional intensity is linguistically
understated.
e Moral evaluation is grammatically
deferred.
e Agency is frequently obscured.
e Narrative authority is tempered by
modal hesitation.
the

These patterns substantiate

theoretical claim that linguistic minimalism
functions as an ethical strategy. The
measurable linguistic features identified in
the corpus correspond directly with
narratological effects such as distance,

indeterminacy, and reader responsibility.

The empirical findings validate the
hypothesis that minimalism in Coetzee’s
fiction is linguistically structured and
statistically observable. Lexical economy,
syntactic restraint, modal uncertainty, and
agent suppression collectively shape a
narrative voice that resists moral closure.

The corpus evidence confirms that ethical
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ambiguity in the selected novels emerges
not only from thematic complexity but from

patterned linguistic design.

6. DISCUSSION

The corpus-assisted analysis of
selected novels of J. M. Coetzee confirms
that linguistic minimalism in his fiction is
neither incidental nor purely aesthetic.
Rather, it emerges as a structured and
repeatable stylistic system that shapes

narrative voice and produces ethical

ambiguity. The findings from lexical
economy, syntactic restraint, modality
patterns, passivization, and discourse

presentation collectively demonstrate that

minimalism functions as an ethical
architecture embedded within the language

of the text.

This discussion interprets these

findings  across  four interrelated
dimensions: (1) minimalism as a linguistic
strategy, (2) modality and the grammar of
uncertainty, (3) agency suppression and the
politics of responsibility, and (4) narrative

voice as ethical positioning.

6.1. Linguistic Minimalism as Deliberate
Strategy

The low frequency of adjectives,
adverbs, and intensifiers across the corpus

suggests that Coetzee’s prose deliberately

21(1) 1686-1725, 2026

1709

www.thebioscan.com

avoids descriptive excess. This restraint
challenges conventional expectations of
literary expressiveness, especially in scenes
of emotional or political intensity. Violence,
humiliation, and moral crisis are frequently
narrated in neutral or understated terms.
The absence of overt evaluative language
prevents the narrator from prescribing

moral judgment.

Such lexical economy aligns with

the theoretical understanding of
minimalism as reduction with purpose.
Rather than simplifying complexity,
Coetzee’s minimalism intensifies it. By
withholding affective cues, the narrative
compels readers to infer emotional and
ethical significance independently. The
of rhetorical thus

absence guidance

becomes a means of ethical engagement.

From a corpus stylistic perspective,
the statistical consistency of this lexical
restraint across three novels indicates that
minimalism is not context-specific but a
defining feature of Coetzee’s narrative
method. Even in different socio-political
frontier,

settings—colonial apartheid

displacement, post-apartheid crisis—the
same patterns recur. This suggests that
minimalism is structurally embedded in his

prose rather than thematically contingent.
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6.2. Modality and the Grammar of
Uncertainty

One of the most significant findings
concerns the high frequency of epistemic
modality. Modal verbs such as “may,”
“might,” and “could,” along with lexical
hedges like “seems” and “perhaps,” appear
consistently across the corpus. These
markers signal hesitation, speculation, and
limited knowledge.

Narratively, epistemic modality
destabilizes authoritative narration. Instead
of asserting definitive interpretations, the
narrative voice frequently frames events
characters’

tentatively. For example,

motivations are often described as
possibilities rather than certainties. This
grammatical hesitation directly contributes

to ethical ambiguity.

Theoretically, modality functions as
a linguistic index of epistemic limitation. In
Coetzee’s fiction, the narrator does not
claim  omniscient  clarity.  Instead,
knowledge is partial, provisional, and
perspectival. The repeated use of modal
discourse  of

markers reinforces a

uncertainty that resists moral absolutism.

This pattern aligns with ethical
narratology’s claim that narrative form

shapes reader responsibility. When the text
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refrains from asserting moral conclusions,
readers must actively interpret events. The
grammar of uncertainty thus becomes an
ethical device: ambiguity is produced not
through thematic vagueness but through
syntactic and lexical choices that encode
epistemic restraint.

Furthermore, the clustering of
modal verbs around scenes of ethical crisis
indicates intentional deployment rather
than accidental usage. In moments where
guilt, complicity, or moral accountability
are at stake, modal density increases. This
suggests that modality is not merely
stylistic but functionally tied to moral
tension.
6.3. Passivization and the Politics of
Agency

The consistent use of passive
constructions,

particularly ~ agentless

passives, provides another significant
insight. Scenes of institutional violence,
interrogation, and punishment frequently
omit explicit agents. Actions occur—

individuals are detained, interrogated, or

harmed—but perpetrators remain
grammatically absent.

From a linguistic standpoint,
passive constructions reduce syntactic

prominence of agents. From an ethical


http://www.thebioscan.com/

ontay,
<3
T
%
. *

= H,Q/ LoACar
5
5

AN INTERMATIONAL QUARTERLY JOURNAL OF LIFE SCIENCEE

standpoint, they obscure responsibility.
This dual effect mirrors the bureaucratic
structures depicted in the novels, where
accountability is diffused across systems

rather than located in individuals.

The corpus findings demonstrate
that passivization is not sporadic but
patterned. Its recurrence across novels
suggests that grammatical impersonality is
a deliberate

strategy. By suppressing

agents, the narrative resists simplistic moral

attribution. Readers must infer
responsibility rather than receive it
explicitly.

This grammatical strategy aligns
with broader thematic concerns about
complicity and systemic power. In colonial
and postcolonial contexts alike, violence
often operates through institutional
mechanisms rather than individual malice.
The passive voice linguistically mirrors this
diffusion of accountability.

At the same time, the ethical

implications are  complex. Agency
suppression can both expose and obscure
power structures. On one hand, it reflects
the opacity of institutional violence; on the
other, it withholds direct condemnation.

This ambivalence contributes to the broader
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pattern of ethical ambiguity identified in the

corpus.

6.4. Syntactic Restraint and Narrative
Distance
The prevalence of short declarative

sentences and moderate sentence length

reinforces narrative control and
detachment. Concise sentences limit
elaboration and  reduce emotional

intensification. Even in climactic moments,
syntactic expansion is rare.

Narrative distance is thus achieved
through structural economy. By avoiding
rhetorical flourish and extended hypotaxis,
the prose maintains a measured tone. This
measured tone creates interpretive space
between narrator and event.
also

Syntactic restraint

Short

shapes

pacing. declaratives  produce
rhythmical regularity, preventing dramatic
escalation. This rhythmic control further

supports the impression of neutrality.

Importantly, syntactic minimalism
does not equate to narrative simplicity.
Instead, it produces interpretive density.
affective and

Readers must

supply
evaluative layers absent from the surface
text. Thus, structural brevity becomes a

mechanism for ethical complexity.


http://www.thebioscan.com/

ontay,
<3
T
%
. *

= H,Q/ LoACar
5
5

6.5. Discourse Presentation and Reader
Positioning

The dominance of neutral reporting
verbs and the limited presence of evaluative
commentary further reinforce narratorial
restraint. Dialogue is often presented
without interpretive framing. Characters’
statements are rarely accompanied by

explicit judgment.

This mode of discourse presentation

positions the reader as an ethical

adjudicator. The narrator does not intervene
to interpret characters’ speech or actions.
Instead, interpretation  becomes a
collaborative process between text and
reader.
Free indirect discourse appears

selectively but remains controlled.

Psychological interiority is filtered rather
This limited access

than immersive.

prevents uncritical identification with

characters and sustains moral tension.
Collectively,  these  discourse
features confirm that narrative voice in
Coetzee’s fiction operates through strategic
withholding. Ethical meaning emerges
through absence rather than declaration.
6.6. Theoretical

Integration  with

Framework
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The results substantiate the theoretical
model proposed in the framework:
e Corpus stylistics identifies
measurable markers of minimalism.
e Narratology explains how these
markers  shape  voice  and
focalization.
e Ethical criticism interprets their
moral implications.
The convergence of these perspectives
demonstrates that linguistic minimalism is
an integrated system linking grammar,
narrative structure, and ethical effect.
Minimalism is thus
reconceptualized not as aesthetic austerity

but as ethical design. The measurable

linguistic ~ patterns—Iexical  restraint,
modality, passivization, syntactic
economy—collectively generate
interpretive indeterminacy. Ethical

ambiguity is therefore not an abstract
philosophical condition but a product of

patterned linguistic choices.

6.7. Contribution to Literary Linguistics
and Digital Humanities

This study contributes

methodologically by demonstrating how

corpus analysis can substantiate

interpretive claims traditionally based on
close reading alone. By grounding ethical
arguments  in

quantifiable  linguistic
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evidence, the research strengthens the

empirical foundation of literary analysis.

In digital humanities terms, the
study exemplifies how computational tools
can enhance rather than replace interpretive
scholarship. Statistical findings serve as
entry points for qualitative insight, ensuring
that numerical patterns are contextualized

within narrative meaning.

6.8. Reframing Minimalism

The discussion ultimately reframes
minimalism in Coetzee’s fiction as a
structured ethical practice. The surface
simplicity of the prose conceals a carefully
calibrated system of linguistic restraint.
Each grammatical choice—whether modal
hesitation construction—

or passive

contributes to an overarching narrative

ethos of uncertainty.

The reader’s role becomes central.

Ethical = ambiguity  invites active

engagement, transforming reading into a

participatory  act.  Minimalism  thus

functions not as withdrawal but as

invitation—an invitation to interpret, judge,
and assume responsibility.

The discussion confirms that
linguistic minimalism in the selected novels

operates through a coherent network of
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measurable features. These features shape
narrative voice, construct distance, obscure
agency, and encode epistemic hesitation.
The cumulative effect is a discourse of
ethical ambiguity that resists closure.

By integrating corpus stylistics with
narratology and ethical criticism, the study
demonstrates that minimalism in Coetzee’s
fiction is a deliberate linguistic architecture
that organizes moral experience through

restraint.

7.THEORETICAL CONTRIBUTIONS

This study advances theoretical
scholarship at the intersection of corpus
stylistics, narratology, and ethical criticism
by reconceptualizing linguistic minimalism
as an empirically demonstrable ethical
architecture. While previous research has
acknowledged Coetzee’s narrative restraint
and moral indeterminacy, the present study
contributes a systematic framework that
connects measurable linguistic features to
narrative voice and ethical ambiguity. The
theoretical contributions of this research
may be articulated across five interrelated
dimensions.
7.1. Operationalizing Minimalism in
Literary Linguistics

One of the primary contributions of
this lies in

study transforming

“minimalism” from a descriptive critical
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label into a linguistically operationalized

concept. In much literary criticism,

minimalism is invoked impressionistically
to describe sparse prose or restrained
such

description. However,

characterizations often lack methodological

precision.
By identifying quantifiable
markers—Iexical density, modifier

frequency, sentence length distribution,
modal patterns, and passivization—the

study establishes minimalism as a
measurable stylistic construct. This shift
from qualitative intuition to empirical
verification strengthens theoretical clarity
within literary linguistics. Minimalism is no
longer treated as an aesthetic impression
but as a patterned configuration of lexical

and syntactic features.

This operational model provides a
replicable framework that can be applied to
other authors and literary traditions. In
doing so, it extends stylistic theory by
demonstrating that even highly interpretive
categories such as “restraint” or “austerity”

can be grounded in linguistic evidence.

7.2. Integrating Corpus Stylistics with
Ethical Narratology
A second theoretical contribution

lies in bridging corpus stylistics and ethical
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narratology. Traditionally, corpus methods
have focused on identifying linguistic
patterns without always engaging deeply
with philosophical or ethical implications.
ethical

Conversely, narratology  has

examined moral complexity without

consistently grounding its claims in
linguistic analysis.
This study synthesizes these

approaches by demonstrating that ethical

ambiguity is linguistically encoded.
Epistemic modality, agent suppression, and
lexical restraint function as grammatical
and stylistic mechanisms that shape moral
interpretation. By tracing ethical effects to
specific linguistic patterns, the study
establishes a more precise link between
form and ethics.

This integration enhances both fields. For
corpus stylistics, it expands interpretive
scope beyond description toward ethical
interpretation. For narratology, it provides
empirical substantiation for claims about
narrative distance, uncertainty, and reader

responsibility. The result is a theoretically

coherent model in which language
functions as the mediating structure
between narrative form and ethical

experience.

7.3. Reframing Ethical Ambiguity as

Linguistic Phenomenon
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Ethical ambiguity in Coetzee’s

fiction has often been discussed in

philosophical or thematic terms. This study
a cumulative

reframes ambiguity as

outcome of specific linguistic strategies.

Rather than attributing moral
indeterminacy  solely to  thematic
complexity, it  demonstrates  how

grammatical hesitation (through modality),

syntactic restraint, and passive

constructions  systematically destabilize
moral certainty.
This reconceptualization
contributes to ethical criticism by showing
that moral effects are not abstract but
embedded in language structures. Ethical
ambiguity is not merely the absence of
judgment; it is the product of patterned
linguistic withholding. By foregrounding
the grammar of uncertainty, the study
deepens theoretical understanding of how
narrative form shapes moral cognition.
Furthermore, this reframing
underscores the reader’s role as an active
participant in ethical construction. The
absence of overt evaluative markers
transfers interpretive responsibility to the
reader, transforming reading into an ethical
act. This insight reinforces the theoretical

claim that narrative ethics is inseparable

from linguistic form.
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7.4. Expanding Digital Humanities in
Postcolonial Literary Studies

The study also contributes to digital
humanities by demonstrating the viability
of corpus-assisted stylistics in postcolonial
literary analysis. While computational
methods have been widely applied in genre
studies and authorship attribution, their
integration into ethically oriented literary
criticism remains limited.
tools to

By applying

examine minimalism in Coetzee’s fiction,

corpus

the research illustrates how quantitative
analysis can enhance interpretive depth
without reducing literature to numerical

abstraction.  Statistical  findings are

contextualized within narratological and

ethical frameworks, ensuring

methodological balance.

This interdisciplinary  approach

encourages future  scholarship  that

combines empirical precision  with

theoretical nuance. It expands digital

humanities beyond large-scale macro-

analysis  toward  detailed  stylistic
investigation of ethically complex texts. In
doing so, it repositions computational
methods as complementary to humanistic

inquiry rather than oppositional.
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7.5.
Withholding

The Concept Linguistic
A further theoretical contribution is

the articulation of “linguistic withholding”

as a conceptual category. The results

demonstrate that minimalism in Coetzee’s

prose is not simply brevity but a strategic

withholding of evaluative, emotional, and

agentive clarity. This withholding operates

across multiple linguistic domains:

e Reduced descriptive modification

o Epistemic hedging

e Agentless passivization

e Controlled discourse presentation

The  concept of  linguistic
withholding  provides a  cohesive
framework  for  understanding  how

minimalism and ambiguity interact. It

encapsulates the idea that narrative voice

refrains from authoritative assertion,
thereby generating ethical space.
This conceptualization can be

extended beyond Coetzee to analyze other
minimalist or ethically complex writers. It
thus enriches theoretical vocabulary within
literary stylistics and ethical criticism.
7.6. Reasserting the Centrality of
Language in Literary Ethics

Finally, the study reinforces a
foundational theoretical principle: that

ethical experience in literature is
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inseparable from language. In an era where
thematic and ideological readings often
dominate, this research re-centers attention
on grammatical and lexical detail as the
primary medium of moral meaning.

By demonstrating that ethical
ambiguity is linguistically structured, the
study argues for renewed emphasis on
stylistic analysis in contemporary literary
theory. It affirms that narrative voice, moral
indeterminacy, and reader responsibility are
not abstract constructs but products of

measurable textual patterns.

The theoretical contributions of this
study lie in its synthesis of empirical
stylistics and ethical narratology. By
operationalizing minimalism, grounding
ethical ambiguity in linguistic evidence,
and integrating corpus methods into literary
criticism, the research offers a robust
interdisciplinary model. It advances
theoretical understanding of how language
structures moral experience and establishes
linguistic minimalism as a deliberate and
measurable ethical design within Coetzee’s

fiction.

8. PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS
The findings of this study offer
significant implications for the teaching of

literature, stylistics, discourse analysis, and
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digital humanities in higher education. By
demonstrating that linguistic minimalism in
of J. M. Coetzee 1is

the fiction

systematically structured and ethically
consequential, the research underscores the
importance of foregrounding language as a
central site of meaning-making in literary
pedagogy. The pedagogical value of this
approach can be discussed under three
broad areas: stylistic and ethical reading
practices, integration of corpus-based
methods, and research-oriented training in

literary studies.

8.1. Stylistic Awareness and Ethical
Reading

One of the major pedagogical
of this lies in

implications study

strengthening  stylistic awareness in
literature classrooms. Students frequently
engage with texts primarily through
thematic interpretation—focusing on issues
such as power, identity, or politics—
without systematically examining the
linguistic structures that produce those
meanings. The present study demonstrates
that features such as lexical restraint,
epistemic modality, passive constructions,
and syntactic concision are not ornamental
but structurally significant.

In teaching contexts, instructors can guide

students to examine how:
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o Limited use of evaluative adjectives

shapes tonal neutrality.

e Modal verbs such as “may,”
“might,” and “seems” encode
hesitation.

o Agentless passives obscure

responsibility in scenes of violence.
e Short declarative sentences create
narrative distance.
Such activities cultivate close-
reading skills rooted in linguistic precision.
Students become attentive to how grammar
influence moral

and  vocabulary

interpretation.  Rather than treating

ambiguity as abstract or thematic, they

learn to recognize its grammatical
foundations.

This approach also strengthens
ethical reading competence. Coetzee’s

restrained narrative voice resists moral
closure and shifts interpretive responsibility
onto the reader. In classroom discussions,
this can encourage reflective engagement
rather than definitive conclusions. Students
are invited to consider multiple
perspectives and tolerate uncertainty. The
refusal of overt narratorial judgment
becomes a pedagogical opportunity to
develop ethical sensitivity and critical
thinking. By recognizing that linguistic

withholding produces interpretive space,
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students gain deeper insight into how

narrative form shapes moral experience.

8.2. Integrating Corpus Methods into
Literary Pedagogy

A further pedagogical implication
lies in the incorporation of corpus-assisted
stylistics into literary teaching. The study
demonstrates that quantitative tools can
substantiate interpretive claims about
minimalism and ambiguity. Introducing
basic corpus methods into literature courses
can bridge the traditional divide between
humanities  scholarship and  digital
methodologies.
Instructors may use accessible tools to:

e Generate word-frequency lists and

examine lexical concentration.

e Identify patterns of modality and

discuss their interpretive impact.

e Analyze concordance lines to
explore how specific grammatical
forms function in context.

Such exercises promote data-
informed interpretation while maintaining
critical nuance. Students learn that digital
tools do not replace close reading but
enhance it by revealing patterns that might
otherwise remain unnoticed. This approach
aligns with contemporary developments in
humanities and

digital supports
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methodological innovation in literary
education.
For postgraduate students and

research scholars, corpus-assisted analysis
provides a replicable framework for
advanced research. By operationalizing
stylistic concepts into measurable variables,
students can design studies that meet the
standards of high-impact journals. This
strengthens  research  literacy  and
encourages interdisciplinary collaboration
between linguistics and literature.
8.3. Interdisciplinary and Research-
Oriented Training

The interdisciplinary structure of
this study—combining corpus linguistics,
narratology, and ethical criticism—offers a
model for integrated teaching. Literature
courses can incorporate elements of
linguistic analysis and ethical philosophy,
thereby expanding analytical frameworks.
Modules on narrative voice, for instance,
can include grammatical examination of
modality and agency alongside theoretical

discussions of moral responsibility.

This integration also enhances
research training. Doctoral and
postgraduate programs can use the

methodological design of this study as a
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template for scholarly inquiry. Students
learn to:
e Formulate linguistically grounded
research questions.
e Define measurable stylistic
variables.
e Combine quantitative findings with
qualitative interpretation.
e Maintain methodological
transparency and rigor.
Such

training moves literary

scholarship beyond impressionistic
criticism toward systematic analysis. It
prepares emerging scholars to contribute to
where

interdisciplinary  conversations

empirical  precision and theoretical

sophistication are equally valued.

Moreover, the study’s focus on
minimalism has implications for academic
writing pedagogy. Students often associate
sophistication with elaborate expression.
Examining Coetzee’s restrained prose

demonstrates how concision and

grammatical  control can  generate
interpretive depth. Writing workshops may
incorporate exercises that emphasize
precision, controlled use of modality, and
reduction of unnecessary modifiers. This
fosters stylistic awareness not only in
literary interpretation but also in students’

own scholarly writing.
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Finally, integrating corpus methods
into literary education fosters critical digital
literacy. Students learn to interpret
frequency data responsibly, recognize the
limitations of computational analysis, and
balance numerical evidence with contextual
insight. This balanced approach ensures
that technological tools serve interpretive

aims rather than overshadow them.

The pedagogical implications of
this study extend beyond the analysis of a
single author. By demonstrating that
linguistic minimalism produces ethical
textual

ambiguity through measurable

patterns, the research reaffirms the
centrality of language in literary education.
It advocates for stylistically informed
teaching, ethically reflective reading
practices, and the integration of corpus-

based methods into literature curricula.

Such an approach equips students

with analytical precision, interpretive

responsibility, and methodological
competence. In contemporary academic
contexts where interdisciplinary and digital
methodologies are increasingly valued, this
model provides a rigorous and adaptable
literature at

framework for teaching

advanced levels.
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9. LIMITATIONS OF THE STUDY
Despite its methodological rigor

and interdisciplinary design, the present

study acknowledges several limitations that

shape the scope and interpretation of its

findings.

First, the corpus is restricted to three
selected novels. While Waiting for the
Barbarians, Life & Times of Michael K, and
Disgrace represent distinct historical and
thematic contexts, they do not encompass
the entirety of Coetzee’s oeuvre. Other
works—particularly later metafictional
texts—may exhibit stylistic variations not
the dataset.

captured within present

Consequently, the findings cannot be
generalized to the author’s entire body of
without further

work empirical

investigation.

Second, the corpus size, though
sufficient for stylistic analysis, remains
limited when compared to large-scale
corpus linguistic studies. The moderate
scale restricts the statistical power of
certain

While

frequency-based  comparisons.

normalization procedures were
applied to ensure comparability, broader
corpora might reveal subtler distributional

nuances.
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Third, automated corpus tools,
though reliable, are not infallible. Tagging
limitations may affect the identification of
passive constructions, nominalizations, or
modal categories, especially in
linguistically ambiguous contexts. Manual
verification was conducted to mitigate such
risks; nevertheless, minor -classification
discrepancies may persist.

Fourth, quantitative frequency does
not inherently determine interpretive
significance. A high occurrence of modal
verbs or passive forms does not
automatically produce ethical ambiguity;
rather, their contextual deployment shapes

interpretive effect. The study addressed this

through  concordance analysis, but
interpretive  subjectivity = remains an
inevitable =~ component  of  literary
scholarship.

Finally, the ethical dimension of
narrative analysis involves philosophical
interpretation that cannot be reduced
entirely to linguistic measurement. While

the ethical

study demonstrates that
ambiguity is linguistically structured, moral
meaning also emerges through cultural,
historical, and reader-response dynamics

beyond purely textual features.

These limitations, however, do not

diminish the study’s contribution. Instead,
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they indicate productive areas for future

inquiry.

10. SCOPE FOR FUTURE RESEARCH
The present study opens multiple
the

further research at

of

avenues for

intersection corpus stylistics,

narratology, and ethical criticism.

One promising direction involves
expanding the corpus to include additional
works by Coetzee, particularly his later
metafictional novels. Comparative analysis
across different phases of his career could
reveal whether linguistic minimalism
remains consistent or evolves over time.
Such diachronic investigation would enrich
understanding of stylistic development.
Second, comparative cross-author studies
may extend the operational model of
linguistic minimalism. Minimalist writers
such as Kazuo Ishiguro or Cormac
McCarthy, for instance, could be examined
using similar corpus-based variables.
clarify

whether the cluster of features identified in

Comparative  analysis  would
this study constitutes a broader minimalist

signature or a uniquely Coetzeean

configuration.

Third, future research may integrate
advanced computational techniques such as

part-of-speech tagging with machine
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learning models to detect more complex
patterns of narrative voice. Sentiment

analysis, though limited in capturing

nuanced  ethical  ambiguity, could
complement modality studies if carefully
contextualized.

Fourth, interdisciplinary studies
could examine reader-response dimensions.
Empirical reception studies—using surveys
or experimental designs—might investigate
whether readers consciously perceive
ambiguity in passages with high modal
density or passive constructions. Such
research would connect textual analysis

with cognitive literary studies.

Fifth, pedagogical research may
explore the impact of corpus-assisted
stylistics  in  literature  classrooms.
Investigating how students respond to data-
driven analysis of literary texts could
contribute to

scholarship on digital

humanities pedagogy.

Finally, broader postcolonial studies
may apply the framework of linguistic
withholding to other contexts where
narrative restraint intersects with political
representation. By  extending  the
methodological model beyond Coetzee,

scholars can test the robustness and
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adaptability of the concept of minimalism

as ethical architecture.

11. CONCLUSION

This study set out to examine how
linguistic minimalism shapes narrative
voice and generates ethical ambiguity in
selected novels of J. M. Coetzee. Through a
corpus-assisted  stylistic = methodology
integrated with narratological and ethical
frameworks, the research demonstrates that
minimalism in Coetzee’s fiction is neither
incidental nor purely aesthetic. Instead, it
constitutes a structured and measurable
system of linguistic restraint.

The empirical findings reveal
consistent patterns of lexical economy,
syntactic concision, epistemic modality,
and agency suppression across the selected
corpus. These features collectively produce
a narrative voice characterized by
detachment, hesitation, and interpretive
openness. Ethical ambiguity emerges not
merely from thematic complexity but from
patterned grammatical and lexical choices

that resist moral closure.

By operationalizing minimalism

into quantifiable variables, the study
contributes to literary linguistics and digital
humanities scholarship. It bridges the

methodological divide between corpus
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analysis and  ethical  narratology,
demonstrating that moral experience in
fiction is embedded in language structure.
The concept of linguistic withholding—
hesitation,

manifested through modal

passive constructions, and restrained

modification—provides a cohesive

explanatory model for understanding
Coetzee’s distinctive prose.

The research ultimately reaffirms
the centrality of language in shaping
literary ethics. Narrative voice, moral
indeterminacy, and reader responsibility are
not abstract philosophical constructs; they
are products of structured linguistic design.
Through disciplined restraint, Coetzee’s
prose invites readers into an ethically

participatory act of interpretation.

In foregrounding the measurable
dimensions of minimalism, this study
positions stylistic analysis as indispensable
to contemporary literary theory. It
demonstrates that even the most subtle
narrative effects can be traced to systematic
patterns of language use. Minimalism,
therefore, emerges not as reduction but as
complexity achieved through precision—a
architecture  that

deliberate  ethical

organizes the moral experience of reading.
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