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The Extent of Moral Ambiguity Explored in Sophie’s Choice 

William Styron’s Sophie’s Choice is a deeply meaningful and impactful novel that 

deserves to be freely available to readers. The novel faced bans and censorship in several 

countries and multiple schools in the United States due to its sexually explicit content. It was 

most notably banned in Communist Poland for its portrayal of the Holocaust and Polish 

anti-Semitism (Alwan). It explores disturbing events through flawed characters with in-depth 

motivations and ideologies. By engaging with these ideas, readers are encouraged to think more 

critically about ethical decision-making. 

Styron is often misunderstood for how he portrays Nathan, a Jewish character, but an 

abusive and volatile partner towards his girlfriend Sophie, which, in actuality, highlights Styron’s 

exploration of moral ambiguity. Michael Lackey’s scholarly article “The Scandal of Jewish Rage 

in William Styron’s Sophie’s Choice” addresses this misunderstanding and asserts Styron’s 

characterization was all deliberate to showcase even the subtlest forms of oppression. Although 

Nathan was shown to have violent, seemingly irrational outbursts which were typically directed 

at Sophie, readers instinctively view him as the main antagonist. However, Lackey takes the 

sociocultural and psychological factors that uncover the “logic” behind his behavior, depicting 

him more as an “outraged Jew…with the grasp of the subtle political psychology that makes 

social injustice possible.” Nathan follows an “everyday-citizens approach” because he not only 

focuses on the Nazi officials who enabled the Holocaust regime to operate, but the ordinary 

German people who allowed them to rule and enact a genocide (Michael Lackey). However, 

critics of the novel such as Elie Wiesel have argued that “those who seek to universalize [the 
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Holocaust] are dehumanizing it in the process” (Micheal Lackey). Sophie’s Choice should be 

interpreted knowing that the writer sought to depict the extent of mass oppression and its effects, 

which in turn becomes more meaningful in education. 

In contrast, Sophie is portrayed to be more vulnerable, especially since her character was 

introduced when she was being physically berated by Nathan. Yet, Lackey manages to examine 

the underlying flaws in her character that Styron purposely places, one of which is that she holds 

anti-Semitic beliefs. Although she was actively against her anti-Semitic father, she does not 

object to the anti-Semitic content of his Final Solution pamphlet. Rather, she objects to his 

authoritarian behavior, not his anti-Semitic beliefs. The more that Nathan learns about the 

Holocaust, the more he finds Sophie’s story of surviving the Holocaust implausible. Sophie has 

close German influence, from her speech and appearance, which accumulates this resentment in 

Nathan as he holds this knowledge that she was taking advantage of these privileges to grant 

herself a higher chance of survival over anyone else in Auschwitz (Michael Lackey). Styron’s 

portrayal of Nathan and Sophie appears far more morally ambiguous than a simple victim-abuser 

dynamic. Rather than depicting Nathan as a one-dimensional antagonist, Styron complicates the 

reader’s moral judgment by embedding his violent behavior within layers of historical trauma 

and psychological instability. Nathan’s aggression, while undeniably abusive, was rooted in an 

awareness of systemic injustice and collective complicity. The novel challenges the notion that 

moral choices are clear or fair, particularly in situations shaped by violence and oppression. This 

moral ambiguity is what gives the novel its enduring relevance and educational value. In 

revealing how oppression operates not only through overt violence but through silence, 
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complicity, and even psychological inheritance, Styron challenges readers to reflect on the 

complexity of human behaviors entangled in systems of power.  

The underlying narrative device that conceals this moral ambiguity is Styron’s 

remarkable use of first-person narration through Stingo, whose perspective is deeply flawed and 

unreliable. The novel is filtered entirely through Stingo’s consciousness, and readers inherit his 

emotional biases, particularly his attraction to Sophie, which distorts her character, and her moral 

shortcomings are perceived (Michael Lackey). Similarly, he lacks the background cultural 

knowledge to interpret Nathan’s behavior as anything more than his psychological instability, 

thus rendered as chaotic and irrational in Stingo’s narration, which reinforces the instinctive 

reader response to cast him off as the primary antagonist. It is only through retrospective 

analysis, such as Lackey’s, that the deeper logic behind Nathan’s outrage becomes visible.  

Allowing Sophie’s Choice to be freely accessible allows readers to grapple with how 

moral ambiguity is constructed, not just through the characters’ actions, but through the 

perspective as well. Beyond Stingo’s flawed viewpoint, readers could reassess initial 

assumptions, mirroring the process of developing a more mature moral reasoning. This process 

reflects real ethical evaluation, where truth is often obscured by bias and cultural differences. 

Furthermore, the novel’s exploration of subtle forms of oppression through Sophie’s inherited 

prejudices and Nathan’s historically grounded rage offers a significant piece for understanding 

how injustice persists beyond overt violence. Styron equips readers to recognize similar patterns 

in modern contexts, including racial, religious, and political discrimination. Restricting access to 

Sophie’s Choice would limit the opportunities for readers to meaningfully engage with the world 
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and its nuances, as this novel resists clear moral categorisation and instead promotes critical 

literacy and ethical reflection. 
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