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1.1 INTRODUCTION

     No matter if we have experienced the Second World War or not, most of us have a 

particular idea about what happened during the six years between 1939 and 1945. The 

holocaust and the sadistic treatment of the Jews of Europe has become the foundation of many 

literary works ever since. One of the most famous pieces is the one by the American writer 

William Styron. The setting in Sophie’s choice about the Polish refugee Sophie Zawistowska 

takes place two years after the war ended and was Styron’s fourth piece. The book was written 

in 1979 and was in 1982 made into a movie starring the well known actors Meryl Streep and 

Kevin Kline. This essay deals with the fate of the character Sophie in Styron’s best selling 

novel Sophie’s choice. The main theme which will be discussed are the different burdens of 

guilt the four characters Sophie, Stingo, Nathan Landau and Dr. Hyman Blackstock 

experience. The four characters are equal to each other because of the fact that they all 

experience some kind of guilt, even though we can question the reasons for Sophie's guilt 

contra Stingo's. One of the main reasons for conducting this essay was to make the reader 

question if it is fair to judge the guilt a person feels by the extent of his/her actions, or if for 

example Stingo could feel as guilty as Sophie did even though Sophie's actions had more 

severe consequences. It is all in the eye of the beholder and the reader is free to interpret, 

agree or disagree with the author of the essay on his standpoint. Other than the Second World 

War theme, Sophie's choice reminds the reader quite a lot of Thomas Keneally's Schindler's 

list as regard the style of writing. Styron jumps back and forth between telling a story and 

reporting facts of history, just as Keneally does.

When it comes to critical essays on Sophie's choice there is a lot that has been done. Many of 

the essays might be considered as narrow because they deal with more specific themes which 

is investigated on a deeper level. 

Though the aim of this essay was not to critically investigate Styron's work, but to discuss, 

reflect over and compare the theme of guilt within the different characters of the work. This 

essay should not be considered as a done deal, but as an eye opener for the reader. Within the 

text there are quotations from other critically investigating essays that either support or 

question the standpoint of this essay.
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1.3 AUTOBIOGRAPHICAL NOTES ON THE AUTHOR

     William Styron was born and raised in Newport News, Virginia in 1925 and passed away 

in 2006 at Martha's Vineyard Hospital in Massachusetts as a result of pneumonia at the age of 

81. Together with Lie down in darkness and The confession of Nat Turner, Sophie's choice

belongs to Styron's more famous works. The confession of Nat Turner was awarded a Pulitzer 

price despite protests regarding the book being racist and inaccurate.

    The theme of guilt is very central in Styron's writing which can be related to his own guilt 

concerning his mother's death when he was thirteen years old. After serving as a lieutenant in 

the US marines during the Second World War, Styron stated that: “Some of my problems I 

think came from a continuing anguish over my mother's death. If I had gotten shot it would 

have been, I suppose, some kind of completion.”1

     These are William Styron's published books presented in chronological order: Lie Down in 

Darkness, 1951, The Long March, 1952, Set This House on Fire, 1960, The Confessions of 

Nat Turner, 1967, Sophie's Choice, 1979, This Quiet Dust, and Other Writings, 1982, 

Darkness Visible: A Memoir of Madness, 1990, A Tidewater Morning: Three Tales from Youth, 

1993 and Havanas in Camelot, 2008. Note that the book Havanas in Camelot was published 

two years after the death of Styron and is a compilation of personal essays.

                                               
1 http://www.guardian.co.uk/books/2006/nov/02/news, 28/01/29
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2.1 SOPHIE ZAWISTOWSKA

One of the first things we learn about Sophie is that she lives in an apartment building in New 

York. In the same house, called “the pink palace” the narrators Stingo, Nathan Landau and 

Morris Fink also live. Sophie and Nathan are lovers, but live in separate rooms. Morris Fink 

tells Stingo in the beginning of the book that Nathan has assaulted Sophie that day and does 

not know what to do because of his fear of Nathan. During the novel this is a pattern that 

repeats itself and the question that comes back to the reader is why Sophie does not leave him. 

Getting to know Sophie and her past gives us the picture of the typical object of assault in a 

relationship.

This time Sophie’s sittin’ up on the floor with her legs crossed, and Nathan’s sort of 

crouched down and he’s got his head buried right in her crotch. I don’t mean he’s eatin’ 

her. He’s cryin’! He’s got his face right down in there and he’s cryin’ away like a baby. 

And all the time Sophie’s strokin’ that black hair of his and whisperin’, That’s all right, 

that’s all right.2

She always takes Nathan back and chooses to see his good sides. Between the assaults he is a 

very loving partner, but the dark side of him is not as attractive. It is revealed that Sophie feels 

committed to Nathan because he took care of her when she arrived in America from Sweden. 

Sophie who is a victim of the Second World War and was put in the concentration camp in 

Auschwitz, is of course a very fragile person and is constantly fighting her inner demons and 

memories.

2.1.1 The shame of her father’s standpoint

     

     Sophie is placed in the concentration camp not because of her heritage (she is not a Jew),

but because she is caught smuggling a ham to her sick mother. Dealing with meat was 

prohibited during the war and therefore she is sent to Auschwitz with her children. In the 

beginning of the novel the reader learns that Sophie’s father tries to help and protect the

                                               
2 William, Styron. Sophie’s choice (London: Picador, 1992) 85.
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Polish Jews, but later on the truth about him is subsequently revealed. Her father is nothing 

like what we are told in the beginning, but on the contrary he sympathises with the Nazis. It is 

stated in the novel that he writes a text dealing with the “final solution” and even gives 

lectures upon the matter. Styron does not imply that Sophie feels guilty about her father’s 

actions, but instead feels ashamed of being related to such a monster. One of her reasons for 

not telling the truth about her father to anyone other than Stingo, is her fear of how Nathan 

will respond to the fact while being a Jew.

2.1.2 The guilt of being a coward

     During Sophie’s stay in Warsaw she has a relationship with a man named Josef, who works 

for the underground movement that fights against the Nazis. Through her relationship with 

Josef, Sophie gets involved with a woman by the name of Wanda who also works for the 

underground. In the beginning Sophie has no respect for Wanda, but in the end and after 

Wanda’s death and because of her heroic actions, Sophie confesses that Wanda is the bravest 

person she has ever known. Once in the concentration camp she wants Sophie to steal a radio 

because through her stay at the house, Höss she will be able to access such things that Wanda 

could only dream about. The radio is supposed to help the underground movement inside 

Auschwitz. However out of fear of the consequences that will follow if she is discovered, 

Sophie does not dare to carry out the assignment. Because of her failure, Sophie consider 

herself as a coward in relation to the heroics of Wanda.

2.1.3 Sophie and Rudolf Höss

     While working for Höss as a stenographer Sophie tries to seduce him in an attempt to gain 

his loyalty. Sophie thinks that Höss might be willing to give her son Jan special privileges or 

at least let her see him. Jan, who is placed in the children’s camp in Auschwitz, has not been 

seen by Sophie since arriving there. The attempt fails, but at the same time Höss agrees on 

letting Sophie meet her son to see for herself that he is okay, but Rudolf Höss does not keep 

his promise. In the book Sophie confesses that she could not feel any guilt for trying to seduce 

Höss, because of the fact that she did it only in order to try to save her son.
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     Sophie's actions towards Höss could be interpreted the same way as we can look upon the 

character of Oskar Schindler in Thomas Keneally's book Schindler's list. Sophie Zawistowska 

tries to seduce Rudolf Höss, so she can gain something out of the confidence he feels for her. 

Schindler bribes people of the SS in order to start up and later on expand his business. 

Schindler's relation to the authorities also made it possible for him to in the end personally 

pick which Jews to employ in the factories. We can view Sophie's and Oskar Schindler's 

actions as egoistic, but at the same time both of them tried to improve the situation of others.

2.1.4 The taboo when it comes to sex

     During the 1940’s sex was more of a taboo than it is today and therefore the way Sophie 

behaves when it comes to sex is considered as dirty at that time. She sleeps with men that she 

is not married to and engages in sexual activities that are considered to be of a pornographic 

nature. On their way down to Virginia, Stingo points out to Sophie while asking her to marry 

him that people will consider it strange that they live together, but are not married to each 

other and therefore it will be best to have a wedding ceremony to avoid speculation. Stingo’s 

thoughts upon the matter, reflects rather well the opinion of common people during those 

years. 

2.1.5 Sophie’s choice

     During the end of the story, the fate of Sophie’s two children is revealed. The choice she 

had to make while arriving at the concentration camp in Auschwitz plays an important part in 

Styron’s book. The SS doctor to whom Styron gave the alias Fritz Jemand von Niemand, 

forces Sophie to choose which of her two children will be placed in the line of those soon to 

be exterminated. Under terrible pressure from the doctor where he threatens her that both her 

children will be killed if she can not decide, Sophie finally chooses to save Jan. Even though 

she has to make this horrible choice, Sophie says that she is grateful. “She would forever 

retain a dim impression that the child had continued to look back, beseeching. But because 

she was almost completely blinded by salty, thick copious tears she was spared whatever 

expression Eva wore, and she was always grateful for that”.3 This statement gives the reader a 

                                               
3 William, Styron, 643.
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deeper insight into the trauma that Sophie experienced and what came to be the foundation of 

the title Sophie’s choice. The fate of Eva is not revealed until the last chapters of the book, but 

while we learn about Eva’s destiny, Sophie’s actions from earlier in the novel afterwards make 

perfect sense. The reader gets the impression that Sophie thinks she deserves everything bad 

that happens to her because of her sending Eva to her death.

    Lisa Carstens, the author of the essay “Sexual politics and confessional testimony in 

Sophie's Choice” argues against the way we chose to look upon Sophie as a victim and 

instead questions the way she acts in this situation.

This scene is disturbing, not simply as an event in Sophie's life but because of the way the 
text seems to indict Sophie even while it pities her. Why hadn't she stayed silent? The 
question ties Sophie's voice to her victimization. Her voice is credited with the agency 
that betrays her, the agency that brands her with guilt.4

     Carstens states that Sophie could have acted differently and not caught the doctor's 

attention. A statement which we could question because of the different circumstances Sophie 

faced at that time. Staying calm and thinking straight must have been extremely difficult not 

to say impossible and therefore she acted the way she did.

                                               
4 Lisa, Carstens. "Sexual Politics and Confessional Testimony in Sophie's Choice." Online. Internet. 26/01/2009. 

<http://go.galegroup.com>
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2.2 STINGO

     One of the main narrators, Stingo who is also the teller of the story in Sophie’s choice

comes from the state of Virginia in the southern United States. As mentioned in the previous 

chapter about Sophie, Stingo lives in the “pink palace”. In the beginning of the book he works 

for McGraw-Hill & Company, but as an aspiring novelist a large quantity of his spare time 

goes into producing his first work. Unaware of Sophie’s history, one of Stingo’s largest 

concerns in the early stages of the book is that he is still a virgin with all that implies to a man 

in his early twenties. 

2.2.1 Chasing his dreams and sacrificing others

     Stingo’s father offers to move him down to North Carolina and take care of a farm which 

the father, a politician, inherited from a fellow politician who has recently passed away. His 

father tries to talk him into moving down to North Carolina and he even points out that Stingo 

would have all the help he needs at the farm and that he will have quite some time to work on 

his novel. This is an offer that would have been very tempting to most twenty year olds back 

in the 40’s. However, Stingo declines the offer and decides to stay in New York to fulfil his 

dream of becoming a successful novelist. The reader might question the father’s motive for 

wanting Stingo to leave New York, but at the same time the guilt Stingo feels when declining 

his father’s offer is what the author William Styron chose to empathise. Being a novelist is not 

exactly the most secure job you can have and many of them are living under poor 

circumstances before their breakthrough, if such an event ever happens. My personal 

interpretation of this refusal to accept the offer and the guilt that followed is that he has a fear 

of failure and what it would mean to him financially. Running the farm in North Carolina 

would, without any doubt be more secure than trying to fulfil his dream of becoming a 

novelist. Another reason Stingo has for not leaving New York, is his affection for Sophie. 

Between the lines the reader clearly gets the impression that he chooses to stick around 

because he feels that hopefully Sophie will some day feel the same way for him as he does for 

her. This is an opportunity he would not want to miss out on.

     In a way Daniel W. Ross mentions this in his essay “A Family Romance: Dreams and the 

Unified Narrative of Sophie's Choice”. When he states that ”Stingo, in fact, builds his own 
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fantasy of heroic rescue around Sophie and, in so doing, fails to deal effectively with the 

reality of Sophie's impending destruction.”5

The statement gives the reader the opportunity to approach the matter from a different angle. 

Stingo does a good deed by trying to be the hero and rescue Sophie, but at the same time it 

distracts him.

2.2.2 Guilty of being attracted to Nathan’s Sophie

     The strong feelings which Stingo has for Sophie early on in the text give the reader cold 

chills down the spine. Not only because of the thought of what would happen if Nathan found 

out about them, but also because it was, and still is, considered to be a sin being attracted to 

somebody’s wife, fiancé or girlfriend. This is also stated in the Ten Commandments in The 

Holy Bible.

You shall not covet your neighbor's house; you shall not covet your neighbor's wife, or his 

manservant, or his maidservant, or his ox, or his ass, or anything that is your neighbor's.6

     For no reason at all, Nathan accuses Stingo and Sophie of having an affair and threatens to 

kill both of them. With all those feelings for Sophie in mind there is no doubt that he 

questions his actions and moral values. The theme of guilt also plays an important role in this 

part of the book where Stingo feels that he has betrayed Nathan’s confidence. 

2.2.3 The guilt of not standing up to Nathan

     Throughout the book, Styron implies how hard it is on Stingo, when he is not able to stand 

up for Sophie, or at least for himself. When Nathan make sarcastic comments about Stingo’s 

work after reading the first parts of it, the reader gets the impression that Stingo feels as if he 

has failed. Not so much with the novel but as a human being who is not able to confront 

Nathan and explain what is on his mind and how angry his comments makes him. In the end

                                               
5 Daniel W, Ross. "A Family Romance: Dreams and the Unified Narrative of Sophie's Choice." Online. Internet. 
02/02/2009. <http://go.galegroup.com>

6 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ten_Commandments, 13/02/2009
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of the book, Stingo is haunted by his own bad conscience for not being around and being able 

to stop Nathan from abusing Sophie so badly that she has to see a doctor.

“We’ve got to do something,’ I said, ‘we’ve got to get him in some kind of custody where he 

won’t harm you.’ I paused, a sense of futility overpowering me, along with ugly guilt. ‘I 

should have been here,’ I groaned. ‘I had no business going away. I might have been able to-

“.7

This incident is only one of many where Nathan assaults Sophie physically or 

psychologically. The guilt Stingo feels for not being around to help Sophie is a feeling the 

reader can understand, but still have a hard time accepting. Sophie evidently has her reasons 

for not accepting Stingo’s help and care, but this must be tough on him anyway. Reaching out 

to help someone who does not want or can not accept your help makes it hard for Stingo to 

continue being there for Sophie the way he continued to be.

                                               
7 William, Styron, 585.
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2.3 NATHAN LANDAU

     When reading about and analysing the character Nathan Landau it is easy for the reader to 

make assumptions and feel disgust about his actions towards his close ones. He is officially 

working as a research biologist at the pharmaceutical company Pfizer, and from what the 

reader gets to know he is very successful. The truth is revealed by Nathan’s brother Larry at 

the end of the text. Not only do we get to know the truth about what he is really doing while 

he is at Pfizer, but also other circumstances which explain why Nathan behaves the way he 

does.

     Except for the times when Nathan regrets how he is treating Sophie, the text does not show 

evidence that supports the presence of guilt in the character of Nathan Landau.

2.3.1 Nathan’s relation to Sophie

     The first time Nathan and Sophie meet each other is at a library not long after she arrived 

from Sweden. Sophie is in a very bad condition and when disagreeing with the librarian the 

latter yells at her and insults her, which is too much for Sophie to bear. She vomits and finally 

faints. Nathan then enters the scene and snaps at the librarian for how he is treating the poor 

innocent girl. Nathan then takes care of Sophie, symbolising the beginning of their 

relationship. At first, Nathan seems normal and is behaving the same way any loving 

boyfriend would. When Sophie has been working at Doctor Hyman Blackstock’s office for a 

while, Nathan shows the first signs of his dark side. He is extremely jealous and accuses 

Sophie of being unfaithful to him. Together with the unmotivated violent outbursts the reader 

might draw conclusions about Nathan and his problems. To someone who is familiar with 

schizophrenia bells starts ringing when learning more about Nathan. The jealousy and lack of 

trust is a common symptom of such people. “Such as paranoid schizophrenia persons are very 

suspicious of others and often have grand schemes of persecution at the root of their behavior.

Hallucinations, and more frequently delusions, are a prominent and common part of the 

illness”.8

                                               
8 http://www.schizophrenia.com/diag.php#common, 26/01/2009
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     Through out the text, when Nathan shows his kind and gentle side, he spoils Sophie and 

treats her like a goddess. The reader might get the impression that he behaves this way out of 

guilt for how he treats Sophie while acting like a monster and abusing her. Even if the reader 

is aware of Nathan’s dark side it is hard to question the love he claims that he feels for her, 

because of his actions when behaving normally.

     The sexual part of their relationship is not so much about making love, but includes raw, 

almost violent, features. An explanation for this might be Nathan’s disorder and Sophie’s 

difficult past. It is obvious that Nathan has a violent side to him, but the explanation for why 

Sophie seems to prefer this to the more sensitive version might be that she is unable to look 

upon sex and love in a symbiosis as a result of her sexual experiences from Auschwitz.

2.3.2 Nathan’s relation to Stingo

     In the beginning of the text Nathan seems to be jealous of Stingo because of his writing 

talents. When insisting on reading Stingo’s first chapters of his work in process, Nathan 

totally humiliates him and states that it is the biggest piece of junk he has ever read. He also 

points out that because of Stingo’s Southern heritage he is no different from the Nazis who

tortured and killed Jews during the Second World War. Taking into consideration that Stingo 

financed his writing with funds from his great grandfather who used to own and sell slaves in 

the south, we can still argue Nathan’s standpoint, but at the same time understand his 

standpoint. Just like the Nazis treated the Jewish people as animals and workforce, the slaves 

in southern parts of the United States of America were also. Jealousy and the fact that Stingo 

is from the south and has written about slavery makes Nathan dislike his work in the 

beginning. Being Jewish, Nathan compares the Southerners treatment of the slaves with how 

the Nazis treated the Jewish people before and during The Second World War. However, 

Nathan’s opinions about Stingo’s skills as a writer change during the procedure of the book. 

Instead he considers him to be more of a genius.

     Subsequently, in the text, it is revealed how highly Nathan regards Stingo, not only as a 

writer but also as his dearest and closest friend. While Stingo visits Nathan’s brother, Larry in 

the end, the reader receives evidence of both this and the existence of Nathan’s disorder.
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I need to tell you that Nathan regards you highly, Larry said, and that’s partly why I’ve 

asked you to come here. As a matter of fact, in the short time I think he has known you 

I’m certain that you’ve become maybe his closest friend. He’s told me all about your 

work, what a hell of a good writer he thinks you are. You’re tops in his book.9

     Until the last chapters of the book it is uncertain why Stingo chooses to stick around the 

“pink palace” even though Nathan’s behaviour is quite obscene. The reader might wonder if it 

is because he cares so much about Sophie, if he considers Nathan to be a reliable friend or if it 

is out of fear of what the consequences would be like if he did not. In the end when Nathan 

threatens to kill both of them because he believes that they are having an affair behind his 

back, they decide to flee the scene and leave Nathan behind once and for all. Their behaviour 

answers the earlier questions about Stingo’s view and can be interpreted in the manner that he 

was scared of Nathan and his actions the whole time.

                                               
9 William, Styron, 563.
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2.4 DR. HYMAN BLACKSTOCK

     What the reader gets to know about Dr. Hyman Blackstock is that he is the man that 

employs Sophie as a receptionist. Dr. Blackstock runs a chiropractic office in Brooklyn, New 

York together with his assistant Seymour Katz. Dr. Blackstock treats Sophie as though she is 

his own daughter, something which is not looked upon kindly by Nathan Landau. As 

mentioned in the chapter about Nathan, he accuses Sophie of having an affair with her boss.

2.4.1 Dr. Blackstock’s guilt over the death of his wife

     It is not revealed until the middle of the text what Dr. Blackstock’s wife is like. Sylvia was 

a problem drinker who after her shopping usually would go and get drunk in one of the bars 

on her way home. It is up to us to interpret why she had become this way. One possible reason 

might be because of her husband’s long hours at the office, but at the same time it could be 

just about anything that had triggered this behaviour. Driving one day towards their home in 

St. Albans, Sylvia crashed into the rear end of a truck at eighty-five miles an hour. The 

collision was so hard that she was decapitated and died instantly. The death of Sylvia was 

unexpected even though Dr. Blackstock was aware of the drinking problems his wife had.

I knew knee-deep she was a problem drinker, Blackstock later told Sophie in his 
desperate lament, but I had no idea how great was her problem, he confessed with a 
wrenching guilt to a certain wilful blindness: coming night after night to St. Albans from 
his office he would try to ignore her slurred speech after the single cocktail, usually a 
Manhattan, which he served both of them, attributing her addled tongue and unsteady gait 
to a simple intolerance of alcohol. But even so, he knew he was fooling himself, in his 
desperate love for her shrinking from the truth that was revealed in graphic figuration a 
few days after her death.10

     The guilt that Dr. Blackstock feels after his wife’s death is quite understandable to the 

reader. The guilt he feels is because of passively watching his wife in a way committing 

suicide, while driving under influence of alcohol. An interpretation that is made of the whole 

situation is that Dr. Blackstock let his fright of confronting Sylvia about her problem take over

instead of being reasonable and rational. It might also be able to draw the conclusion that

shame also played a part in his decision.

                                               
10 William, Styron, 419-420.
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3.1 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

     The theme of guilt is central in William Styron's book, Sophie's choice and can be applied 

on too many of the different characters. This essay deals with the burden of guilt regarding 

Sophie Zawistowska, Stingo, Nathan Landau and Dr. Hyman Blackstock. The differences 

between the characters when it comes to guilt, is the main focus of the essay.

     The guilt Sophie had to live with because of sending her daughter to the gas chamber in 

Auschwitz is the most distinguished and understandable version of guilt. When it comes to 

Sophie the essay also discusses sex, lack of courage and the shame of her father's actions 

during the Second World War.

     Stingo on the other hand, who has not experienced anything like what Sophie has brings 

the theme into a totally different perspective. His experiences from everyday situations, forms 

his view of guilt in a way which we can easily relate to because he is more like one of us than 

Sophie is. The guilt of being attracted to someone else’s girlfriend, not standing up for 

ourselves the way we would like, but also for living out our dreams.

     When it comes to Nathan Landau we can not be certain to what degree he feels guilt for his 

actions. Nathan who suffers from paranoid schizophrenia shows the reader a violent and 

abusive side of himself, but from time to time he also declares that he feels guilty for the way 

he treats Sophie. Whether this is the calculating side of him or if he is truly sorry for what he 

has done is to be interpreted with caution.

     The guilt of Dr. Hyman Blackstock is the guilt of denying his wife's problems with 

alcohol, which in the end of the book kills her. The guilt he feels for passively watching her in 

a way committing suicide when she under influence of alcohol crashes into the rear end of a 

truck is tearing him apart.

     When it comes to further research it might be interesting to look deeper into the mind of 

Sophie's lover, Nathan Landau and paranoid schizophrenia. Learning more about this disease 

would most likely explain his actions and would without any doubt, provide enough material 

so it could be considered as an essay of its own.
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