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Introduction

Ethical literary criticism has become one of the important approaches in
contemporary literary studies. Unlike purely formal or structural analysis, ethical
literary criticism focuses on moral questions, human values, and ethical choices
represented in literary texts. This approach allows scholars to examine how
literature reflects social norms, moral conflicts, and individual responsibility.
Modern literary texts increasingly address controversial ethical issues connected
with medicine, law, family, identity, and social inequality. As a result, ethical
literary criticism provides an effective method for interpreting contemporary fiction.

One of the writers whose works are frequently associated with ethical problems
is Jodi Picoult. Her novels are widely known for presenting difficult moral dilemmas
that challenge readers’ perceptions of right and wrong. Among her works, My
Sister’s Keeper [5] occupies a special place because it combines family conflict,
medical ethics, and questions of bodily autonomy within a complex narrative
structure. The novel tells the story of Anna Fitzgerald, a child conceived through in
vitro fertilization in order to serve as a donor for her older sister, Kate, who suffers
from leukemia. The ethical conflict emerges when Anna files a lawsuit against her
parents to gain control over her own body.

Ethical Literary Criticism and Its Main Principles

Ethical literary criticism developed as a response to the growing interest in the
moral dimension of literature. According to Nussbaum [4], literature functions as a
form of ethical reflection because it places readers in emotionally and morally
complex situations. Ethical criticism therefore examines how literary texts influence
moral understanding and encourage readers to reconsider ethical values. In the case
of My Sister’s Keeper, ethical literary criticism is particularly useful because the
novel itself is built around moral conflict. Picoult does not present a simple division
between good and evil. Instead, each character possesses understandable
motivations and emotional complexity. Sara Fitzgerald, for example, is represented
not simply as an authoritarian mother but as a parent desperately trying to save her
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child’s life. At the same time, Anna’s desire for bodily autonomy introduces another
ethically valid perspective. Kakutani [3], reviewing the novel in The New York
Times, describes it as “a painful moral puzzle.” This definition accurately reflects
the ethical structure of the narrative. The novel forces readers to confront conflicting
moral positions without providing a fully satisfying resolution. From the perspective
of ethical literary criticism, this ambiguity is one of the central artistic features of
the text.

Ethical Conflict and Character System in the Novel

The ethical dimension of My Sister’s Keeper is closely connected with its
system of characters. Each character embodies a different ethical position, and the
conflict between these positions drives the narrative forward. Anna represents
personal autonomy and individual rights, while Sara represents maternal sacrifice
and the ethics of care. Brian, the father, occupies an intermediate position between
these two perspectives, which further complicates the moral structure of the novel.
Researchers have also emphasized the importance of conflict in the narrative
organization of the text. Hidayah [2] argues that conflict functions as a central
element of the storyline. This observation is significant because the ethical dilemma
in the novel is not merely thematic but structural. The entire composition of the
novel develops through confrontation between opposing moral values. Another
Important aspect of the novel is its multi-perspective narrative structure. Picoult
allows different characters to narrate events from their own point of view. This
technique creates narrative polyphony and prevents readers from accepting only one
ethical interpretation. Instead, readers are encouraged to evaluate each perspective
independently. Such a structure strengthens the ethical complexity of the text and
increases emotional involvement. The novel also explores broader social and
psychological issues. Torghaban [6] interprets the family in Picoult’s fiction as a
reflection of social structure. In My Sister’s Keeper, the family becomes a space
where ethical, emotional, and institutional pressures intersect. Medical discourse,
legal discourse, and family relationships interact throughout the narrative, creating
a multidimensional representation of moral conflict.

Conclusion

In conclusion, ethical literary criticism provides an effective framework for
interpreting Jodi Picoult’s My Sister’s Keeper. Through ethical analysis, it becomes
possible to understand how the novel represents moral dilemmas related to
autonomy, family responsibility, medical ethics, and individual rights. The narrative
complexity of the novel is achieved not only through its themes but also through its
structure, character system, and multiple perspectives.
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Existing scholarship demonstrates that Picoult’s work has attracted attention

mainly because of its ethical and social relevance. However, the literary and
structural dimensions of her fiction also deserve closer analysis. My Sister’s Keeper
illustrates how ethical literary criticism can reveal the relationship between moral
conflict and artistic form in contemporary fiction. Therefore, the novel remains an
important example of ethically engaged literature in the twenty-first century.
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