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THE NARRATIVE
POWER OF LISTS:
EXPLORING JODI
PICOULT’S UNIQUE
STORYTELLING
DEVICE

Jodi  Picoult  has  long
been celebrated as one
of  the  most  versatile
a n d  e m o t i o n a l l y
resonant  novelists  of
our  time.  With  over
twenty  novels  to  her
name, she has built  a
reputation  for  tackling
c o m p l e x  m o r a l
dilemmas,  weaving
together  mult ip le
perspect ives,  and

leaving  readers  in
t h o u g h t f u l
contemplation  long
after  the  final  page.
Yet,  among the  many
narrative  tools  in  her
extensive  toolkit,  one
stands out for its quiet
but  profound  impact:
the list. Throughout her
career,  Picoult  has
returned  again  and
again  to  the list  as  a
structural,  emotional,
and  thematic  device.
F r o m  c o u r t r o o m
inventories to personal
inventories of grief, the
L i s t  O fs  By  J od i
Picoult  have  become
a  signature  element
that enhances both the
readability  and  the
depth of her work. This
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article  explores  how
and why lists  function
so  powerfully  in  her
fiction,  examines
specific  novels  where
t h e y  f e a t u r e
prominent ly ,  and
considers  what  this
device  reveals  about
her characters and her
craft.

WHY LISTS
MATTER IN
FICTION

At  first  glance,  a  list
might seem like a cold,
i m p e r s o n a l
tool—something better
suited  for  a  grocery
store run or  a  project
plan  than  for  literary
fiction.  But  in  the
hands  o f  a  sk i l led
writer,  a  list  becomes
s o m e t h i n g  e l s e
entirely.  It  becomes a
rhythm, a confession, a
w i n d o w  i n t o  a
character's  psyche.
Lists  impose  order  on
chaos.  They  a l low

c h a r a c t e r s  t o
catalogue  their  fears,
the i r  hopes,  the i r
regrets ,  and  their
responsibilities.  When
Picoult places a list in
t h e  m i d d l e  o f  a
narrative,  she  invites
the  reader  to  s low
down, to consider each
item  individually,  and
to  feel  the  weight  of
accumulation. The List
Ofs  By  Jodi  Picoult
are  never  arbitrary;
they  are  careful ly
c ra f ted  to  revea l
something  essential
abou t  the  pe rson
creating  them  or  the
world  they  inhabit.
Whether it is a mother
listing  her  daughter's
medical  procedures or
a  teenager  listing  the
rules for survival, these
lists  ground  abstract
emotions  in  concrete
detail.

THE LIST AS A
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STRUCTURAL
ANCHOR IN "MY

SISTER'S KEEPER"

Perhaps  no  novel  in
Picoult's  bibliography
demonstrates  the
power of the list more
effectively  than  My
Sister's  Keeper.  The
story  revolves  around
Anna Fitzgerald,  a girl
conceived  through
genetic selection to be
a  donor  for  her  older
sister Kate, who suffers
f r o m  l e u k e m i a .
Throughout  the  novel,
lists appear in various
f o r m s :  m e d i c a l
s c h e d u l e s ,  l e g a l
d o c u m e n t s ,  a n d
mental  inventories
kept  by  different
characters.  Sara,  the
m o t h e r ,  k e e p s
meticulous  l ists  of
Kate's  treatments,
med icat ions ,  and
appointments.  These
lists  are  not  merely
narrative  filler;  they

are a testament to her
relentless devotion and
her desperate need for
control  in  a  situation
w h e r e  c o n t r o l  i s
impossible.  The  List
Ofs By Jodi Picoult in
this  novel  serve  as  a
stark  reminder  of  the
medical  reality  that
governs  the  family's
l i fe.  Each  l ist  i tem
carr ies  emot ional
weight,  and  as  the
story  progresses,  the
l i s t s  t h e m s e l v e s
become  a  source  of
tension.  When  Anna
begins to question her
role  as  a  donor,  the
l i s t s  t h a t  o n c e
represented  hope
begin  to  represent
constraint.  The clinical
precision  of  the  list
contrasts  sharply  with
the  emotional  turmoil
of  the  characters,
creating  a  powerful
dissonance that drives
the narrative forward.
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RULES AND ORDER
IN "HOUSE RULES"

In House Rules, Picoult
introduces  readers  to
Jacob Hunt, a teenager
w i t h  A s p e r g e r ' s
s y n d r o m e  w h o
becomes a suspect in a
murder  case.  Jacob's
world is  built  on rules
and routines, and lists
are central  to how he
navigates daily life. He
creates  lists  of  social
r u l e s ,  l i s t s  o f
acceptable  behaviors,
a n d  l i s t s  o f
consequences  for
breaking  those  rules.
These  lists  are  more
than  just  quirks  of
character;  they  are
essential to how Jacob
processes a world that
o f t e n  f e e l s
overwhelming  and
unpredictable. The List
Ofs By Jodi Picoult in
this novel serve a dual
purpose. On one level,
they  provide  insight

into the autistic  mind,
h e l p i n g  r e a d e r s
understand  the  need
fo r  s t ruc tu re  and
predictabi l i ty .  On
another  level,  they
become  evidence  in
the legal  case against
him, as the prosecution
and  defense  interpret
h i s  l i s t - m a k i n g
behavior  in  starkly
different  ways.  Picoult
uses the list to explore
questions of normalcy,
i n t e n t i o n ,  a n d
judgment. What does it
mean  to  follow  rules?
What  happens  when
the  rules  themselves
are  misunderstood?
The  l i s ts  in  House
R u l e s  a r e  b o t h  a
comfort to Jacob and a
source  of  suspicion
from the outside world,
making  them  one  of
the  most  compelling
examples  of  the  List
Ofs By Jodi Picoult.
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COUNTING THE
MOMENTS IN
"NINETEEN

MINUTES"

Nineteen  Minutes  is
arguably Picoult's most
har row ing  nove l ,
dealing  with  a  school
shooting  in  the  small
town  of  Sterling,  New
Hampshire.  The  title
refers  to  the  duration
of  the  shooting,  and
throughout  the  novel,
Picoult employs lists to
capture  the  enormity
of  what  happens  in
that  brief  span.  She
i n c l u d e s  l i s t s  o f
victims, lists of injuries,
lists of things found in
the  shooter's  locker,
and  lists  of  evidence
presented  in  court.
T h e s e  l i s t s  a r e
devastating  in  their
simplicity.  A  l ist  of
names,  stripped  of
context,  becomes  a
memorial .  A  l ist  of
objects  becomes  a

forensic  catalog  of  a
tragedy.  The List Ofs
By  Jodi  Picoult  in
Nineteen Minutes force
the reader to confront
the  rea l ,  tang ib le
c o n s e q u e n c e s  o f
violence.  There  is  no
room  for  abstraction
when the list is in front
o f  you .  Each  i tem
d e m a n d s
a c k n o w l e d g m e n t .
Picoult  also  uses  lists
t o  e x p l o r e  t h e
shooter 's  internal
wor ld—his  l is ts  of
g r i e v a n c e s ,  o f
memories, of things he
will  never  experience.
I n  d o i n g  s o ,  s h e
transforms the list from
a bureaucratic tool into
a profound instrument
of  empathy,  allowing
readers  to  see  the
humanity  behind  an
unthinkable  act.

THE STORYTELLER
AND THE RULES OF
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NARRATIVE

In  The  Storytel ler ,
P i c o u l t  w e a v e s
together  the  story  of
Sage  Singer,  a  baker
who  be f r i ends  an
elderly  man  with  a
dark past. The novel is
structured  around  the
idea  of  storytelling
i tse l f ,  and  P icoult
includes  lists  of  rules
for  storytelling  that
appear throughout the
narrative.  These  lists
are meta-textual:  they
comment  on  the  very
act  of  constructing  a
s t o r y  w h i l e
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y
advancing the plot. The
L i s t  O fs  By  J od i
Picoult  in  this  novel
serve  as  a  guide  for
both  the  characters
and  the  reader.  They
remind us that stories
have  structure,  that
they  follow  certain
conventions,  and  that
t h e  c h o i c e s  a

storyteller makes have
moral  implications.
Sage's  own  journey
involves learning when
to tell the truth, when
to  keep  silence,  and
h o w  t o  s h a p e  a
narrative  that  does
justice to the past. The
lists  in  The Storyteller
are  philosophical  and
reflective,  inviting
readers  to  consider
their  own  relationship
with  narrat ive.  By
embedding  l ists  of
rules  within  the fiction,
Picoult  blurs  the  line
between  the  story
being told and the act
of telling it, creating a
rich,  layered  reading
experience that is both
intellectually  engaging
a n d  e m o t i o n a l l y
gripping.

SMALL GREAT
THINGS AND THE
WEIGHT OF
MICROAGGRESSIO
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In Small Great Things,
Picoult  tackles  racism
and  systemic  injustice
i n  t h e  A m e r i c a n
healthcare system. The
novel  fol lows  Ruth
Jefferson,  a Black labor
and delivery nurse who
is  accused of  a  crime
a f t e r  a  w h i t e
supremacist  father
demands that she not
touch  his  newborn
child.  Throughout  the
novel, lists appear as a
way of cataloguing the
daily  indignities  and
microaggressions  that
R u t h  a n d  o t h e r
characters  of  color
experience. These lists
are  powerful  because
they are cumulative. A

single  slight  might  be
dismissed, but a list of
s l i g h t s  b e c o m e s
undeniable evidence of
a pattern. The List Ofs
By Jodi Picoult in this
n o v e l  a r e  a c t s  o f
witness.  They  record
what  might  otherwise
b e  f o r g o t t e n  o r
minimized.  For  Ruth,
keeping a mental list of
the ways she has been
treated  differently  is
b o t h  a  s u r v i v a l
mechanism and a form
of  resistance.  For  the
reader,  these lists  are
eye-opening,  revealing
the pervasive nature of
bias  in  ways  that  a
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d
narrative  might  not.
Picoult uses the list to
give structure


