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Abstract: Alice Walker’s Meridian (1976) represents a pivotal work of narrative theory
that deconstructs the patriarchal limitations of the Civil Rights Movement to articulate a
distinct womanist model of revolution. This paper argues that Walker traces the
protagonist Meridian Hill’s evolution from a silenced subject within intersecting
structures of domination to a unique feminist practitioner. Forged in opposition to both
bourgeois respectability and assertive masculinism, this practice redefines activism itself.
It champions strategic silence and corporeal testimony, and reclaims sonic expression as
primary instruments of revolutionary self-definition and public address. Employing an
intersectional framework grounded in Black Feminist Thought and enriched by
contemporary theories of sonic culture and embodied knowledge, this analysis
demonstrates how the female protagonist illuminates the epistemic violence enacted upon
Black women’s speech. The novel critiques institutions from the elite college to the
activist cadre, while simultaneously proposing an alternative form of resistance rooted in
folk memory and the Black female body. Walker contends that liberation begins with
reclaiming ownership of one’s story and bodily autonomy, a process that transforms
personal and historical trauma into the basis of an empowered and transformative
womanist discourse.

Keywords: Alice Walker; Meridian; Intersectionality; Womanism; Sonic resistance;
Civil Rights Movement

V0zZ ENCARNADA Y SILENCIO SONORO: EL ACTIVISMO

MUJERISTA EN MERIDIAN DE ALICE WALKER

Resumen: Meridian (1976) de Alice Walker representa una obra central de la teoria
narrativa que deconstruye las limitaciones patriarcales del Movimiento por los Derechos
Civiles para articular un modelo mujerista singular de revolucion. Este articulo sostiene
que Walker traza la evolucion de la protagonista Meridian Hill, desde un sujeto silenciado
dentro de estructuras intersectantes de dominacion hasta una practicante feminista
singular. Forjada en oposicion tanto a la respetabilidad burguesa como al masculinismo
asertivo, dicha practica redefine el activismo en si mismo. Reivindica el silencio
estratégico y el testimonio corporal, y recupera la expresion sénica como instrumentos
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primordiales de autodefinicion revolucionaria y discurso publico. A través de un marco
interseccional fundamentado en el Pensamiento Feminista Negro y enriquecido por
teorias contemporaneas de la cultura sénica y el conocimiento encarnado, este analisis
demuestra como la protagonista femenina ilumina la violencia epistémica ejercida sobre
el discurso de las mujeres negras. La novela critica instituciones que van desde la
universidad de élite hasta la célula activista, al tiempo que propone una forma alternativa
de resistencia arraigada en la memoria popular y el cuerpo femenino negro. Walker
sostiene que la liberacion comienza con la recuperacion de la propiedad sobre la propia
historia y la autonomia corporal, un proceso que transforma el trauma personal e historico
en la base de un discurso mujerista empoderado y transformador.

Palabras clave: Alice Walker; Meridian; Interseccionalidad; Mujerismo; Resistencia
sonica; Movimiento por los Derechos Civiles

1. INTRODUCTION: RECOVERING BLACK WOMEN’S POLITICAL VOICE

The narrative of the American Civil Rights Movement, etched into national
memory through the soaring oratory of Martin Luther King Jr. and the defiant rhetoric of
Malcolm X, has long been a story of men, marches, and monumental speeches. This
dominant historiography, however, has functioned as a form of sonic erasure, silencing
the dissonant and internally contradictory experiences of the Black women who formed
the movement’s operational backbone while being marginalized from its official
leadership and symbolic lexicon. Critical race theorist Kimberlé Crenshaw theorized that
the law’s “single-axis framework™ creates a structural and discursive inability to
recognize how race and gender converge for Black women. She claims that this
framework “erases Black women in the conceptualization, identification and remediation
of race and sex discrimination by limiting inquiry to the experiences of otherwise-
privileged members of the group” (Crenshaw 140). This failure ensures that their specific
subjugation “falls through the cracks” of both antiracist and feminist advocacy. Published
over a decade before Crenshaw’s seminal formulation, Alice Walker’s 1976 novel
Meridian performs an essential, anticipatory act of literary and historical recovery. It
shifts the auditory and narrative focus from the public masculinized stage of charismatic
address to the intimate, fractured soundscape of a Black woman activist’s consciousness.
This soundscape is marked as much by strategic silences, stifled cries, and somatic echoes
as by any overt speech. This paper posits that Meridian operates as a historical novel as
well as a sophisticated work of narrative theory. It records the sociopolitical mechanisms
that suppress Black women’s public speech. It also charts the transformative linguistic
and non-linguistic processes through which an authentic revolutionary voice and an

embodied activist practice are painstakingly constructed. Walker’s narrative provides a
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literary prototype for Patricia Hill Collins’s “matrix of domination” and dramatizes Audre
Lorde’s meditations on the perils of silence and the transformative power of self-
definition in her 1977 essay “The Transformation of Silence into Language and Action”
(Collins 18; Lorde 41). Ultimately, the novel contends that for Black women, the arduous
journey from being an objectified, spoken-for body to becoming a speaking and acting
subject and the judge of one’s own sound constitutes the actual feminist revolution. This

revolution is not just fought in the streets but in the throat, nerves, and bones.

Critical engagement with Meridian has historically revolved around three fruitful
domains: its revisionist historiography, its exploration of trauma and psychosomatics, and
its spiritual or womanist dimensions. Critics like Deborah E. McDowell and Thadious M.
Davis established the novel’s crucial role in interrogating the gendered myths of the Civil
Rights Movement. McDowell claims that Walker exposes the movement’s tragic
replication of the very patriarchal structures it sought to dismantle. It creates a hierarchical
revolution that marginalized its female foot soldiers, rendering their labor visible but their
authority muffled. She shows how Meridian resists a society that “domesticates
conformity, which censures individual expression, especially for women; but she
flourishes notwithstanding and evolves into a prototype for psychic wholeness and
individual autonomy” (McDowell 268). Davis extends this analysis, framing Meridian as
arecovery of a distinctly Southern folk-infused Black feminist consciousness that strives
for sustenance and strategy outside formal institutional channels; she emphasizes that
“race and region are inextricable in defining a Southern self, society, or culture” (5).
Davis’s point highlights that Meridian’s struggle for selfthood cannot be separated from
the Southern context that structures both racial injustice and the cultural resources through

which resistance becomes possible.

Building on this, scholarship influenced by the rise of trauma and body studies
has focused intensely on Meridian’s debilitating, paralyzing illness, reading her physical
collapse as the inscription of historical and collective trauma onto the individual body.
Maria Lauret, for instance, situates Meridian’s suffering within a broader legacy of racial
violence; she argues that in the novel “the trauma is that of the Afro-American past and
physical pain manifests itself in / on Meridian’s body, with the hysteria staged in public
acts of atonement for the suffering of the people” (Lauret 127). From this perspective,
Meridian’s illness is not in simple terms a private affliction but a corporeal site where

historical memory, political struggle, and embodied pain converge. This aligns with
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Elaine Scarry’s seminal work The Body in Pain, which claims that inexpressible political
and psychological suffering often manifests through the physical body, making pain itself
a world-destroying but potent form of testimony. She argues that “Whatever pain
achieves, it achieves in part through its unsharability, and it ensures this unsharability
through its resistance to language,” then adds, “[p]hysical pain does not simply resist
language but actively destroys it, bringing about an immediate reversion to a state anterior
to language, to the sounds and cries a human being makes before language is learned”
(Scarry 4). Concurrently, the development of Womanist theology and ethics, catalyzed
by Walker’s own coining of the term “Womanist,” provided a vital lens. Katie G.
Cannon’s Black Womanist Ethics (1988), which roots moral life in Black women’s daily
struggle for survival under interlocking systems of racial, gender, and class oppression,
illuminates Meridian’s journey, as her ethical convictions grow from what her body has
suffered and survived and not from ideology. Emilie M. Townes similarly argues, in /n a
Blaze of Glory (1995), that holiness is inseparable from communal resistance to injustice.
This conviction resonates with Meridian’s eventual turn to the Black church as a living
space of collective spiritual and political expression rather than as a site of patriarchal

conformity.

Nonetheless, while the novel’s critique of patriarchy and its spiritual
undercurrents are well-documented, few studies undertake a systematic analysis that
connects these themes to contemporary theoretical discourses on sonic culture, Black
feminist experiential knowledge, and the politics of the archive. A recent groundbreaking
work by Jennifer Lynn Stoever, The Sonic Color Line, examines how listening itself is
racialized and gendered by analyzing how norms of “appropriate” sound are enforced and
how resistant sonic practices are formed. This perspective brilliantly elucidates the
political valence of Meridian’s strategic silence, the oppressive auditory environment of
Saxon College, and her ultimate liberating participation in the communal song of a Black
church. Likewise, Saidiya Hartman’s method of “critical fabulation,” imaginatively
reconstructs the silenced lives buried in the historical archive, and Christina Sharpe’s
theorization of living in the “wake” of slavery as a persistent condition shaping Black
existence in the present, together provide a powerful angle for understanding Meridian’s
central project of recovering what official history leaves unrecorded. This project is
rooted in the imaginative gathering of an empowering past from fragments, folklore, and

bodily memory in the wake of systemic erasure. The present paper seeks to apply an
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interdisciplinary theoretical framework that combines intersectionality, Black feminist
phenomenology, and sonic studies to the novel’s dramatization of activist formation. It
postulates that Meridian offers a stage-based model of Black feminist “becoming” that
figures the struggle for audibility, corporeal legitimacy, and archival authority as the

battles of its political project.

2. INTERSECTIONALITY, EMBODIED KNOWLEDGE AND RESISTANCE

This analysis is anchored in the interrelated paradigms of Black Feminist Thought
and Intersectionality. Collins contends that “oppression cannot be reduced to one
fundamental type, and . . . oppressions work together in producing injustice. In contrast,
the matrix of domination refers to how these intersecting oppressions are actually
organized. Regardless of the particular intersections involved, structural, disciplinary,
hegemonic, and interpersonal domains of power reappear across quite different forms of
oppression.” (18). Collins’s formulation of a “matrix of domination” describes how
interlocking systems of race, class, gender, and sexuality structure Black women’s social
location, producing what she calls “subjugated knowledge” that emerges from
marginalized perspectives (Collins 251). Crenshaw’s legal-theoretical concept of
intersectionality offers the analytical tool to diagnose how Meridian exists at the
neglected intersection of antiracist and feminist discourse. She is marginalized within the
former for being a woman and within the latter for being Black, leaving her without a

coherent political home. Crenshaw elucidates the idea of intersectionality, stating:

The view that race and gender are mutually exclusive categories of experience and
analysis is . . . central to . . . the single-axis framework that is dominant in
antidiscrimination law . . . My objective . . . is to advance the telling of that location by
exploring the race and gender dimensions of violence against women of color. I consider
intersectionality a provisional concept linking contemporary politics with postmodern
theory. (149)

Crenshaw challenges the legal and theoretical separation of race and gender, while

positioning intersectionality as the essential tool to analyze the combined discrimination

faced by women of color and to connect political support with theoretical critique.

Black feminist phenomenology has been explored by Katherine McKittrick in
Demonic Grounds and Simone Browne in Dark Matters, where they investigate how
Black women’s lived experiences of space, embodiment, surveillance, and freedom are

phenomenologically shaped by racial-sexual regimes. McKittrick, for instance,
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foregrounds the centrality of Black spatial experience, noting that “Black lives are
necessarily geographic, but also struggle with discourses that erase and despatialize their
sense of place” (McKittrick xiii). She elaborates how these embodied, geographic
experiences shape Black women’s modes of knowing and resistance. Her argument is that
spaces marked by racial and sexual domination can simultaneously produce alternative
geographies and social knowledges. This framework provides a model for thinking about
how Meridian’s protagonist negotiates her corporeal and spatial presence within
structures of social and political constraint. It emphasizes that Black women’s narratives
of displacement are sophisticated geographic stories that reveal and challenge the violent
logics of dominant space. In the same vein, Browne’s work demonstrates that surveillance
has always been a racialized and gendered regime, shaping Black people’s experience of
space, embodiment, and freedom. She traces this genealogy through slavery-era practices:
“slave markets and auction blocks as exercises of synoptic power where the many
watched the few, slave passes and patrols, manumission papers and free badges, black
codes and fugitive slave notices . . . anticipate the contemporary surveillance of racialized
subjects” (Browne 12). By historicizing surveillance in this way, Browne shows that
Blackness has long been made highly visible and subject to control. She offers a critical
context for understanding how structures of power regulate both bodies and mobility
across time. Together, McKittrick and Browne offer a basis for grasping how space and
perception are co-constituted through racialized and gendered power. This perspective
helps to read Meridian’s bodily crises as embodied forms of knowledge and strategies for

confronting a world structured to constrain her.

Sonic studies are also crucial for this study, particularly Stoever’s concept of the
sonic color line. Stoever theorizes that “the sonic color line describes the process of
racializing sound — how and why certain bodies are expected to produce, desire, and live
amongst particular sounds — and its product, the hierarchical division sounded between

b

‘whiteness’ and ‘blackness’,” adding that, “the listening ear . . . exerts pressure on
individual listening practices to conform to the sonic color line’s norms” (7-8). This
formulation reveals how racial and gendered hierarchies are constructed, policed, and
contested, mainly through how people are conditioned to hear and respond to sound.
Stoever’s theory is crucial for interpreting Meridian’s strategic muteness. It helps explain

the oppressive regulated soundscape of Saxon College and Meridian’s final participation
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in the unorthodox hymns of a liberatory church, for The Sonic Color Line shows that

sound and listening are themselves arenas of power, identity, and resistance.

Literature offers one of the most generative entry points into Black American
history, particularly when paired with an archival sensibility and Hartman’s practice of
critical fabulation, as a method that sits with the silences official documents leave behind.
As Hartman clarifies, critical fabulation seeks to “jeopardize the status of the event, to
displace the received or authorized account, and to imagine what might have happened
or might have been said or might have been done” (Hartman 11). This method combines
archival evidence with imaginative narrative to attend to the silences and gaps in the
historical record, offering a way to reconstruct and reckon with the lives of the enslaved.
In the context of Meridian, Hartman’s approach displays the way Walker’s novel
negotiates the unrecorded, embodied experiences of Black women, which renders visible
what history and archives alone leave unseen. Meridian’s turn to the Sojourner tree is an
act of critical fabulation, collecting a sustaining lineage of resistance from a folk tale
about a severed tongue. Sharpe’s concept of living “in the wake” of slavery serves “as a
means of understanding how slavery’s violences emerge within the contemporary
conditions of spatial, legal, psychic, material, and other dimensions of Black non/being
as well as in Black modes of resistance” (14). It is this ongoing weather of anti-Blackness
that settles into Meridian’s body, making her physiology itself a record of the continuing
pressures she has been forced to endure. Finally, Walker’s womanist philosophy, as she
defines it in In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, centers a commitment to “survival and
wholeness of entire people, male and female” (xi). Reading Meridian through this
framework reveals that Meridian’s journey is not simply a personal struggle but an ethical
undertaking whose horizon is the wholeness of a people, not just the survival of one

woman.

Methodologically, this paper employs close textual analysis informed by these
theoretical paradigms. It treats the novel as a form of embodied theory, where social and
philosophical ideas are enacted through the sensorium of the protagonist, essentially her
calculated silences, pained sounds, movements, and stillness. The analysis proceeds
chrono-thematically through Meridian’s development, while tracing her movement from
institutional silencing toward empowered, embodied, and sonic expression. It consistently

reads her personal evolution against the backdrop of what Hortense Spillers might call
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the “hieroglyphics of the flesh” as the social and historical inscriptions placed upon the

Black female body (Spillers 67).

A comprehensive grasp of Meridian’s radical intervention requires situating it
within the specific soil of Alice Walker’s biography and intellectual evolution. Born in
1944 in Eatonton, Georgia, to sharecropper parents, Walker’s formative years were
profoundly shaped by the brutalities of Jim Crow and, equally, by the rich, sustaining oral
and agrarian traditions of the Black South. This dual consciousness of systemic violence
and cultural resilience would become a hallmark of her work. Her education at Spelman
College in Atlanta, a historically Black women’s institution with its own legacy of
respectability politics and intellectual upheaval, and later at the predominantly white
liberal Sarah Lawrence College, placed her at an uncomfortable intersection. She was
located between the Civil Rights Movement and the burgeoning second-wave feminist
movement, a positional tension that triggered her intersectional critique. Walker’s
perilous activism, including her work registering voters in Mississippi and her early
editorial role at Ms. Magazine, imbues Meridian with a distinctive authenticity and an
insider’s understanding of the movement’s internal contradictions and the unspoken

gendered economies of activist labor.

Meridian was published in 1976, several years before Walker’s full articulation
of “Womanist” theory in her 1983 prose collection In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens.
Yet the novel is its undeniable and powerful literary precursor. Walker’s womanist is
defined by a woman’s courageous dedication to people’s collective well-being. Her
perspective is both culturally specific and universally minded, driven by a relentless love
for community, the divine, and self-worth. Womanism is a community-centered,
spiritually infused, and self-affirming model of Black feminist thought and action.
Meridian’s entire journey is a meticulous narrative embodiment of this definition. The
author starts from Meridian’s rejection of ideologies demanding self-negation or the
destruction of others, her turn to folk memory and the land, her quest for spiritual integrity
outside orthodox religious structures, until her ultimate commitment to a revitalizing
communal praxis. Viewing Walker as a thinker and activist crafting a literary foundation
for womanist thought makes Meridian a philosophical novel more than a conventional
Bildungsroman. It proposes an alternative activist epistemology rooted in the embodied
historical and spiritual knowledge of Black women, as an epistemology that privileges

the sonic and the somatic alongside the discursive.
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Meridian maps the non-linear, episodic development of Meridian Hill, a young
Black woman struggling with the treacherous political and personal background of the
1960s American South. The narrative’s structure itself is a formal analogue to its thematic
concerns: time is fragmented to mimic the process of traumatic memory, therapeutic
reconstruction, and the gathering of a self from disjointed experiences. It alternates
between her present-day singular form of activism in a small, suffocating Southern town
and haunting flashbacks to her past. This technique ensures the reader feels the persistent
weight of history on the present moment. There are Key episodic threads that make the
protagonist entangled with her past in the narrative. Firstly, the protagonist’s childhood
are emotionally suppressed by a mother who embodies the repressive, defensive ideal of
respectable Black womanhood. Secondly, her intellectually and spiritually overwhelming
years at the elitist Saxon College have unequivocally been designed to manufacture
compliant “ladies” rather than critical thinkers. Thirdly, her passionate but alienating
involvement in the Atlanta Civil Rights Movement is confronted by soaring idealism
combined with entrenched misogyny. Finally, her deeply conflicted motherhood
culminates in the socially unspeakable decision to give up her son for adoption; this act
of self-preservation marks her as a permanent outsider within her own community’s

gendered expectations.

Within the movement, Meridian’s body and conscience become a battleground.
She is increasingly repelled by the gathering momentum of militancy and patriarchal
posturing, symbolized by her lover Truman Held, a charismatic artist whose radical
aesthetics mask a pattern of personal exploitation. The young woman is excommunicated
from a revolutionary cell for her refusal to swear she would kill for an abstract cause. This
ideological rejection triggers a severe psychosomatic crisis, manifesting as temporary
paralysis — a bodily manifestation of her smothered voice and crushed agency. Forced
to leave the movement’s chaotic center, Meridian embarks on a solitary, inward
pilgrimage, where she finds her mature form of activism. Instead of following abstract
ideologies, she adopts the Sojourner tree on the Saxon campus and the folk legend of
Louvinie embedded within it as her spiritual and practical model. The tree, born from an
enslaved woman’s silenced voice, teaches Meridian a powerful form of resistance
embodied in enduring presence, physical solidarity, and meeting community needs rather
than loud speeches and vociferous declarations. Her journey does not resolve in a

triumphant return to the mainstream political stage, but in an integration of self within a
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liberating spiritual community, where she finally reclaims her voice in song and, in so
doing, redefines revolution itself as the daily, courageous, and personal work of

preserving authentic, vulnerable life.

3. THE POLITICS OF SILENCING: RESPECTABILITY AND FORBIDDEN SPEECH AT
SAXON COLLEGE

Walker’s incisive critique of the forces constricting Black female public speech
begins with institutional analysis. Saxon College operates as a premier example of what
sociologist Erving Goffman calls a “total institution,” defined as “a place of residence
and work where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society
for an appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally administered round
of life’ (Goffman, xiii). The institution systematically erodes prior identities and rebuilds
them according to its own rigid norms. At Saxon, this structuring appears as a
pathological performance of Black bourgeois respectability. This respectability is
understood as a mimetic, aspirational adoption of white middle-class propriety pursued
as a defensive strategy for racial uplift, achieved at the catastrophic cost of cultural erasure
and vocal suppression. The college is a space whose paramount goal was the production
of passively ornamental women rather than critical intellects or revolutionary spirits:
“Saxon wanted them to become something — ladies — that was already obsolete (Walker
91). Its defining architectural feature, an ornate wrought-iron fence, is a symbol saturated
with historical terror and irony: it was a fence “hardly noticeable from the street,” yet
students learned “often painfully, that the beauty of a fence is no guarantee that it will not
keep one penned in as securely as one that is ugly” (Walker 31). Strikingly, the college
had been “planted” on what was once a slave plantation, meaning that the Saxon campus
itself bore the material and symbolic legacy of that violent history, and the campus fence
was copied from the one that surrounded the plantation. This conscious, haunting parallel
between the campus fence and the plantation boundary reveals the novel’s central
argument about certain forms of education. For Black women, elite schooling acts as a
mechanism for refined, consensual, and aesthetically pleasing confinement rather than a
gateway to liberation. The fence’s primary function is enclosure and separation; it
enforces on students an internal law of proper behavior, proper attire and social etiquette:
“The emphasis at Saxon was on form, and the preferred ‘form’ was that of the finishing
school girl whose goal, wherever she would later find herself in the world, was to be

accepted as an equal because she knew and practiced all the proper social rules” (Walker
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91). Such imposed comportment amounted to a mandated disavowal of Black folkways
and vernacular expressiveness in exchange for a precarious, deracinated membership in

the respectable class; this transaction required the muting of one’s inherent sound.

The soul-crushing pedagogy of this project is epitomized by the Dean of Women,
ironically nicknamed “the Dead of Women” by the students — a fragment of insurgent
folk wit that constitutes a minor defiant act of sonic resistance against the administration’s
total control (Walker 28). This grim pun is a piece of literary criticism, signifying the
symbolic death of female agency, intellectual curiosity, and audible voice that Saxon’s
curriculum administers. The institution’s operational logic is one of enforced
infantilization and panoptical sexual surveillance, designed to produce docile bodies: “It
was assumed that Saxon young ladies were, by definition, virgins. They were treated
always as if they were thirteen years old” (Walker 90). This systematic denial of adult
autonomy and bodily sovereignty is a major apparatus for thwarting the development of
a critical female subjectivity capable of authoritative public speech. Students are trapped
in a state of perpetual rhetorical and psychological adolescence, denied the discursive
tools and existential freedom of adulthood under the patronizing guise of protection. This
internal micro-oppression mirrors macro-social structures, a point vividly illustrated by
the way class and racial hierarchies permeate the town itself. The guano plant workers
are stigmatized because their smell “don’t wash off” (Walker 7), marking them as
biologically and socially unclean. In policing such olfactory and social boundaries with
such vigor, Saxon reproduces the very class and racial hierarchies it purportedly exists to
help its students transcend. It demonstrates that bourgeois respectability for Black women
1s built upon a foundation of exclusion, disidentification, and alienation from the smells,

sounds, and struggles of the Black working class.

Meridian’s body becomes the chief site where this ideological warfare is
somatically fought and registered. Her mysterious debilitating illness — recurring
episodes of complete paralysis and loss of consciousness— is a psychosomatic
manifestation of muted selthood and suppressed speech. Her swoons represent a crisis of
embodiment under intersecting oppressions, a form of what Elaine Scarry theorizes as a
bodily protest when the world destroys the linguistic capacity to describe it. Scarry points

out:

It is the intense pain that destroys a person’s self and world, a destruction experienced
spatially as either the contraction of the universe down to the immediate vicinity of the
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body or as the body swelling to fill the entire universe. Intense pain is also language-
destroying: as the content of one’s world disintegrates, so the content of one’s language
disintegrates; as the self disintegrates, so that which would express and project the self is
robbed of its source and its subject. (35)

When intense suffering, whether psychological or political, cannot be articulated in
language or channeled into socially recognized action, it does not disappear but collapses
inward, manifesting physically in the body. Meridian’s body speaks a truth that her
conscious mind cannot articulate or resolve; it performs a total withdrawal, a “temporal
death,” from the unbearable contradictions of her existence. Each paralytic episode
corresponds to the collision between her innate empathy and the violent, absolutist
dictates of radical militancy. It also registers the tension between her awakening intellect
and Saxon’s infantilizing rules, and mirrors the agonizing conflict between the sanctified
archetype of the Black Mother and her own desperate need for existential self-possession.
Her body, in its silent, collapsing testimony, enacts a refusal to perform the false choices
imposed upon her. Consequently, her path to recovery is inextricably linked to the
painstaking cultivation of political and personal agency. Healing begins in earnest only
when she consciously rejects externally prescribed paths and begins, albeit tentatively, to
carve out a unique and personal way of struggle; in her second year, she started to
“respond to this spiritual degeneration in herself” (Walker 88). Walker thus theorizes the
Black female body as a potential archive of resistance and a medium of communication,
rather than a site of humiliation and inscription for patriarchal and racist ideologies. When
the mind is coerced and language is policed, the body’s symptomatic collapse can be a
form of eloquent protest. Its subsequent, purposeful mobilization in service of a self-
fashioned activism signals the achievement of an integrated liberation, where speech,

action, and being begin to align.

4. PATRIARCHAL REPLICATION IN THE MOVEMENT: THE GENDERED
SOUNDSCAPE OF REVOLUTION

Walker’s novel performs a devastating intersectional critique by laying bare how
the Civil Rights Movement, while heroically confronting racial tyranny, internally
replicated the patriarchal norms of the society it opposed. This produced a revolutionary
soundscape that marginalized Black women’s voices and authenticated only a
masculinized, violently inflected mode of discourse. The movement’s evolving demand
for a specific, hardened form of commitment is explicitly gendered, while trading the

integrative language of a “beloved community” for the exclusionary rhetoric of a
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militarized vanguard. In a pivotal defining scene, Meridian’s attempt to join an
underground cadre requires a verbal ritual of absolute and violent sacrifice, functioning
as a test of ideological purity measured in one’s willingness to vocalize annihilation. The
leader commands: “You must say, ‘I will die for the Revolution.” ... And you must also
say, ‘I will kill for the Revolution’” (Walker 14). Meridian’s silent hesitation, shown
when “she had tried to imagine herself killing someone... and she could not,” results in
her immediate and contemptuous expulsion from the group (Walker 14). This moment
validates Lorde’s warning that “the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s
house” (Lorde 112). The cadre’s demand reproduces the very logic of tyrannical power,
namely the sovereign prerogative over life and death, that the revolution claims to fight.
From an intersectional perspective, Meridian’s refusal to utter these words is not a failure
of courage but the assertion of an ethical stance springing from her specific social

situation.

Her identity is molded through the violent appropriation of her own body, which
she establishes as a territory hallmarked by violation. This traumatic bodily experience
roots Meridian’s politics in a life-affirming reverence that the movement’s patriarchal
leadership dismisses as sentimental weakness. Her silence in this moment hence functions
as a speech act of refusal — a deliberate withholding of linguistic consent from a
discourse that would negate her ethical being. Such moments align with what Margo V.
Perkins identifies as a crucial, though often overlooked, mode of political intervention in
Black women’s life writing. As Perkins observes, “aside from the women’s conscientious
attention to the role of language in fostering critical literacy and their recuperation of
pivotal events in the story of the Movement, there is yet a third dimension to their
autobiographies as political intervention” (87). Meridian’s embodied withdrawal and
strategic muteness exemplify this third dimension, where political agency is exercised
through ethical repudiation enacted at the level of the body. Davis reveals how Walker
situates personal, corporeal experience as inseparable from political practice, advancing
that she “constructs the female body and its female progeny as the site through which the
politics must be viewed” (359). Meridian’s silence can further be read through Stoever’s
theorization of the racialized “listening ear,” which governs not only what sounds are
heard but which voices are authorized to signify politically. Within this context,
Meridian’s decline to speak resists incorporation into the dominant sonic regime that

normalizes aggression, discipline, and revolutionary violence. Rather than allowing her
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voice to be calibrated to what Stoever describes as the hierarchical logics of the sonic
color line, Meridian withholds sound altogether by denouncing to let her body become an

instrument of that destructive acoustic order.

The character of Truman Held serves as Walker’s damning personification of this
patriarchal replication and its corrosive effect on authentic, reciprocal expression. Truman
embodies the kind of domination-based leadership that bell hooks critiques as part of what
she calls “imperialist white-supremacist capitalist patriarchy” (29), a system that
reproduces hierarchical power even within movements that claim oppositional or
revolutionary aims. As hooks claims, this structure remains deeply normalized, shaping
political imaginaries in ways that allow domination to be recoded as radical authority
rather than dismantled. Truman is the performative radical, an artist whose politics are a
form of public theater that does not extend to his private, exploitative relationships. His
artistic output romanticizes “strong black women” as symbolic, stoic silent earth mothers;
yet in his intimate life, he is repelled by the complicated, demanding reality of an actual
autonomous woman like Meridian. Walker’s narration dissects his desire with unsettling
precision: “Truman did not want a woman who tried, however encumbered by guilts and
fears and remorse, to claim her own life. She knew Truman would have liked her better
as she had been as Eddie’s wife” — “an attractive woman, but asleep” (Walker 106-7).
Truman’s public artistic speech performs an “intersectional failure,” objectifying Black
womanhood into voiceless symbols for public consumption, while his private actions seek
to literally silence and possess the real women whose complexity his art cannot
accommodate. Ironically, Truman is true to no one, neither to Meridian, nor even to
himself; his failure of integrity is foretold by the irony of his name. His trajectory from
radical to a commercially successful artist comfortably ensconced in a bourgeois lifestyle
exemplifies how the movement could function, for some men, as a vehicle for personal
ascension within existing capitalist and patriarchal structures. Truman’s relationship with
Lynne, the white activist, further complicates the dynamics of voice and power. Lynne’s
racial guilt, her lasting outsider status, and the fraught politics of interracial desire create
another layer of constrained, inauthentic, or strategically performed speech. This displays
how race and gender intersect to produce intricate and unspoken hierarchies of audibility,
authenticity, and authority even within the ostensibly oppositional space of the

movement, rendering true coalitional speech extremely difficult.

JACLR — 14.1 (June 2026): 1-21 — e-ISSN 2340-650X



NODHAR HAMMAMI BEN FRADJ 15

5. FOLK ARCHIVES, CORPOREAL TESTIMONY AND WOMANIST ACTIVISM

Exiled from the community’s cult of respectability and ousted from the
movement’s cult of violent masculinity, Meridian embarks on a solitary path that
constitutes the novel’s most radical ideological innovation. She has invented a womanist
activism that fundamentally redefines the sites, sounds, and somatic forms of
revolutionary action. Her first consciously wielded tool is strategic, rebellious silence.
This is not the silence of trauma or submission but a tactical rebuff to participate in
discursive rituals that seek to appropriate her voice and script her conscience. She refuses
to parrot the mindlessly patriotic valedictory speech, declines the performative public
confession demanded by her church, and will not utter the lethal pledge of the radicals.
Critic Michael Awkward terms this phenomenon a “willful aphasia,” which he describes
as a conscious, strategic and politically motivated refusal to speak or comprehend the

language, logic, and demands of a dominant system. He expounds the concept, saying:

In its broadest and most suggestive sense, this series of personal and authorial
negotiations can be said to describe a trope of willful aphasia: the stubborn and strategic
refusal to be fluent in the grammar of victimization or to allow oneself to be spoken —
or, perhaps more accurately, overwritten — by the languages and icons of the dominant
culture that so powerfully name the black and the feminine. (Awkward 95)
This impeccably describes Meridian’s thoughtful short-circuiting of the conditioned
response expected by patriarchal authority. Meridian’s self-imposed silence functions as
a critical form of rhetorical and psychic self-defense; it is a strategic holding open of a
protected space. Within this space, she cultivates what Sharpe theorizes as an “insistence
on seeing and being seen in the wake,” as an active, resistant practice of existing and
being legible on one’s own terms within a hostile climate (Sharpe 21). Her quietude
therefore becomes part of an “orthography of the wake,” a means of preserving her inner
truth and weaving the plot of her own life against forces that endeavor to overwrite it.

This is the narrative she must author for herself until she can find a medium that does not

betray it.

Her transformative re-education occurs under the Sojourner tree, the ancient,
enduring magnolia on the Saxon campus. This tree is a living archive of an alternative,
matrilineal history of resistance and speech, and a site of Hartman’s “critical fabulation.”
Hartman uses this concept to describe “the guiding method” of this kind of “writing
practice”, referring to “Fabula” that “denotes the basic elements of story, the building

blocks of the narrative” (11). The tree’s origin story is foundational: it grew from the
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buried tongue of Louvinie, the enslaved storyteller whose tongue was “clipped out at the
root” by her master as punishment for a tale that accidentally frightened his son to death
(Walker 33). Thus, the tree is a powerful, organic symbol of voice and memory literally
rooted in violent silencing, and of creative spirit and communal narrative persisting in
arboreal form beyond the brutal act of repression. The very name of Sojourner tree
conjures up the presence of Sojourner Truth, whose famous demand, “Ar’n’t I a
Woman?” echoes as a historical precedent of Black female public audacity; it creates a
direct lineage joining the folkloric, the historical, and the spiritual (Walker 31-34). This
folk-spiritual epistemology, deep-rooted in nature, ancestral memory, and embodied
storytelling, provides Meridian with a complete alternative to the sterile rhetoric of Saxon
and the violent dogma of militancy. In Davis’s interpretation, Meridian’s embodied
actions, including her strategic silence, are entrenched in what Davis describes as an
“unwavering commitment to spiritual revolution as power within a very material world”

(362).

The tree represents an archive of sensations, spirits, and survival tactics; it
becomes a cultural patrimony, a holy space, and a life-giving force under which people
feel and breathe rather than simply read. Guided by this legacy, Meridian develops a
politics of corporeal testimony, where her body and her actions become her primary and
most eloquent medium of public address. This is activism as lived hieroglyphic, a writing
of protest with the body itself. In one of her most pedagogically commanding acts, she
leads a group of Black children to view the mummified woman exhibit on a “whites only”
day. She does not lead them with a rousing oration but with a deliberate, wordless act of
spatial trespass and defiant presence. Standing “directly opposite both the circus wagon
and the tank,” Meridian “did not look to the right or to the left” — she simply “raised her
hand once and marched off the curb,” and “the children fell into line behind her, their
heads held high” (Walker 7). This teaches the children boldness and action rather than
speech, and the narrator confirms the profound impact of this embodied lesson: this silent,
defiant procession would become for the children a more formative memory than the
exhibit itself. Similarly, her act of carrying the water-swollen corpse of a neglected Black
child to the mayor’s office is a mute indictment of municipal neglect, more potent than
any petition or slogan. These acts constitute what scholar Amber Musser, in Sensational
Flesh, has described as an engagement with “the spectacle that is the flesh” (23).

Meridian’s activism uses this spectacle to make an unignorable ethical claim, forcing
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witness upon a public and a polity that would rather look away. Her protest speaks
through doing and through a stubborn, physical presence that projects sensation directly

onto the social body and civic conscience.

Walker elucidates the interior philosophy underpinning this quiet revolution in
her contemporaneous essay, “The Civil Rights Movement: What Good Was It?”” She
writes, “If knowledge of my condition is all the freedom I get from a ‘freedom
movement,’ it is better than unawareness, forgottenness, and hopelessness, the existence
that is like the existence of a beast” (Walker, Gardens 121). For Meridian, this critical
intersectional consciousness — the deep, personal, and embodied knowledge of her own
location within the matrix of domination — becomes the solid basis of her power. Her
entire struggle is a refusal to join the ranks of the living dead. This is a revolution defined
first and foremost by the fierce commitment to remain spiritually and intellectually alive,
and to make that aliveness manifest in the world through a self-determined plan of action

that honors the complexity of that knowledge.

Meridian’s ultimate synthesis and transformation are confirmed in the novel’s
final chapters which mark the culmination of her journey toward integrated selthood and
powerful, authentic speech. After years of strategic silence and solitary embodied protest,
she finds a new spiritual community: a church described as one where the “ah-mens” are
“not muttered in resignation, not shouted in despair,” but rise “clearly, unsentimentally,

299

and with a firm tone of ‘We are fed up’” (Walker 200). Meridian finally experiences
psychic and social integration. She joins the congregation in song, and in that act recovers
her literal voice within a collective sonic practice, harmonized with others in a shared,
politically inflected spiritual expression. This recovery of voice within a supportive,
womanist community represents a conscious sonic liberation, as the antithesis of her
earlier imposed silences at Saxon and her ideological muting within the movement. In
this sense, Meridian’s participation resonates with Daphne A. Brooks’ s analysis of Black
expressive performance as a mode of freedom-making. Brooks argues that Black
performers historically worked “outside constrictive racial and gender paradigms ... to
disrupt the ways in which they were perceived by audiences and to enact their own

299

‘freedom dreams’” (6). In a corresponding manner, Meridian’s reclaimed voice
transforms collective sound into a site of resistance, visibility, and self-definition. This is

a political act of claiming belonging and asserting one’s humanity through public sound
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and performance, particularly for Black women and marginalized communities otherwise

denied full social and legal citizenship.

Significantly, this arduously obtained wholeness precipitates an intense shift in
her ethical reasoning, moving her from abstract principle to situated response. She
understands, at last, “that the respect she owed her life was to continue, against whatever
obstacles, to live it, and not to give up any particle of it without a fight to the death,
preferably not her own” (Walker 204). In this new state of integrated selfhood, she grasps
that she could kill, yet not for an abstract ideological “revolution,” but to prevent a
specific, immediate act of violence against an innocent life: “yes, indeed she would kill,
before she allowed anyone to murder his son again” (Walker 204). This represents the
mature completion of her metamorphasis. Her earlier repudiation to kill was a rejection
of an external, authoritarian demand that violated her core self. Now, the potential for
defensive violence emerges organically from within her own moral center, as a concrete,
proportionate expression of her reverence for life. Revolution is accordingly redefined; it
is no longer a grand, external creed to be mimicked, but an internalized will to protect life
and to fully live one’s own. This goes hand in hand with womanist ethicist Katie G.
Cannon’s argument that Black women’s moral wisdom emerges from lived experience
shaped by oppression and communal responsibility and not from abstract or detached
philosophical systems. In Black Womanist Ethics, Cannon critiques dominant ethical
codes grounded in assumptions of freedom and individual choice. She explains that “the
assumptions of the dominant ethical systems implied that the doing of Christian ethics in
the Black community was either immoral or amoral,” because “the cherished ethical ideas
predicated upon the existence of freedom and a wide range of choices proved null and
void in situations of oppression” (2). She further insists that ethical discernment for Black
women must be understood within conditions of struggle, affirming that “Black women
have justly regarded survival against tyrannical systems of triple oppression as a true

sphere of moral life” (Cannon 4).

6. CONCLUSION: BEYOND THE SCRIPT, THE CONTINUOUS REVOLUTION

Alice Walker’s Meridian does not conclude with a triumphalist march or a
martyr’s sacrificial spectacle, but with a quiet, resolute, and extremely subversive
affirmation that the ultimate revolutionary act is to choose to live in one’s own truth, on

one’s own terms, and with one’s own voice. Meridian’s eventual guiding conviction that
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saints and martyrs “should walk away. Do their bit, then — just walk away” (Walker 151)
constitutes a definitive denunciation of the masculinist melodrama that equates political
purity with spectacular death. This advocates instead for a model of sustained and
sustainable struggle that values the long, quiet haul over the explosive, self-consuming
moment. Through an unflinching intersectional and Black feminist lens, Walker’s novel
systematically exposes how the American Dream and the Civil Rights Movement failed
Black women despite seeking to claim that dream for all. This failure lay in maintaining
patriarchal norms that hushed their voices, controlled their bodies, constrained their
imaginations, and offered only prefabricated, limiting tenets for their activism and their

very being.

Meridian’s evolution from institutionalized muting at Saxon, through the strategic
refusal of corrupt revolutionary discourse, to embodied testimony under the Sojourner
tree, and finally to integrated sonic expression and ethical clarity in a liberating
community traces the developmental stages of a uniquely womanist practice. This form
of activism privileges the folk archive over the institutional record, corporeal testimony
over empty oratory, strategic silence over compliant speech, and situated, relational ethics
over rigid, impersonal ideology. This paper has expanded the critical conversation by
demonstrating how Meridian uses its narrative form itself to theorize the process of
activist formation, relentlessly centering the struggle for audibility, corporeal legitimacy,
and narrative authority as the main interlocking political battles for Black women. Walker
convincingly argues that liberation cannot be gifted by movements blind to intersectional
reality; it must be crafted by individuals who learn to design their own existence, listen
to their own conscience, and sound their own frequency in the world through spiritual,

political, and somatic travail.

Meridian’s enduring legacy lies in demonstrating that the feminist revolution is
the journey from being an object spoken for and a symbol in another’s political project to
becoming a subject who speaks, acts, and decides one’s destiny. In a contemporary world
that continues to silence, distort, and police the voices and bodily autonomy of women of
color, Alice Walker’s Meridian stands as an essential text. It teaches the brave ongoing
work of transforming inherited silence into considered language, language into
purposeful action, and action into a liberating life. It is a life that walks audibly and

corporeally away from the readily prepared definition of martyrdom and into the
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continuous, revolutionary act of becoming. Her revolution is not a single sound but a

changing frequency and not a finished monument but a living, breathing tree.
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