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In response to the black women’s double oppressions of racism and sexism, Alice Walker 

articulates “womanism” by underscoring how women suffer at the hands of black men and how 

they struggle to liberate themselves against racist society.  The novel Meridian taken up for 

discussion touches upon the sensitive issues of African society that other writers are perhaps too 

afraid to mention. It was written during the time when African-Americans were struggling for 

equality. In 1967 Alice Walker married a Jewish white man Melvyn Roseman Leventhal and 

became the first legally married interracial couple to reside in Jackson. They were constantly 

challenged as a couple and many a time threatened.  Having this as a background, Walker 

compares her life with a black woman Meridian Hill, the protagonist of the novel who suffers 

from struggle, violence, rape and racism.  The “inner struggle” (Cooke 158) of Meridian, which 

is not for the women’s rights, but for destroying “racial oppression” (Birch 211), has been 

brought into focus. 

The paper explores mainly on the concepts of interracial relationships between African-

American men and white women, the idea of African-American motherhood, their search for 

selfhood, African-American male dominance, sexism and suppression. By probing deep into 

these issues the researcher aims to portray the experiences of black women who find it difficult 

and more different to survive in hard conditions in their own land. Finally because of their 

education, they try to break out of the stereotypes which have been forced upon them in order to 

find their true self and recreate a definite positive identity for themselves in the black 

community. But still the sufferings of the African-American women are beyond endurance, and 

they are discussed and vividly demonstrated in the paper.  

Interracial relationship between African-American men and white women is presented 

elaborately in this paper. Seeing the ever-rising conflict between them, Black w2omen 

revolutionaries and educated women mildly rise against the existing oppression of their society 
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though they do not get success in their attempt completely. It is a process of struggle and 

suffering for black and white together. Lauret points out that the fight of the protagonist starts 

when “she leaves her husband and gives up her child, distances herself from her devout Christian 

mother and devotes her life to activism” (60). It is obvious that she has to struggle with different 

types of obstacles because of her “. . . insistence on the sacredness of life” (Evans 466). By 

devoting herself to Revolution, Meridian ignores a lot of things for the sake of her people.  

 

The “social, political and philosophical issues” (Henderson 111) raised by the Movement 

help the people to be aware of the society. Professor Truman Held, an activist for the Civil 

Rights Movement is the first man Meridian ever really falls in love with but she could not see 

herself making love to him because she is not ready. Though a staunch supporter of black 

people’s rights and an advocate of protecting the virtue of black women from the Whites, in his 

private life, he oppresses the black women as much as the Whites do. After not being able to woe 

Meridian into making love to him, he starts to date White women. Once three white young 

female exchange students are at a party where he and Meridian were attending. Truman has been 

curious to know of them and asks the girls where they have come from, what they look like and 

their names. Suddenly Meridian finds him disappeared until the party is over. Later Meridian 

hears that Truman is dating the exchange students. Walker says “It was strange and unfair, but 

the fact that he dated them obviously because their colour made him drawn towards them” (129). 

This strange behaviour of her husband leads her to search her soul and reevaluate her blackness 

and her femininity. Meridian fails to understand Truman’s interest in White women, at first 

because “she does not consider the historic relationship of black men to white women that was 

different from that of black women to white men” (Henderson 120). She is of the view that 

nobody prefers White girls except White boys, and also White men prefer black women because 

the White women are considered as sexless, contemptible and ridiculous by White as well as 

black men.  

 

The strained interracial relationship makes them to consider each other as different, 

though in some cases, they are hauled towards each other. They never accept the other as their 
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egalitarian. For instance, as a black man in the South, Truman also marries Lynne who is a 

fighter like him for Civil Rights. She is considered a traitor to his race.  When he watches Lynne 

with a group of black children, he has a strong desire to take a picture of the scene but instead he 

takes a picture of a shabby house in dire need of repair.  Black revolutionaries too, view Lynne 

as a White “bitch” and Truman suffers under the pressure of ostracism from the group. Truman and 

his friend Tommy Odds believe that the interracial relationship between Truman and Lynne is 

only a sham for each of them to get what they need out of their relationship. Truman too is aware 

of the barriers which hold him back from truly being able to fully enjoy his relationship. His 

feelings for Lynne start to change when Odds is shot by white men. While lying in the hospital, 

Odds does not want Truman to even mention Lynne’s name, because she is White and therefore 

the enemy. Odds says “All White people are motherfuckers. I want to see them destroyed. I 

could watch their babies being torn limb from limb and I wouldn’t lift a finger” (132). His hatred 

for Whites becomes so strong that he starts to lash out on his friend’s wife: “get rid of your bitch, 

man” (135) even though she is always kind to him. As Odds’ words penetrate his heart, from that 

moment onwards, Truman thinks of how to get rid of Lynne.  He could not deny thinking that 

Lynne is guilty in one way or the other way round. He ceases to argue because he thinks he 

might be as guilty as Lynne, for loving her.  

During Civil Rights Movement, the Whites are no longer accepted at any of the meetings 

or marches. The black men hide their White wives and girlfriends in order to declare their love 

for black women as proof of their blackness. For instance, Tom Johnson, a black man, had lived 

with a White woman for years but whenever he had a guest at home, the woman could not be 

found. When Truman asked Johnson the reason of not marrying the woman, Johnson replied, 

because she is White. Lynne too tries hard to fit in with the African-Americans and get them to 

trust and like her, but it is in vain. Though Truman remains a member of all Movement 

discussions he would say nothing to his wife. His love for the Movement and his image as a 

black man perhaps are stronger than his love for Lynne. So there is no chance of lasting in their 

marriage. Once again he traces down Meridian and practically begs her to give him one more 

chance. He tells her, “I don’t owe Lynne the way I do you. You notice I don’t lie and say I don’t 

love her at all. She meant a great deal to me. But you’re different. Loving you is different” (140). 
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She replies by saying, “Because I’m black” (Walker 140). Meridian knows well that Truman 

loves Lynne and the only reason he has decided to get rid of her is because no one in the black 

community, especially the younger men, will accept him as a serious activist in the Movement if 

he does not do so. 

Interracial differences are seen clearly in White community also. For instance, when 

Lynne is first discovered by her mother at Truman’s house, she screams the whole way there and 

Lynne describes it as a “birth cry” that will haunt her even after she is dead. When she becomes 

pregnant with Truman’s child she is outcast by the rest of the White community as well as her 

family. After Truman leaves Lynne, they enter into a confrontation outside Meridian’s home and 

Lynne explicates the reason why Truman married her in the first place and the reason he had left 

her. She tells that the only reason of leaving her is when he finds that “black was beautiful” 

(Walker 149). This outburst from Lynne shows that Truman married her because of her race. As 

Truman listens to Lynne he realises that “he had never hated, aesthetically, the whiteness of 

Lynne so much. It shocked him” (149). Lynne is not the only White woman to become excluded 

in the community for having a relationship with an African-American. Another character Daxter 

the mortician in the novel has a White mother who is also excluded from her family home when 

she is discovered to be pregnant by an African-American. 

Walker examines the reason for “the hatred and violence which result from the fear of 

difference” (Birch 214) because of race. When Tommy Odds decides to rape Lynne he affirms 

that it is because he wants to feel superior to her. He wants Lynne because “she was White, first 

of all, which meant she would assume she was in control” (Walker 157). In order to assert his 

power over the whites, he does it. This coloured man’s “rape of Lynne is justified, by the black 

man’s need to liberate himself from white oppression by taking revenge upon white women” 

(66). His hatred of white people causes this violent behaviour. It is a mere “act of vengeance on 

white society” (74). It is obvious that “By being white Lynne was guilty of whiteness” (133). To 

Meridian the rape of Lynne by Odds is not justified as the black man’s need to liberate himself 

from white oppression or to take revenge upon white women” (Lauret 66).   

On the other hand, Lynne, an advocate for Civil Rights, knows that if she goes to the 
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police, innocent African-American men will be victimized. To her it is worse than a rape and so 

she does not allow circumstances to make her scream. Though Truman prefers Lynne to 

Meridian, he fails to understand Lynne when she is raped by Tommy Odds. Instead of protecting 

her from Odds, Truman condemns her. The rape incident is seen again when Lynne’s six-year 

old daughter Camara, who is also black like her father Truman, is raped by a man and is now 

lying nearly dead in the hospital. To Lynne, it is not as easy to accept the rape of her daughter as 

hers and hence she finds difficult in expressing it. “Our daughter has been hurt . . . the kid’s been 

beat up . . . There’s been . . . an accident. Our child. Attacked” (168).  

 

Focusing on the complex relationship of Meridian, Truman and Lynne, Walker analyses 

how the interracial relationship influences each community and how they finally psychologically 

adapt themselves to various situations. It is Meridian who offers Lynne her love, after being 

separated from Truman. She helps her realise that both of them can talk intimately because they 

are women. Lynne confides in Meridian, sharing with her the traumatic experiences in marriage. 

Though both realise the weakness of Truman, they feel no hatred or contempt towards him. 

Instead of hatred, anger, or rivalry, there is mutual sympathy at having been betrayed and 

exploited by the same man. In fact, like any ordinary black woman, Meridian could have 

discarded and denied any love to Lynne. However, her mind has been broadened so much that 

she never thinks of Lynne and Truman in personal terms but in the larger context of her black 

community. In spite of her painful private experiences, she is born anew and succeeds in 

evolving a new self and finally she emerges as a leader of the black race.   

 

Secondly the paper exposes the idea of African-American motherhood.  Walker depicts 

black mother figures as women who face harsh responsibilities which they either accept or deny. 

They believe that motherhood would rob their identity. The demands of mothering, the gasping 

and screaming infant who robs the mother of her sleep, remind her of slavery. So they renounce 

the restrictive biological role of motherhood and participate in the larger social and political life 

of their society. They emerge with beauty and strength, talent and genius, on the canvas of life, 

undeterred and dauntless. They consider childbearing as images of murder and suicide. For 

instance, as a student of Saxon college, Fast Mary secretly gives birth in a tower room, chops her 
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new born babe to bits and washes it down the toilet. When her attempt to hide the birth fails, she 

is locked up in a room without windows by her parents where she later on hangs herself.  

 

Another mother figure Mrs. Hill, Meridian’s mother marries Mr. Hill who is quiet, clean, 

sincere, ambitious and dreamy, not out of love, but to appease the community.  She takes up 

motherhood as a burden, representing the loss of her teaching position because she cannot pass 

new exams. During her first pregnancy, she becomes distracted from what she was. She 

understands that she has lost her frail independence to the pressures of motherhood and learns 

that she is entrapped and that her personal life is over. Having learned to follow others rather than 

following herself, she indoctrinates Meridian, her daughter, in such things that she herself does 

not believe. 

 

Motherhood is not a jolly and a healthy one for a mythical black mother. It only 

perpetuates the general ignorance so pervasive in the black community. Meridian too confesses 

that she feels guilty for stealing her mother’s serenity, for shattering her mother’s emerging self, 

though she is unable to understand how this could possibly be her fault. Pamela E.Barnett opines 

that “Walker keeps Meridian in a state of ignorance and denies her a chance for a better life” 

(127). In fact like her mother, Meridian is not interested in sex. Out of ignorance, even before 

marriage, she is seduced by George Dexter who thinks that she is like a toy as she is black.  She 

comes to understand what it is to be a mother by knowing her own mother and also by becoming 

the mother of Eddie’s child. Before the birth of her baby, Meridian realises that she does not 

want it, and after its birth, she dreams of ways to murder him in order to express her repressed 

resistance. The very moment she undergoes abortion, she becomes “disgusted with the fecundity 

of her body that got pregnant in less screwing than anybody’s she had ever heard of ”(139). She 

hears her own voice that cursed her existence and the psychological toll is immense, as she feels 

she has failed to uphold the tradition established by her ancestors.   

 

Thirdly the paper engages in the search for selfhood of the African-American women to 

discover meaning in their roots and traditions. They are gradually awakened from their 

subordinate status as a black female, daughter, wife and mother to their own self and try to 
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become the maternal provider of the larger black community. They struggle to break away from 

the bondage and strive for the social and spiritual uplift of their community. Trapped in her own 

lethargy and lack of direction, Meridian has no idea how to break through her stasis. the moment 

she is conscious of her submissiveness through childbearing, she decides to live a life of her 

own. She reclaims her past and reexamines her relationship with the black community and 

finally gains the internal strength to endure hardships.  She disobeys her mother, forgets the 

husband who deserts her and gives away her son for adoption. At the same time, when Truman 

returns to Meridian, she sets him “free,” and in so doing, she herself becomes “free at last.” It is 

felt that without such freedom one cannot truly participate in nurturing the black life.  

 

It has been argued that a black woman should give some meaning to her life as an 

individual. When she is awakened to give some meaning to her life, she would learn about the 

Revolution. As a dropout from high school, a deserted wife, a mother, a daughter-in-law, she 

breaks out of these stereotypes in order to find her true self and recreates a definite positive 

identity for herself and discovers her individual role in the black community: “I’ll go back to the 

people, live among them” (137). The common people, with whom she lives, love her and supply 

her with a room and food in grateful appreciation for her efforts to help them. She moves closely 

with them having genuine concern for them. She is not alienated from self and society but 

ultimately she feels liberated. She keeps alive the life-giving tradition of the people. Having thus 

arrived at the protagonist’s clear-cut self-definition of her identity and her role in the community, 

the Bildungsroman draws to a close with a glimpse of the future which is suggested 

symbolically. 

 

The paper also explores the relationship between black women’s past tradition and 

societal change by probing many of the facets of sexism and racism in the American society.  

She seeks to transform “suspended” women into “emergent” black women. In order to transform 

the society, black people must understand their own heritage and transform them. It is in the 

process of attempting social change through the movement, Meridian discovers her own personal 

path which is the theme of the novel. When Truman tells her that he does not like to think of her 

as being always alone, Meridian replies that it is “her value.” The novel ends with a new image 
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of Meridian as a liberated black woman with a hard-won insight into the riddles of life.  

 

Anecdotes of mythic dimension draw the readers to an understanding of what it means to 

be a black woman in a racist and sexist society. These anecdotes from the past illuminate various 

aspects of the black woman’s experiences. For instance, the Wild Child, Louvinie, the slave 

whose tongue had been cut off and buried, and out of which grew the magnificent magnolia tree 

“Sojourner” in Saxon College. In the past the tree offered a hiding place for the escaped 

slaves and in the present its big trunk and branches provide a platform for classes. Later 

the tree is cut down by the enraged black students who are the representatives of the paradoxical 

nature of black anger, and its sprouting at the end symbolises the regeneration of the black 

community.  The cutting off of the tongue symbolises the silencing of black women whose 

creativity is thwarted. This symbolic bridge links the struggle of black human from slavery 

to freedom. It is a symbol of regeneration, an affirmation of life, despite forces of destructive 

violence. Also Meridian’s head, which had grown bald, due to loss of hair in sickness, is covered 

with newly grown hair like “soft wool.” This Samson image, the regrowth of hair, symbolises the 

renewal of life and strength.  

 

The paper also discusses patriarchy prevailing in African-American society. Black 

women writers become aware of it and try to understand the forces responsible for the plight of 

women. Gloria Naylor demonstrates the black patriarchy at its worst and Alice Walker also 

speaks of the patriarchy in a similar light. Their major thematic concern revolves round the 

struggle for equal rights and for upholding human dignity. Toni Morrison’s women are also quite 

aware of the power of patriarchy. Naylor, Walker and Morrison compassionately recount a 

passionate social crisis with all the artistic abilities at their command. The themes covered are 

provocative and the sensibility seethes with the sense of legitimate rage for the woman wronged. 

Walker believes that her creativity and artistic abilities would bring a change in the social order 

of patriarchy. It is also a kind of warning to black male chauvinists that their dominance is 

coming to an end with the advent of feminist ideals gaining foothold.  

 

The paper tries to bring about a change in the social milieu where women are tend to be 
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accepted as equal to men but not. They are denied of their right and social status, in the society 

by men. The author strives hard to remove the persisting gender discrimination in all its 

manifestation and feels that female mutilation should be totally eradicated. Black women are 

inescapably grounded in the experience of slavery and they are dealt as bonded-slaves. They 

cannot raise their hands against men especially White men.  Although they fight for freedom 

they are crushed by the males. The novel starts in the 1970s, and it goes back tracing Meridian’s 

life over twenty-five years and more. This is not done in a chronological sequence. A complex 

retrospective technique, a flashback within a flashback, is used. Meridian traces her past life in a 

series of flashbacks, anecdotes and retrospective narration. 

 

Thus in this paper the author puts across that interracial relationship which is felt in a 

way for black men to feel superiority, is not right. Oppressions of the blacks and their consequent 

fights towards liberation will gain some kind of equality and citizenship. On the other hand, 

White women use such relationship as an opportunity to gain a kind of forgiveness for the 

hardships that black men have so far endured, is also not accepted and considered by the society. 

Only education helps a person to psychologically adapt himself in a society, though he mildly 

raises his voice every now and then. Dr. Franklin notes that African-Americans believe that 

“education is the bridge over the barriers that skin color constructs” (37). The author also feels 

that having sinned against her biological motherhood, Meridian becomes a mother by 

expanding her mind with action which is directed towards the preservation of all life. It is 

hoped that black women’s suffering will change one day and hence it is necessary to promote 

social relations. Early memories of black womanhood, their relationship with parents, maternal 

history, and ancestral legacy of traits, initiation into sex, entrapment into motherhood out of 

ignorance and the disintegration of the marriage are vividly discussed in this paper.  

 

Works cited 

Birch, Eva Lennox, Black American Women’s Writing, New York: Harvester Wheat sheaf. 1994.  

Print. 

Cooke, Michael G. Afro-American Literature in the Twentieth Century, London: Yale University  

Press. 1984. Print. 



Scholar Critic                                                ISSN 2348 – 6945 (Online)                                          
Vol-02, Issue-01, April 2015.                                                         Page | 35 

 
 

www.scholarcritic.com 

 

Evans, Mari. Black Women Writers (1950-1980), New York: Doubleday. 1984. Print. 

Henderson, Theory and Poetic of African-American Women's Writing. London:  

University of Chicago Press, 1989. Print. 

Lauret, Maria. Liberating Literature. London: Routledge, 1994. Print. 

Walker, Alice. Meridian, New York: Pocket Books. 1986. Print.  

*** 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


