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Alice Walker presents a different kind of anti-hero in the title character of her 1974 novel; Meridian, as her name implies, ascends to become the anti-hero in her journey toward liberation.  Through experiences and choices, Meridian struggles to claim her independence by rejecting not only the American Dream ideals of family and motherhood, the material values of pragmatism, financial success, and self-gratification, but also the Marxist materialism and American ideal of equality pronounced by her revolutionary colleagues.  Meridian is a classic Modernist anti-hero in her effort to live authentically whose actions are rooted in the integrity to be true to herself.  Unlike the typical non-nurtured anti-hero who rejects not only the American Dream but all of society, Meridian’s story is an ongoing process of becoming an independent liberated Black Woman who finds spiritual and political liberation through empowering others.  Through the intricate web of dialectical domains—gender roles and family, sexuality, and politics—she emerges as a “flawed revolutionary,” driven not by abstract ideals or the desire for fame or a surrogate family but by the yearning to liberate body and soul, for herself and her community.  With Meridian, Walker creates more than a complex narrative of personal trials and triumphs; the threads of struggle in the interconnected lives of her characters she weaves into a historical narrative quilt that effectively challenges assumptions about race, power, identity, and justice.  

 
As the narrative unfolds, Walker strongly suggests that experience shapes self, so it would be an overstatement to argue that Meridian’s fate is pre-determined and that she is not, nor will ever become, a true anti-hero.  Walker is not interested in strict definitions and inflexible boundaries, evident in the unending cyclical patchwork-vignette structure as well as in the thematic tensions between Marxist materialism and spirituality, activism and tradition, independence and self-sacrifice.  Meridian is a dynamic character who wrestles with these issues; neither a stereotypical anti-hero nor a Black Feminist icon, she is more real, human, a character whose effort to de-victimize herself elicits reader empathy.  In order to portray Meridian’s process and “the labyrinth of Meridian’s mind,” Walker intentionally chooses to abandon the linear plot-driven structure in favor of a cyclical, unending form that interweaves the past and present, fiction and history, and multiple character vignettes, effectively dislocating the reader.  Dislocation is essential to non-objectivity, a key concept of the Black Arts Movement.  About the Non-Objective, Charles Fuller writes 

	If we can swallow that black writing in this country did not begin as object, we can understand its present need to reflect the revolution its people are engaged in, and see a fluidity and elasticity in black writing that can never be hoped for in the west. Black writing must twist and bend with its people, be creative because they are creative. (Fuller 9)


Reader dislocation allows Walker to collapse thematic and political borders—submission and liberation, personal experience and historical “reality,” the oppression of Black Americans and women.  Rather than relying on the linear plot structure that enforces objective, inflexible time, that traces events as they happen and from which the reader can delineate clear and distinct truths, Walker draws on feminine African tradition of quilt making.  Form is critical to Walker’s fiction and allows her to redefine the anti-hero and reconstruct liberation as both physical and spiritual.  About Meridian’s character, Callahan writes, “Escape for the body and freedom for the soul go together,” (Callahan 154).

A key indication that Meridian does not fit the anti-hero stereotype is her admiration for her father.  Comparing her parents and her feelings toward them, Meridian reflects, “…She respected even more her father’s intelligence, though it seemed he sang, beautifully, only of death” (Walker 30).  Meridian receives more nurture than the typical anti-hero, who receives none, and therefore has no reason to pursue the American Dream having realized at an early age the fruitlessness of such endeavors.  Ironically, while Meridian’s father critiques the American Dream and oppressive institutions such as Christianity, his nurture negatively impacts her ability to become a liberated woman.  

To understand how even a minimally nurturing environment impacts character, it is useful to contrast Walker’s Meridian and Toni Morrison’s Sula.  Sula’s fierce independent instinct is cultivated by a non-nurturing, matriarchal home.  The defining moment for Sula occurs when she overhears her mother, Hannah, declare to her friends, “I love Sula.  I just don’t like her.  That’s the difference.” (Morrison 57)  Sula’subsequent fall from innocence, her taunting and accidental drowning of Chicken Little, occurs later that same day.  Meridian’s mother is similarly cold to her daughter, offering love that is conditional upon Meridian’s acceptance of her submissive role in society, as Meridian remembers in a dream that “her mother’s love was gone, withdrawn, and there were conditions to be met before it would be returned,” conditions that “Meridian was never able to meet” (Walker 30).

Both Sula and Meridian pronounce their independence in relationship-ending confrontations with their mothers, where they reject the American ideal of family and the oppressive institution of motherhood.  Sula’s grandmother, Eva, remembers that while Sula’s mother Hannah danced burning, dying in the yard fire, “She sees Sula standing on the back porch just looking…and remained convinced that Sula had watched Hannah burn not because she was paralyzed but because she was interested” (Morrison 78).  That this incident follows Chicken Little’s drowning is significant; by the time of Hannah’s death by fire, the second death that Sula witnesses, Sula is conscious of death and of her role in it.  Although she watches Chicken Little drown, she is still an innocent, unaware of death

	The water darkened and closed quickly over the place where Chicken Little sank.  The pressure of his hard and tight little fingers was still in Sul’as palms as she stood looking at the closed place in the water.  They expected him to come back up, laughing.  Both girls stared at the water.  (Morrison 61)


Sula’s loss of innocence, her experience with death, is amplified by her direct role in Chicken Little’s drowning.  So she is prepared for her mother’s death, watching flames that represent her own rage consume her mother.  A concatenation of events—overhearing her mother’s declaration, Chicken Little’s drowning, and her mother’s burning—reveals the direct relationship between the anti-hero’s, e.g. Sula, lack of nurture and rejection of the American ideal that demands preservation of the family.  The alternative reality for Sula to the unattainable absurd ideal is the destructive quality of family on the soul, the inevitable loss of innocence, and the anti-hero’s response—Sula’s rejection of family and claim of  independence. 

Meridian’s confrontation with her mother and her break from family occurs when she chooses to reject motherhood by giving up her child and claiming her independence by accepting a scholarship to attend Saxon College.  Meridian’s choice is so compelling exactly because she first tries the route of the American ideal/material dream, through marriage to materialistically-driven Eddie, through mothering Eddie Jr.  Through her experience as a wife and mother, she realizes the oppressive chains of these institutions.  Meridian’s rejection of motherhood and marriage incites her mother’s anger because it is a negation of the self-sacrifice by which the weaker Mrs. Hill martyred herself.  “Her frail independence gave way to the pressures of motherhood and she learned—much to her horror and amazement—that she was not even allowed to be resentful that she was ‘caught.’  That her personal life was over.”  (Walker 50)  Although she is mother to six children and “never wanted to have any,” sacrificing herself to be a mother and resentful of it, she demands the same of Meridian.  She scorns Meridian’s “selfishness” for giving up her child (“I just don’t see how you could let another woman raise your child,”), discards her as a “monster,” thereby disowning her by setting forth the conditions of her conditional love, declaring, “You should want Eddie Jr., unless you’re some kind of monster.  And not daughter of mine is a monster, surely,” (Walker 89). While Mrs. Hill expresses shame for Meridian’s lack of virtue and carelessness, which results in her teenage pregnancy, (“I always thought you were a good girl.  And all the time, you were fast,” Walker 87), she comes to accept Meridian through her marriage to Eddie Jr., “a good boy, it was argued, it was agreed—in her family’s estimation” (Walker 62).  But the standards for “good” are socially accepted material standards based on appearance and class-based respectability 

	And he was, by several of the prevailing standards:  He was always clean—he bathed, in summer, two or three times a week.  His pants, jeans and Sunday, were creased always.  His shirts starched and not in loud colors…He might become a businessman like his father.  (Walker 62).  


Mrs. Hill accepts Eddie because both of them are pragmatic followers of the American dream and place high value on maintaining proper appearance, which replaces nurture in Mrs. Hill’s home (“In the ironing of her children’s clothes she expended all the energy she might have put into openly loving them,” Walker 79).  Because of her respect for her father and her inability to share her mother’s steadfast beliefs in the American Dream, Meridian experiences the chains of motherhood more deeply than her mother and is compelled to revolt against motherhood (“Rebelling, she began to dream each night, just before her baby sent out his cries, of ways to murder him,” Walker 69). 

Both Hannah and Mrs. Hill, Sula’s and Meridian’s respective mothers, represent weakness, living according to socially male-defined expectations of women.  The familial chains that bind their own mothers will entrap neither Sula nor Meridian.  Sexuality for Sula and Meridian plays a significant role in their claim to independence, through which they refuse to perpetuate and transmit a false American ideal of family.  While Sula uses sex as a man, simply for her own sexual pleasure, Meridian chooses to end the cycle of sexual victimization and becomes asexual.  Sula’s sexual freedom, with the possible exception of Ajax, denies a need for men, for romantic relationships, for child-rearing and thus serves as a negation of both Eva’s and Hannah’s pandering to men.  For Meridian, sex is not essential to sexual freedom.  The independence she seeks is not rooted in sexuality or defining her power through sexual freedom but is a freedom for body and spirit.  Her ascension requires a process of de-victimization, marked by the end of her marriage, the end of her passive participation in her sexual objectification by men in positions of power, and her decision to end sexual relations with Truman.

Ironically, it is the past that Meridian chooses to leave behind that places her at odds with the community she finds at Saxon College among the Black revolutionaries.  Unlike her fellow revolutionaries, Meridian has already rejected the American Dream, and truly, she is the one who least needs to proclaim the willingness to kill to prove her integrity; disowned by her mother and having given up her child, she is more than rootless—she has effectively killed her former self.  Walker uses irony to depict the hypocrisy that frequently accompanies political ideology.  Anne-Marion, who demands that Meridian proclaim her willingness to kill for the Revolution, typifies the revolutionaries’ hypocrisy; while declaring herself a revolutionary, she seeks the American dream ideal of class mobility for all blacks and the material dream of a “capitalist fling” for herself.  Thus Walker delineates a gap of integrity between Anne-Marion and Meridian (“Anne-Marion did not know if she would be a success as a capitalist, while Meridian did not think she could enjoy owning things others could not have,” Walker 118).  Ironically, Meridian acknowledges her colleagues’ equating violence to a great symbol of American values, “cherry pie,” (substituting cherry for apple) in her call-and-response oath to the revolutionaries.  Through Meridian’s contemplation of the Black Revolutionary oath and her refusal to admit a willingness to kill, she finds herself alienated by another community, a pivotal stage in the process of her political independence and ascension to become the anti-hero.

	“Then you will kill for the Revolution, not just die for it?”  Anne Marion’s once lovely voice, beloved voice.  “Like a fool!”  the voice added, bitterly and hard.

“I don’t know.”

“But can you say you probably will?  That you will.”

“No.” (Walker 31)




Unlike her fellow revolutionaries who cast her out, Meridian cannot use her voice to admit a willingness to kill without innately believing in her heart that she can perform the act, where her counterparts do not question their integrity, the commitment in their words.  Another, more recent feminist novel by Joyce Carol Oates presents a similar, more gentle, casting out of a group member unable to participate in the violent battles of the Us versus THEM war; Maddy-Monkey, the Foxfire scribe, refuses to be an accomplice in Legs’ plot to abduct William Kellogg, Jr. for ransom.  Like Meridian, she is incapable of performing such violence herself, but for Maddy, the inability to go along with the gang is due to an internal lack of rage.  Meridian does not lack rage, but it is her connection to her past, to her ancestors, to the spiritual “music” that triggers her “inner voice of moral imagination:  If they committed murder—and to her even revolutionary murder was murder—what would the music be like?’” (Callahan 157).  Like Oates, Walker clearly depicts the political oppositional reality while eliciting reader empathy for her characters and understanding of the personal-political necessity for their action, even if she is critical of what they choose to do.  Walker is not, however, as critical of violent action or the assumption of its necessity as she is of the lack of integrity to deny its implications for the soul and liberation of the spirit of her people.  

By approaching history through the eyes and experience of Meridian, Walker is able to readdress the male-centered Black liberation struggle from a feminist perspective, reconstruct it as a collective struggle for the liberation of Blacks as well as for women, and critique one that will not allow the other.  She presents racial history through Meridian’s experience in order to critique the victimization of women, black and white, in the Black Power Movement.  Critic bell hooks writes

	Careful critical examination of black power literature in the sixties and early seventies exposes the extent to which black women and men were using sexualized metaphors to talk about the effort to resist racist domination.  Many of us have never forgotten that moment in Soul on Ice when Eldridge Cleaver, writing about the need to ‘redeem my conquered manhood,’ described raping black women as practice for the eventual rape of white women…Cleaver was able to deflect attention away from the misogynist sexism of his assertions by poignantly justifying these acts as a natural response to racial domination.  (Hooks 58).  


Walker exposes this through Tommy Odds’ rape of Truman’s wife Lynne.  Tommy Odds fantasizes about dominating and dehumanizing her “because she was white, first of all, which meant she would assume she was in control, and because he wanted-at first—to forcer her to have him in ways that would disgust and thrill her” (Walker 157).  Although a feminist novel, Walker refrains from using fiction simply as a framework, a vehicle through which she can make a clear, strong argument about the oppression of women.  Walker is more interested in deconstructing assumptions, in problematizing rather than proselytizing about race and gender, and Lynne’s response to her rapist “destroys whatever feminist argument the text attempted to advance” (Elliot-Butler 149).  Walker effectively reconciles these tensions and evokes the feminist perspective through the parallels she constructs between Meridian and Lynne, and through their friendship.  Both women suffer sexual victimization, have sexual relations with Truman at their own expense, are rootless—estranged from their families, and are mothers who lose their children.  Meridian tells Lynne, “I tried very heard not to hate you.  And I think I always succeeded,” to which Lynne acknowledges, “It ain’t easy not to hate the omnipresent honky woman,” (Walker 175).

While Walker illustrates shared experience and understanding between two women through Meridian’s relationship with Lynne, she contrasts material and spiritual motives through Truman’s relationship to Meridian and his inability to understand her. Having renounced the American Dream and Marxist materialism that denies the liberation of the soul, Meridian returns to the South to “go back to the people, to live with them, like Civil Rights workers used to do” (Walker 31).  Meridian’s decision and her post-Saxon life is devoted to Walker’s concern “with the spiritual survival, the whole of my people,” and what she considers to be “the real revolution…concerned with the least glamorous stuff” (Butler-Evans 123-124).  Truman, whose participation in the Revolution serves as a means for achieving American Dream material success through sexual self-gratification and status, cannot understand Meridian’s unglamorous work.  From his perspective, he perceives that she has “less and less furniture, fewer and fewer pieces of clothing, less of a social position in the community” (Walker 31). Truman, like Anne-Marion, is not a radical revolutionary, although he dresses like one “in a flowing Ethopian robe,” or “wearing a tan cotton jacket of the type worn by Chairman Mao,” (Walker 99, 24).  In fact, his involvement in the Movement is hardly for any cause other than pursuit of his own material and sexual rewards.  Milan Kundera’s concept of the opportunistic “dancer” provides insight into Truman’s character, describing the “dancer” as one who “differs from the politician in that he seeks not power but glory; his desire is not to impose this or that social scheme on the world (he couldn’t care less about that) but to take over the stage so as to beam forth his self,” (Kundera 19).  Meridian points out Truman’s material concern with appearance over substance when she sardonically addresses him, “Why, Che Guevara,” and declares that, although she knows he is an artist no longer involved in the Movement, “You look like a revolutionary…just like Che,” (Walker 24-25).  By contrast, Meridian admits she looks like “death eating a soda cracker,” (Walker 25).  Meridian may not be willing to kill, but for her, “true rescue…lies within those reaches of self beyond the babel of fashionably militant tongues,” and her integrity flies out of Truman’s reach (Callahan 155).  

Walker’s feminism is multi-dimensional, political as well as spiritual, demanding more than a confrontation with the victimization of women; she is interested in raising spiritual consciousness.  Truman, a dancer, is not concerned with integrity or substance, precisely why is drawn to Meridian and seeks her nurture, effectively vampiring her.  He drains her because he needs her but cannot understand her.  He does not live deeply but dwells on the surface of things.  When finally he begins to nurture her, feeling “intensely maternal” toward her, she writes a poem that expresses the realization of her liberation.  Spiritual consciousness, in the poem, is evident in the fluid and life-sustaining symbol of “water,” not “the rock…of god,” which only appears to be solid but always erodes; her rootlessness, estrangement from family and mother’s Christianity, is inextricably connected to her spiritual consciousness and required for Meridian’s liberation, so that she can “recreate” herself (Walker 213).  Through the character of Meridian, Walker reverently portrays the the “exemplary, flawed revolutionary,” which Walker argues is one “worth following” (Callahan 154).  Meridian is a revolutionary worth following because of her integrity; she is equally concerned with her own liberation as well as that of her people, and she understands that the two are inextricably connected.

	there is water in the world for us

brought by our friends

though the rock of mother and god

vanishes into sand

and we, cast out sone

to heal

and re-create ourselves. (Walker 213)




What distinguishes Meridian’s status as an anti-hero, and therefore marks her as the “flawed” revolutionary, is her reciprocal and “self-restoring” relationship with the past, her spiritual consciousness, her search for her true voice through integrating political and personal experience.  Through experience, Meridian journeys toward liberation of body and soul, ending the cycle of sexual victimization, releasing herself from the chains of family, motherhood, and Christianity.  In the process, Meridian ascends and re-creates herself to become an anti-hero on her own terms.  Walker’s novel is a historical narrative quilt that approaches racial history from a Black Feminist perspective.  Through Meridian’s character, Walker redefines both the anti-hero and the revolutionary as one who fights against the American Dream, who seeks political and spiritual liberation not only for herself but for her people as a whole.

