
 

International Journal of English Literature and Social Sciences 

Vol-11, Issue-3; May-Jun, 2026 

 

Peer-Reviewed Journal 

Journal Home Page Available: https://ijels.com/ 

Journal DOI: 10.22161/ijels 

 

 

ISSN: 2456-7620, IJELS-2026, 11(3), (ISSN: 2456-7620) (Int. J of Eng. Lit. and Soc. Sci.) 

https://dx.doi.org/10.22161/ijels.113.75                                                                                                                                               460 

Storytelling as Survival: Creativity, Voice and Healing in 

Select Stories of Alice Walker’s The Way Forward is with a 

Broken Heart 

Dr. Elizabeth Zachariah 

 

Assistant Professor, Department of English, St. Mary’s College, Manarcad, Kottayam, Kerala, India 

Email: elzaaniltk@gmail.com 

 
Received: 18 May 2026; Received in revised form: 15 Jun 2026; Accepted: 18 Jun 2026; Available online: 22 Jun 2026 

©2026 The Author(s). Published by Infogain Publication. This is an open-access article under the CC BY license 

(https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/). 

 

Abstract— This paper examines storytelling as a means of survival in Alice Walker’s The Way Forward is 

with a Broken Heart. It focuses on the narratives “To My Young Husband,” “Kindred Spirit,” and 

“Blaze.” The study places the text within feminist narratology and trauma theory. It argues that 

storytelling is not merely an act of representation but also a means of transforming knowledge. Walker’s 

mixed narrative challenges traditional boundaries between fiction and autobiography. It highlights 

emotional experience as a source of knowledge. Through storytelling, the main character reshapes 

experiences of love, loss, and displacement into meanings that support both healing and resistance. The 

paper shows that fragmentation, rather than signalling a failure in the narrative, serves as a technique for 

reflecting trauma and enabling its exploration. In the end, storytelling becomes a means of survival, 

reclaiming voice, rebuilding identity, and redefining the “broken heart” as a source of creative and ethical 

renewal. 

Keywords— creative and ethical renewal, feminist narratology, fragmentation, healing and resistance, 

storytelling. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 

From the anti-slavery and women’s rights movements of 

the 1960s and 1970s to the contemporary Black Feminist 

Movement, Black American women fought for liberation 

and struggled against all forces that silenced them. 

Whether called Womanism, Black Feminism, or African-

American Feminism, these movements sought social, 

economic, and political equality. They also aspired to an 

appropriate and progressive vision of social justice for all 

Black American women. Everywhere, the oppressed are 

destined to abandon their cultural and racial identity. The 

hegemony imposed by the oppressor created a sense of 

inferiority among the oppressed regarding their culture, 

race, and tradition. In the postcolonial setting, the defeated 

race is slowly awakening from its inferior position.  

The articulation by Black people, especially Black women, 

deconstructed the negative stereotypes around them, which 

were a hindrance to their struggle for literary recognition 

from the oppressive hegemonic literary canon. Racism and 

sexism have been interrelated in the history of America, 

and Black women writers such as Alice Walker, Toni 

Morrison and Paule Marshall mirrored these two social 

evils in their novels. Even today, Black women writers 

continue to analyse the relationship between class, race 

and gender. “Continuing sexual discrimination, the 

imposition of the military draft and Federal incompetence 

in Civil Rights encouraged women, homosexuals, lesbians, 

Indians and most of all Blacks to believe that they would 

win their rightful status only by energetic campaigning” 

(M. Walker 223). 

The Civil Rights Movement and the Black Power 

Movement, which empowered Black men, and the White 

Women’s Liberation Movement, which gained rights for 

white middle-class women, were of no use in empowering 
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Black women. Black women found themselves at the 

lowest rung of the social ladder and realised that if they 

could escape all forms of oppression by any means, then 

all kinds of oppression would be ameliorated. Black 

women approached Black feminism as a means to end 

multiple, triple or double jeopardy. Bearing in mind that 

the white feminist movements were of no use to black 

women’s liberation, it was Alice Walker who coined the 

term "womanist" to distinguish black women’s feminism 

from white women’s. Asserting that feminist is to lavender 

as womanist is to purple, Walker suggested that 

Womanism is a form of feminism with Black women as 

the subject of its discourse. Unlike feminism, which 

concentrated only on women’s upliftment, womanism 

focused on the writings of both Black men and women.  

Quite different from the declarative stance of the 

traditional American novel, Black women's novels are 

works of inquiry. They are inquiries into the self, a 

yearning to sing their own songs, and a desire to prove that 

they are bold enough to face the world, irrespective of the 

discrimination they face because of race, class and gender. 

Black feminist theory aims at achieving gender equality 

for Black women and, thereby, eradicating racism as well 

as sexism. As Beverly Guy Sheftall explains, “black 

feminism’s goals are to ‘provide clarity about the impact 

and interface of racism, sexism, heterosexism and classism 

on the lives of African American women and to create a 

world in which race, class, gender hierarchies are no 

longer viable” (xviii). In addition to giving their works a 

folk sensibility that incorporates both endurance and 

resistance, they aim to create narratives rich in social and 

cultural analysis from the perspective of the oppressed. 

They reject a binary of victim and hero, avoid the rhetoric 

of nationalism, protest or accommodation, examine the 

positive and negative aspects of the Black community and 

construct sophisticated and artistically successful fictions.  

They emphasise the survival of Black people, especially 

Black women, through open resistance and their desire for 

true freedom. 

As an Afro-American woman, Alice Walker always sought 

to give voice to the oppressed, gendered subalterns in her 

works. A womanist who consistently criticised racist and 

sexist hegemony, she portrayed women characters in 

search of self-definition and spiritual redemption. All her 

works examine black women’s journey towards identity 

and fulfilment through harmonious co-existence with their 

menfolk. Alice Walker opposes the views of Black male 

authors such as Du Bois, Richard Wright, James Weldon 

Johnson and Fredrick Douglas, who emphasised race 

issues while ignoring gender-based atrocities. She believes 

that male writers present a distorted account of the whole 

racial suffering, because in most cases they misrepresent 

or ignore Black women. All the female characters in her 

novels are bold enough to embark on quests for self-

discovery and are willing to change their circumstances. 

Whatever the consequences, these women emerge as 

rebels, coming through all trials and tribulations.  

Alice Walker’s The Way Forward is with a Broken Heart 

holds a unique place in contemporary literature. It stands 

out not only for its themes of love and loss but also for its 

innovative structure and approach to knowledge. The book 

defies easy categorisation as either memoir or fiction. 

Instead, it occupies a space that allows for both the sharing 

and the reshaping of lived experience. This blending is 

intentional; it reflects the changing nature of emotional and 

psychological states. The selected stories “To My Young 

Husband,” “Kindred Spirit,” and “Blaze” form a focused 

yet rich body of work that examines how storytelling 

relates to survival. These narratives connect not through 

plot but through shared themes, particularly their 

exploration of emotional vulnerability, relationship 

complexities, and the process of rebuilding one’s identity. 

Rather than emphasising closure or resolution, Walker 

highlights continuity despite disruption. She suggests that 

survival is about incorporating pain into one’s 

understanding of life, rather than overcoming it. This paper 

argues that storytelling is the primary means by which this 

integration occurs. 

 

II. THE POLITICS OF VULNERABILITY IN 

"TO MY YOUNG HUSBAND" 

“To My Young Husband” is an important text for 

exploring the politics of emotional expression. It reveals 

the vulnerability inherent in close relationships while 

examining the uneven power dynamics that shape them. 

This opening story serves as the lyrical, autobiographical 

foundation of the collection. It recounts a passionate 

marriage set during the turbulent Civil Rights era in 

Mississippi. Closely based on Walker’s real-life marriage 

to a white Jewish Civil Rights Lawyer, the narrative shows 

how their shared idealistic goals initially brought them 

together in a magical bubble. However, as time goes on 

and they move to Brooklyn, the stark realities of race and 

their different identities, his as a career-focused Jewish 

man and hers as a young Black female artist, gradually 

drive them apart, leading to a painful divorce “But you 

would not read the thin paperback novel by this black 

woman I loved. It was as if you drew a line, in this curious 

territory” (Walker 8). Through this reflection, the narrator 

views storytelling as a means of survival. She ultimately 

expresses gratitude for the ten-year journey, turning her 

heartbreak into a source of wisdom, “I believe only the 
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moment we are in is promised, and that it, whatever it is, 

should always be ‘the future’ we want” (50). 

In this context, love goes beyond mere feelings; it 

becomes a structure tied to broader social and cultural 

hierarchies. The narrative stands out for not glamorising or 

sentimentalising emotional pain. Rather, it presents 

vulnerability as a means of gaining knowledge, helping the 

narrator understand herself and the relationships around 

her. Expressing pain becomes a form of resistance to 

societal expectations that require women to contain their 

emotions. Moreover, the narrative challenges the division 

between strength and weakness. Emotional openness, 

often seen as a sign of weakness, is redefined as strength 

because it enables expression. By sharing her pain, the 

protagonist claims her experience, transforming 

vulnerability into empowerment. From a storytelling 

perspective, the address (“To My Young Husband”) 

situates the narrative within a relational context. The 

narrative is not merely about the other person; it is directed 

towards them, blending personal reflection with dialogue. 

This reinforces the view that storytelling is a relational act 

that both builds and questions identity. 

 

III. RELATIONAL IDENTITY AND SPEECH 

LIMITATIONS IN "KINDRED SPIRIT" 

“Kindred Spirit” explores relationships through the lens of 

recognition. The story follows Rosa, deeply hurt by her 

recent divorce and feeling lost. She struggles to face her 

family at her grandfather's funeral. Later, she travels to 

Florida with her sister, Barbara, to see their Aunt Lily. 

Rosa sees the trip as a necessary penance. During their 

visit, Rosa battles intense depression and feels distant from 

her family because of her differing political views and 

strong emotional needs. “Was disappointment, then, the 

hardest thing to bear? Or was it the consciousness of being 

powerless to change things, to help?” (62). The story's 

healing moment comes at the end, when Barbara wears 

their late grandfather's old fedora to match Rosa's. “But 

then, just when she was almost gone, Barbara put on their 

grandfather’s other hat, and reached for her hand” (67). 

This simple, symbolic act reaffirms their bond as true 

"kindred spirits" and helps break Rosa's deep isolation. 

The idea of a “kindred spirit” implies a connection that 

goes beyond surface differences. However, the narrative 

complicates this idea by highlighting the inherent tensions 

in identification. The relationship in this story both affirms 

and challenges personal identity. While recognising a 

“kindred spirit” can validate one’s feelings, it also raises 

questions about the boundaries of the self. How does 

relating to another affect individual identity? The story 

does not resolve this tension; instead, it presents it as a 

valuable avenue for exploration. In this context, 

storytelling serves as a bridge to help navigate these 

complexities. Through narrative reflection, the protagonist 

examines recognition without fully merging with another 

or completely separating from them. This aligns with 

feminist ideas about relational identity, especially the 

notion that the self is shaped through interactions rather 

than being a fixed entity. The narrative also addresses the 

limitations of language in capturing complex relationships. 

Trying to express feelings of connection reveals the 

shortcomings of traditional language. This need for a more 

experimental narrative form emphasises that storytelling is 

not just about describing but also about creating 

experience.  

 

IV. MEMORY AND ALTERITY IN "BLAZE" 

“Blaze” focuses more on time, highlighting the link 

between memory, narrative, and identity. In this brave and 

reflective piece, Walker examines the complex, often 

delicate dynamics of interracial female friendships. The 

story features Black women who actively confront and 

navigate their complicated relationships with white women 

in America. By discussing themes of racial tension, 

unspoken biases, and shared vulnerabilities with honesty 

and humour, the characters engage in open dialogue to 

address systemic divides. Through this exploration of 

discomfort, the story fosters emotional healing, 

demonstrating that loving relationships between Black and 

white women can happen when both sides are ready to 

move beyond cultural barriers. The narrative engages with 

the past not as a fixed set of events but as something that 

can change with new interpretations. The distance between 

experience and storytelling allows new meanings to 

emerge. Events that once felt chaotic become clearer 

through storytelling. This reflects trauma theory’s focus on 

the importance of revisiting experiences over time “There 

was the rage, a shut door that seemed to be made of iron; 

but then way behind it, in the fields that encompassed her 

childhood, under a blue sky that was endless and 

magnificent, was the friendship, right in there with all the 

other good things of life. A time of mutual trust and 

happiness” (129). However, the narrative avoids a 

straightforward path to closure.  Instead of showing a clear 

shift from trauma to healing, it emphasises the ongoing 

nature of storytelling. Memory is constantly revisited, 

suggesting that identity is an ever-evolving story. The idea 

of “re-authoring” is relevant here. Through storytelling, 

the narrator doesn’t just recount her past. She reshapes it, 

reassigning meanings and altering its significance. This 

turns narrative into a space of agency, where the self is 
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actively formed through interpretation rather than merely 

affected by experiences. 

 

V. CONCLUSION 

In Walker’s work, storytelling functions as a way of 

knowing. It transforms feelings into intelligible concepts, 

turning personal experiences into shared meaning. This 

underscores that storytelling is not merely expressive but 

also generative of knowledge. The assertion of voice is a 

vital form of resistance in the text. By sharing her story, 

the protagonist challenges systems that seek to silence 

women’s voices. This aligns with feminist critiques of how 

certain forms of knowledge are often overlooked or 

marginalised. Fragmentation in the narrative does not 

signal confusion; rather, it is a deliberate strategy that 

reflects the disconnection of experience. It allows multiple 

perspectives and times to coexist, resisting the 

simplifications of straightforward narratives. The stories 

selected from the collection work together to convey a 

complex relationship between disruption and rebuilding. 

What unfolds is not a straightforward recovery story but a 

continuous process in which storytelling mediates between 

lived experience and meaning. This structure challenges 

traditional ideas about past and present, suggesting that the 

act of telling shapes both. The past is not fixed; it is 

continually reshaped through storytelling, while the 

present is influenced by how it is understood through 

narratives. 

Additionally, the text emphasises the ethical dimension of 

storytelling. To recount one’s experience is to take 

responsibility for its meaning. In this way, storytelling 

becomes a practice of self-reflection and accountability. 

Walker’s The Way Forward is with a Broken Heart 

ultimately reshapes storytelling as a practice that blends 

art, ethics, and survival. The stories show that narrative is 

not merely a reflection of experience. Instead, it is a key 

means of forming and understanding experience. The 

“broken heart” becomes more than a symbol of loss; it 

becomes a vital source for creating knowledge, identity, 

and meaning. Storytelling thus serves as both a means of 

survival and a way to rethink the self, highlighting the 

transformative power of narrative in the face of emotional 

disruption. 
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