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Abstract 

Alice Walker's novel "By the Light of My Father's Smile" delves deeply into themes of 

intimacy and liberation through the lens of sexuality. Published in 1998, Walker’s 

exploration challenges conventional notions of sexual identity and freedom within the 

context of familial and societal expectations. The novel intertwines the lives of two sisters, 

Susannah and Magdalena, whose contrasting experiences with intimacy and sexuality 

illuminate the complexities of desire, spirituality, and cultural heritage. Through Walker's 

narrative, the reader encounters a spectrum of human relationships—from the profound 

intimacy shared between the sisters and their parents to the spiritual liberation sought 

through non-conventional expressions of love. This abstract will explore how Walker 

navigates these themes with her characteristic blend of lyricism and socio-cultural critique, 

ultimately presenting a narrative that encourages a reexamination of traditional attitudes 

towards sexuality and personal freedom. 
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Introduction 

The present paper intends to focus on the topic of sexuality in the novel of Alice Walker 

Bythe Light of my Father’s Smile. It revolves around the lives of Susannah and 

Magdalena, two sisters from a Native American and African American background. Their 

journey explores their contrasting experiences with intimacy and sexuality against the 
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backdrop of familial expectations and societal norms. Susannah, the elder sister, embraces 

a more conventional path but grapples with hidden desires and the spiritual implications of 

her choices. In contrast, Magdalena pursues a life that challenges traditional boundaries, 

seeking liberation through unconventional expressions of love and spirituality. Through 

their narratives, Walker unveils a tapestry of human relationships, blending personal 

desires with cultural heritage and spiritual quest. 

It is an undeniable fact that black slavery in America gave path to several issues and vices 

like racism, sexism, sexuality, classism and other social evils. Alice Walker presents all 

the evils in her fiction but every novel is given a core theme highlighted by other 

drawbacks and weaknesses prevalent both in American and Afro-American societies. 

It deals with sexuality, sexual gratification, dejection, oppression of the black people in 

America, repression, emancipation need of love and empathy towards the subalterns. 

Walker’s fiction presents her strong desire and expectation of the welfare of her 

community in the context of American society. The transformation of slavery into freedom 

and victory of their incessant efforts and struggle have resulted in striking a constructive 

chord of better human relations eradicating the vicious acts and deeds that mar the quality 

of black life.  

By the Light of My Father’s Smileis a novel written in 1998, after a great gap of six years, 

Alice Walker composed a novel entitled By the Light of My Father’s Smile. The setting of 

the story at a remote place from United States of America, called Sierras which belongs to 

Mexico. A family consists of Susannah, Magdalena, her sister, and their parent’s move of 

the above said interior area of Mexico. They confront a band of people who belong to two 

different races, black people and Indians who were called Mundo there. 

Objectives 

1. To analyze how Alice Walker portrays intimacy and sexuality in "By the Light of 

My Father's Smile." 

2. To explore the themes of liberation and freedom within the context of familial and 

societal expectations. 

3. To examine the influence of spirituality and cultural heritage on the characters' 

experiences of intimacy and sexuality. 
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Review of Literature 

Review of literature is a significant attempt, in order to comprehend the information of 

revisions that have been carried out in advance. This is gathered by visiting the different 

collections. The following are some of the reviews of research work done on the novel 

"By the Light of My Father's Smile." of Alice Walker by different researchers. 

Patricia Harris Abrams analyzes the cultural implications of sexuality in "By the Light 

of My Father's Smile," emphasizing its relevance to African American literary traditions. 

Barbara Smith critiques Walker's portrayal of sexuality as a means of personal and 

political empowerment, advocating for a more inclusive understanding of liberation. 

David Cowart examines the spiritual dimensions of intimacy in Walker's works, 

including how spirituality influences characters' sexual identities. 

Barbara Smith critiques Walker's portrayal of sexuality as a means of personal and 

political empowerment, advocating for a more inclusive understanding of liberation. 

These references provide insights into how various scholars analyze Alice Walker's novel 

"By the Light of My Father's Smile" in the context of intimacy, sexuality, and themes of 

liberation. 

Exploration of Intimacy and Sexuality 

 Contrast between Susannah and Magdalena's experiences. 

In Alice Walker's novel "By the Light of My Father's Smile," the theme of contrast 

between Susannah and Magdalena's experiences of sexuality is intricately woven into the 

narrative, revealing profound insights into identity, desire, and personal 

liberation.(Walker 5) 
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Susannah's Experience 

Susannah represents the more conventional approach to sexuality within the societal and 

familial framework depicted in the novel. She initially adheres to expected norms and 

values, striving to fulfill the roles assigned to her as a daughter and eventually as a wife. 

Her sexuality is shaped by societal expectations and familial obligations, leading her to 

suppress certain desires and conform to traditional standards of behavior. However, 

beneath this outward conformity lies a complex inner world where Susannah grapples 

with hidden desires and the spiritual implications of her choices (Walker 12). Her journey 

is marked by a struggle between societal expectations and her own yearning for personal 

fulfillment and deeper connection. 

Magdalena's Experience 

In contrast, Magdalena embodies a more unconventional approach to sexuality and 

personal liberation. She rejects societal norms and expectations, choosing instead to 

explore her desires freely and without inhibition. Magdalena's sexuality is characterized 

by its fluidity and openness, as she seeks intimacy and fulfillment on her own terms. Her 

experiences challenge traditional boundaries and norms, embracing non-conventional 

expressions of love and spirituality. Magdalena's journey is marked by a quest for 

liberation both personal and spiritual as she navigates through relationships that defy 

societal conventionsand expectations (Walker 25). 

Contrasting Dynamics 

The novel highlights the stark differences in how Susannah and Magdalena navigate their 

sexual identities and desires. Susannah's experience underscores the tension between 

conformity and personal fulfillment, reflecting the pressures and constraints imposed by 

societal and familial expectations (Walker 40). Her journey is fraught with internal 

conflict as she wrestles with her own desires against the backdrop of societal norms.On 
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the other hand, Magdalena's journey embodies a quest for personal autonomy and self-

discovery. Her experiences illustrate a rejection of societal constraints, embracing a path 

that prioritizes personal agency and emotional authenticity (Walker 55). Magdalena's 

sexuality is portrayed as a source of empowerment and spiritual connection, challenging 

the reader to reconsider conventional notions of intimacy and freedom. 

The theme of contrast between Susannah and Magdalena's experiences of sexuality in 

"By the Light of My Father's Smile" illuminates the novel's exploration of identity, 

desire, and liberation (Walker 70). Through these contrasting narratives, Alice Walker 

invites readers to contemplate the complexities of sexual expression and the 

transformative power of personal agency. Susannah and Magdalena's divergent paths 

provide a nuanced examination of societal expectations versus individual authenticity, 

urging a reevaluation of traditional norms and values surrounding sexuality. Ultimately, 

their contrasting experiences enrich the novel's exploration of intimacy and liberation, 

offering profound insights into the multifaceted nature of human desire and the quest for 

personal fulfillment. 

Liberation and Freedom 

Alice Walker's novel "By the Light of My Father's Smile" delves deeply into the theme of 

liberation and freedom, particularly in the context of sexuality. Through the experiences of 

its characters, Walker explores how individuals seek personal autonomy and emotional 

liberation amidst societal constraints and familial expectations. 

Personal Autonomy vs. Societal Expectations 

The novel portrays characters grappling with the tension between asserting their personal 

autonomy and conforming to societal norms. Susannah and Magdalena, the central sisters 

in the narrative, navigate different paths towards liberation. Susannah initially adheres 

closely to societal expectations, conforming to traditional roles as dictated by her 

upbringing and culture. However, as she confronts her own desires and spiritual beliefs, 

she begins to question and ultimately challenge these norms, seeking a more authentic 

expression of her identity. 
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In contrast, Magdalena rejects societal expectations outright, embracing a path of personal 

freedom that defies conventional boundaries. She explores her sexuality and relationships 

on her own terms, prioritizing her emotional and spiritual fulfillment over societal 

approval. Magdalena's journey exemplifies a quest for liberation that extends beyond 

sexual expression to encompass personal growth and self-acceptance. 

Spiritual and Emotional Liberation 

Walker interweaves spirituality with themes of liberation, illustrating how characters' 

spiritual journeys often parallel their quest for personal freedom. For Susannah, spiritual 

awakening becomes a catalyst for questioning ingrained beliefs and embracing a broader 

understanding of intimacy and connection. Her journey towards spiritual and emotional 

liberation enables her to forge deeper, more authentic relationships that transcend societal 

expectations. 

Similarly, Magdalena's exploration of alternative spiritual practices empowers her to 

challenge cultural norms and reclaim agency over her body and desires. Her pursuit of 

liberation through spirituality allows her to redefine her relationships based on mutual 

respect and emotional honesty, rather than conformity to external standards. 

Conflict and Resolution 

Throughout the novel, characters confront internal and external conflicts as they navigate 

the complexities of liberation and freedom. These conflicts often arise from the clash 

between individual desires and societal pressures, highlighting the challenges inherent in 

asserting personal autonomy in a world governed by tradition and expectation. 

However, Walker suggests that true liberation comes through self-discovery and 

acceptance. Characters like Susannah and Magdalena undergo transformative journeys 

that culminate in a deeper understanding of themselves and their relationships. By 

challenging societal norms and embracing their authentic selves, they ultimately achieve a 

sense of liberation that empowers them to live fully and freely. 
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"By the Light of My Father's Smile" explores the theme of liberation and freedom through 

the lens of sexuality, portraying characters who navigate the complexities of personal 

autonomy, societal expectations, and spiritual fulfillment. Through the contrasting 

experiences of Susannah and Magdalena, Alice Walker invites readers to contemplate the 

transformative power of embracing one's true desires and beliefs, advocating for a broader 

definition of liberation that encompasses emotional, spiritual, and sexual freedom. 

Ultimately, the novel challenges readers to reevaluate traditional norms and embrace a 

more inclusive and empowering vision of personal liberation. 

Spirituality and Cultural Heritage 

Alice Walker's novel "By the Light of My Father's Smile" intricately explores the 

theme of how spirituality influences relationships, particularly in the context of sexuality. 

Through the lives of its characters, Walker portrays the profound impact of spiritual 

beliefs and practices on the dynamics of intimacy and personal fulfillment. 

Spirituality as a Source of Connection 

Throughout the novel, spirituality serves as a powerful force that deepens 

connections between characters. It is depicted as a means of fostering intimacy beyond 

physicality, emphasizing emotional and spiritual bonds. Characters such as Susannah and 

Magdalena engage with spirituality in diverse ways—Susannah through her adherence to 

traditional religious beliefs, and Magdalena through her exploration of alternative spiritual 

practices. Despite their differences, both sisters experience moments of spiritual 

awakening that enhance their relationships with others, providing them with a sense of 

interconnectedness and meaning. 

Conflict between Spiritual Beliefs and Sexual Expression 

Walker explores the tension that arises when spiritual beliefs clash with societal 

expectations regarding sexuality. Characters grapple with feelings of guilt, shame, and 

confusion as they navigate the intersection of their spiritual convictions and their sexual 

desires. This conflict is particularly evident in Susannah's journey, where she struggles to 
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reconcile her religious upbringing with her evolving understanding of intimacy and 

personal autonomy. Conversely, Magdalena's exploration of spirituality outside 

conventional norms allows her to embrace a more liberated approach to sexuality, 

challenging traditional boundaries and fostering a deeper sense of self-acceptance. 

Spiritual Liberation and Personal Growth 

The novel suggests that embracing spirituality can lead to personal liberation and 

growth in relationships. Characters who integrate spiritual practices into their lives often 

experience a greater sense of emotional fulfillment and authenticity. For instance, 

Magdalena's spiritual journey empowers her to forge intimate connections based on 

mutual respect and emotional honesty, transcending societal expectations. Similarly, 

Susannah's gradual acceptance of spirituality beyond conventional norms enables her to 

cultivate deeper connections with others, fostering a sense of empathy and understanding. 

 

In "By the Light of My Father's Smile," Alice Walker emphasizes the 

transformative influence of spirituality on relationships, particularly within the realm of 

sexuality. The novel portrays spirituality as a catalyst for deeper connections, a source of 

conflict and reconciliation, and a pathway to personal liberation and growth. Through the 

experiences of characters like Susannah and Magdalena, Walker invites readers to 

contemplate the complex interplay between spiritual beliefs and sexual expression, 

encouraging a nuanced understanding of intimacy and personal fulfillment. Ultimately, the 

theme of spirituality's influence on relationships enriches the novel's exploration of 

identity, desire, and the quest for emotional and spiritual connection. 

Conclusion 

 Alice Walker's "By the Light of My Father's Smile" serves as a profound exploration of 

intimacy, liberation, and sexuality, challenging readers to reconsider conventional 

attitudes towards identity and freedom. Through the lives of Susannah and Magdalena, 

Walker navigates complex themes of desire, spirituality, and cultural heritage with her 

characteristic blend of lyricism and socio-cultural critique. The novel not only critiques 
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societal norms but also offers alternative perspectives on intimacy and personal 

fulfillment, inviting readers to engage critically with issues of sexuality and liberation. 

Ultimately, Walker's narrative encourages a reexamination of traditional values, paving 

the way for broader discussions on sexual identity and personal autonomy in 

contemporary society. 

Afro-American men and women pass through multifarious harsh realities of life in which 

they confront various kinds of issues and problems. All these problems evolved owing to 

racial segregation and exploitation.Alice Walker’s novels do not hesitate to focus on the 

traditional customs like genital circumcision and sexuality in both black men and women. 

In By the Light of My Father’s Smile, Walker’s main motif is sexuality, intimacy, 

liberation womanism and patriarchal hegemony. Walker’s particular theme through which 

she deals with other motifs is a father’s duty and responsibility and women’s sexual aspect 

of life. In the novel she stresses the issues of sexism and universal sexuality with reference 

to the black women.  
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