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Abstract 

 
The problem discussed in this study is about the issue of struggle which is usually faced by the victim of sexual 

abuse. It is represented in the novel entitled Speak written by Laurie Halse Anderson. This study aims to analyze 

how Melinda Sordino as the main character struggles to overcome her sexual abuse trauma by using new criticism 

theory. The writer focuses on the formal elements in literary works such as plot, characterization, setting and 

symbolism to build the theme as an organic unity. The research finds that the characterization, plot, setting and 

symbolism in the novel support the theme of Melinda’s struggle to overcome her sexual abuse trauma that consist 

of physical and non-physical struggle. The physical struggle is shown through her fight against the conflict with 

the other characters in the story. Meanwhile, the non-physical struggle is shown through the process of drawing art 

that helps her to regain her confidence to speak up.  
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Introduction 

Struggling is one thing that we cannot avoid in life. People need to struggle to achieve their desire or 

to get a better life. Each person has his or her own struggle in continuing his or her life. Struggling is not 

only for adults, but it also can be done by teenagers or adolescences. In their time, teenagers often faced 

many problems in their life. One of the teenagers’ problems which become a controversial issue is 

bullying. According to California Department of Education bullying is divided into three categories such 

as sexual bullying, bias or hate-motivated bullying and hazing. However, in this study the writer concerns 

with one of the type of bullying which is sexual bullying that is rape.  

The portrayal of rape and bullying are captured through the literary works such as novels. In this study, 

the writer choose the novel entitled Speak written by Laurie Halse Anderson for the analysis because it 

tells strongly the issue of struggle to overcome sexual abuse trauma toward the main character. It also 

won several international awards such as National Book Award Finalist and BCCB Blue Ribbon book in 

1999. 

The novel tells about a young girl named Melinda Sordino who is being raped by her senior, Andy 

Evans at the senior party. She finally calls the police and ruins the party but she does not confess about 

her rape. When she enters high school, Melinda becomes an outcast since everyone blames her because 

of the party. However she keeps silent and falls into deep depression.  

Objective of the study 

This article attempts to discuss how the formal elements of story such as characterization, plot, setting 

and symbolism can reveal the theme of struggle to overcome sexual abuse trauma of the main character, 

Melinda Sordino.  

Theoretical Background and Method of Study 

The research will be examined by using new criticism. It is used as an approach because it focuses on 

the formal elements in the story that support the theme as an organic unity. The method of this study is 

qualitative method. The primary data of the analysis is from the novel and related literary works that is 
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taken from the library. Some of the sources are also taken from the journals on internet to enrich the 

background of the study. 

Analysis 

Plot in the Story 

Plot is a pattern of carefully selected, causally related events that contains conflict (Griffith 30). From 

the definition, plot is created by the author in order to show the events in chronologically so that the reader 

can see the problems inside and how the problems finally solved at the end of story. She also explains the 

patterns of the plot are the exposition, complication or conflict, climax and denouement (30). The structure 

of event in the story explains as follow. 

The exposition starts with Melinda’s first day of school in freshman year where she feels ignored by 

her ex-close friends and the other kids because of her report to police about a party. Melinda never tell 

them what actually happened at that night at party, she keeps silent and does not tell anybody about her 

rape incident. In complication Melinda starts to deals with several conflicts. First with Andy Evans, a 

senior who raped her began to terrorize more and more. Melinda is trying hard to avoid him but he always 

makes contact with her and it made Melinda become scared. Melinda also has a conflict with Rachel, her 

ex-best friend who always bullies her in front of her new friend.  

Heather who used to be her-only friend at school betrays and leaves her. In climax, Melinda warns 

Rachel to be careful to have a relationship with Andy Evans. Although Rachel does not believe it, but 

then, she finally broke up with Andy. Andy feels angry with Melinda and he tries to attack her at Janitor’s 

closet. In falling action stage, Melinda finally can fight back against Andy Evans. She feels better now 

and starts to confess her real feelings and tells everyone that she was raped. Andy Evans finally is chased 

by the police. In the denouement stage, Melinda’s classmate gives sympathy to her because of the incident. 

As she regains her confidence, Melinda finally can speak up. Besides that, she is also ready to move on.  

Melinda’s Characterization 

Characterization is one of the important elements in the story that represents how the characters behave 

and take action in any circumstances. In analyzing the characterization, there are two methods According 

to Griffith so-called as direct and indirect characterization. Direct method is telling to the reader what the 

character is like meanwhile in indirect method showing what characters are like through external details, 

speech and deeds (33-34). 

Melinda is an Introvert Person 

Melinda is introvert described in the beginning of the story when she enters a high school at the first 

day. Melinda find it is strange when all the people around her staring at her because of her looks. It also 

shown when all students are enthusiastic to join school clubs, she rejects to join any of them because she 

thinks that she does not belong to anything.  She mentions herself as clanless. It is as mentioned on the 

statement below 

I am clanless. I wasted the last weeks of August watching bad cartoons. I didn’t go to the mall, the lake, or 

the pool, or answer the phone. I have entered high school with the wrong hair, the wrong clothes, the wrong 

attitude. And I don’t have anyone to sit with. (Anderson 4) 

From the statement above, it can be seen that Melinda declares to close herself from outside world. 

She also realize that her action affect her social life when she enters high school and does not have any 

friend. Melinda’s isolated feeling is also shown when her friend, Heather asks for Melinda’s opinion 

whether she joins music club or not but Melinda replies that it is just wasting her time (34).  

Melinda is a Sarcastic Person  

As what explained before, Melinda often got bullied by her friend yet she keeps become mute and 

ignore them by running away to leave her problem. She actually wants to fight back inside her mind but 

she cannot express it vaguely because she does not have any power. Thus, it makes her always keeping 
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her secret and when she faces a problem for instance conflict with her friends; she tries to fight against it 

through the sarcastic word in her thought.  

The evidence can be seen at the first day of school, she sarcastically call the group of student in her 

school with a strange name for instance Country clubbers, Idiot Savants, Suffering Artists, Euro trash and 

the other names (4). Furthermore, she also mentions a new student who gets bullied by calling her 

“wounded zebra”. Meanwhile, Melinda calls the senior student who bullying new students by calling him 

“predator” (5). Both of those names may refer to National Geographic Channel on television which 

capture how cruel the predator while hunting its target of animal and it is similar with how cruel bullying 

is. 

Another citation which reveals Melinda’s sarcastic characterization can be seen through the word 

when she describes her teacher. It shows when Melinda joins English class, she surprised that her teacher 

looks like old and messed-up. This makes Melinda began to observe her teacher in a very detail aspect 

such as her hair who looks uncombed and stringy (6). Melinda harshly calls her teacher with the name 

“Hairwoman” because of her strange looks. At first, Melinda feels empathy toward her but she finally 

gets bored with her teaching that seems to push the student to write essay. Not only her English teacher 

who harshly commented by Melinda, she also describe her art teacher, Mr. Freeman sarcastically. She 

describes him as an ugly man who looks like big old grasshopper body and act as if a circus guy because 

of her fat body.  

Melinda is a Depressed Person 

The sexual abuse experienced by Melinda makes her fall into depression. In the story, it is described 

while Melinda is looking at herself in the mirror in her room. She realizes the effect brought by her sexual 

abuse trauma in the past really changes her physical appearance especially on her face. She starts 

commenting and mention herself looks like a dryad, female tree spirit in Greek mythology. The statement 

is mentioned as below:  

Could I put a face in my tree, like a dryad from Greek Mythology? Two muddy-circle eyes under black-

dash eyebrows, piggy nose nostrils, and a chewed-up horror of a mouth. Definitely not a dryad face. I can’t 

stop biting my lips. It looks like my mouth belongs to someone else, someone I don’t even know. (Anderson 

17) 

From the statement above, it can be seen that Melinda’s looks totally changed until she cannot 

recognize it. She feels messy and depressed. It is shown through her ‘two-muddy circle’ eye that looks 

like people who do not sleep well. It also shows from the statement “Chewed-up horror of mouth” shows 

her dry lips because she lock her mouth to speak up. From the statement “definitely not a dryad face” 

means unlike dryad who seems beautiful, Melinda feels ugly about herself. She also said that her mouth 

as if ‘belongs to someone I don’t even know’ refers to the scars in her memory because of rape. 

Furthermore, she feels that her part of body does not belong to her but it belongs to the person who raped 

her.  

Melinda is a Persistent Person 

Melinda is depressed yet she still struggles to overcome every problem in her life. It is shown through 

her persistence characterization that reveals her struggle to survive from bullying at school and to heal 

trauma in the past. Melinda’s persistence can be seen when she tries to find a friend at the first day of 

school. By knowing that her ex-friend hates her, Melinda tries to look all over the canteen to find the 

student who also sits alone like her (4-5). She knows that if she does not have a friend, people will be 

easier to bully her. Luckily, Melinda finally finds Heather although she knows that she only use her as a 

friend for benefit and vice versa.  

The persistence also shows when she joins art class and ordered by her teacher, Mr. Freeman to draw 

a tree. At first, Melinda finds it is hard to draw a tree so she decides to draw it unclearly step by step (54-

55). From here, Melinda does not feel easily satisfied with her bad artwork and thinks that she can do 

better than that. Then, on Thanksgiving followed by her parent’s failure to present a turkey bone’s cooking 

for the celebration, Melinda has an idea to use the bone as her next artwork. It turns into success and 
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Melinda finally can impress Mr. Freeman. Moreover, her relationship with her friend, Ivy, reconnected 

(61-64).  

The Setting of the Novel 

The Setting of Places 

The places is important to be analyzed since it can shows where the effect of sexual abuse take places 

and it also shows where Melinda uses some places to heal her trauma. 

Melinda’s Room 

Melinda’s room actually was decorated when she was in fifth grade when her group of friend decided 

to decorate their own rooms together. All of her friends are really proud of their room because it can 

shows something about them. Meanwhile, Melinda’s room does not show anything about her because she 

does not know who she is. She says that her room was stuck in the middle and a bit stolen from everyone 

else (15-16). In addition, she also says that the only stuff that really hers is only stuffed-rabbit collection 

and her canopy bed (16).  

After Melinda’s friend leaves her, she began to think that her room really does not belong to her and 

she also does not feel comfortable to stay inside. Melinda’s thought about her room is shown on the 

statement below: 

My room belongs to an alien. It is a postcard of who I was in fifth grade. I went through a demented phase 

when I thought that roses should cover everything and pink was a great color. (Anderson 15).  

From the statement “My room belongs to an alien” means that Melinda is actually does not recognize 

her bedroom because it actually reminds her to her ex-friend when they were used to be together at that 

time. It can be seen that Melinda knows as the time goes by influences her maturity. She used to like the 

pink color but now she does not think it describes her personality.  

Janitor’s Closet 

One day when Melinda skips Mr. Neck‘s class, Melinda gets caught. She hides from him and finds 

out a small hidden-room called janitor’s closet near the hall. She feels safe hiding there because nobody 

wants to go there because of its creepy condition.  

Melinda feels that this place is a really good place for her as shown in the statement: “This closet is 

abandoned-it has no purpose, no name. It is the perfect place for me” (Anderson 26). From the statement 

it can be seen that Melinda reflects this place like her because of her condition is also similar with the 

condition of the closet which abandoned and has no purpose.  

The next evidence also shows that janitor’s closet helps her as a place for hiding. It means that by 

hiding inside there, Melinda can feels safe from the terror on the outside, especially the terror from Andy 

Evans. The closet is also a good place for her to heal her trauma because she can do any activities inside 

it freely without anyone notice it. The evidence shows in the following statement: 

My closet is a good thing, a quite place that helps me hold these thoughts inside my head where no one can 

hear them. (Anderson 51) 

Lady of Mercy Hospital 

Melinda expresses her excitement feelings visiting the hospital with “In a sick kind of way, I love it” 

(111). From those statement shows that Melinda is happy for being sick because she actually wants to get 

help. Melinda starts her tour by visiting the waiting room in almost every floor. She acts in some way to 

looks like a visitor and it does work because no one notices her.  

After sneaking out at the hospital’s canteen and steal some food, Melinda’s tour at hospital ends up in 

laundry room. In there, Melinda picks up one hospital gown because she wants to feel the sensation of 

being patient at hospital. She believes that if she is lying down at the hospital bed, her pain because of the 

effect of her trauma can get healed (113). After she feels frustrated because nobody is willing to find and 

ask her while she is lying on the bed, Melinda finally put the gown back and she realize of something on 

herself. The evidence is written in the following statement:  
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I put the gown back. There is nothing wrong with me. These are really sick people, sick that you can see. I 

head for the elevator. The bus is on its way. (Anderson 113). 

The statement above shows that Melinda finally understands her health condition is actually fine so 

she does not need to stay in hospital. From the statement “these are really sick people, sick that you can 

see” means that the hospital is only for the people who are sick physically not mentally. In this case, 

Melinda think of her is actually mentally sick and people do not notice her sick clearly. From the name 

of the hospital which is named “Mercy” itself also indicates that the true mercy is not come from the 

hospital but it is actually from the mercy of people around her such as her friends and parents.     

The Setting of Time  

The setting of time is important to be analyzed because it can show how the length of time when 

Melinda face the conflict and struggle to solve it. Time also influences the mood of the character whether 

they are happy or sad. 

First Marking Period (Autumn) 

The first marking period in the story is described in the late of September which is belongs to autumn. 

This is the time when Melinda Sordino experienced bullying for the first time as she enters high school. 

Most students includes her ex-best friend at school recognize Melinda as a weirdo because she always 

mute herself and never joins any activities at school. Although she found heather as her new friend, the 

bullying gets more intense and Melinda faces it by running away instead of fight against it.  

In the first marking period is also the time when Melinda firstly introduced to art by her teacher, Mr. 

Freeman. When she enters the class, she feels surprised knowing that the art room is not as good as she 

expected. She describe the art class designed to get every bit of light because of the sun does not shine 

much in Syracuse (10). 

Melinda said that she has made it through the first two weeks of school without a nuclear meltdown 

(14). It means that she pass her day at school with many unsolved problems around her life. This is 

happened since she believes that by ignoring the problem and not to dwell in it, it can make them go away 

eventually (14).  

Autumn in the story is also the time when the big day was celebrated by people in United States. There 

are two big days as described in the story, Columbus Day and Halloween. On Columbus Day, Melinda is 

excited to enjoy her day-off by visiting Heather’s house. In there, she really impressed with Heather’s 

room and her mom who seems really loves their daughter and it is really contrasted with Melinda’s life 

(32-35). Meanwhile, on Halloween, Melinda decides to stay at home because she knows that nobody 

invite her on a Halloween party (39). 

Second Marking Period (winter) 

The second marking period is described in the story during winter. This is the time when Melinda’s 

trauma getting seriously affects to her personal life. It is shown when Melinda visit the Job Day at her 

school. Melinda cannot answer the basic question such as her dreams and the future career. Unlike Heather 

who easily chooses her future career, Melinda still confuse with it.  She said that she does not know what 

she is doing on the next five minutes on her life and never thinks of her life ten years later to figured out 

(52-53).  

Melinda feels excited to celebrate the Thanksgiving because during this time usually her mom is 

cooking a turkey. However, on that day, Melinda’s mom failed to serve the turkey because of her busy 

work.  Her father also cannot help Melinda’s disappointment in celebrating that day (57-60). Then to 
amuse herself, Melinda brought the turkey bone into her artwork which is later on her work is appreciated 

by her friend, Ivy and her art teacher, Mr. Freeman (61-65).  

 During Christmas, Melinda also feels excited because she can reminiscing her childhood memories 

when she spend it by decorating the tree and getting a Christmas present from her parents (70). Now, 

Melinda spends Christmas by exploring the environment outside her house. She can see that the tree and 

bushes are all wrapped on ice and also there is a reflecting of sunlight (71). On her tour outside the house, 

she feels that the cold of winter influence her life. The evidence can be seen in the following statement: 
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The wind stirs the branches overhead. My heart clangs like a fire bell. The scarf is too tight on my mouth. 

I pull it off to breathe. The moisture on my skin freezes. I want to make a wish, but I don’t know what to 

wish for. And I have snow up my back. (Anderson 71). 

From the statement above it can be seen that Melinda feels very cold and fragile during winter. The 

effect of cold makes her cannot move on from the sexual abuse trauma. From the statement above also 

can be understood that she is actually wishing to overcome her trauma but she does not know what she 

need to do first. 

The effect of winter is also experienced by Melinda toward her friendship with Heather. Melinda feels 

that Heather becomes cold after the winter break and she always ignoring her. The reason is because 

Heather feels disappointed after she gets rejected due to the lack of the standard in “The Martha”. When 

Melinda gets a terror from Andy Evans and needs a help, Heather does not come looking at her because 

she only focus on herself (90-91).  

Third Marking Period (Winter) 

In this time, Melinda’s condition become worse because she cannot handle her problem and almost 

loses control. It is shown when her close friend, Heather, betray and leave her because she thinks that her 

personality and interest is very different with Melinda. In addition, Heather has already found a new group 

“The Martha” that support her reputation at school (105-106). Because of this, Melinda feels down since 

she is lonely and starts skipping classes again (107). 

On Valentine’s Day celebration, Melinda does not show her interest toward this event. While everyone 

is happy to celebrate it with their lover or family, Melinda feels sad because nobody greet her at that day. 

Although she feels pathetic, Melinda still hopes that there is someone out there who might think about 

her either. She expects from David Petrakis, her lab-partner who seems giving her more attention will 

send her a letter but he did not send it (108-110).  

Syracuse, New York where Melinda lives has a different climate with the other region. It is shown 

when Melinda said that there is a snow an inch in South Carolina but it does not snowy on her region. 

Melinda sees her teacher at school is in terrible condition without snowy day for instance the men looks 

are not shaving carefully and the women never remove their boots. In addition, most of the teachers also 

get infected by flu (129). Not only her teacher, Melinda also wishing for a snow days, the evidence can 

be seen when her teacher, Hairwoman explain about symbolism in the novel from Nathaniel Hawthorne 

as in the following statement:  

Hawthorne wanted snow to symbolize cold, that’s what I think. Cold and silence. Nothing quieter than 

snow. The sky screams to deliver it, a hundred banshees flying on the edge of the blizzard. But once the 

snow covers the ground, it hushes as still as my heart. (Anderson 130). 

From the statement above reveals Melinda’s wishes for a snow because she feels that during snowy 

day, the condition is very quiet and peaceful outside. It is because most of the people are staying at home 

during snow day. In addition, Melinda also describe that snow can cover her pain and trauma completely 

without anyone notice it. 

Fourth Marking Period (Spring- Summer) 

Spring is the time when Melinda finally shows her progress to continue her life better than before. It 

is shown through her participation in classes and her grade is increases. During Easter, Melinda also made 

hard-boiled eggs for her parents to celebrate that day. Although her relationship with her parents is not 

getting better, Melinda still enjoys celebrating Easter (143). On the last day of spring, Melinda also feels 

that her house is shrinking and she reflect herself as Alice in Wonderland (144). The evidence can be seen 

in the following statement: 

It is the last day of spring break. My house is shrinking and I feel like Alice in Wonderland. Afraid of that 

my head might burst through the roof, I head for the mall. (Anderson 144). 

From the statement above means that Melinda got many pressure from her parents and it makes her 

does not feel comfortable to spend the day at home. Thus, Melinda prefers to spend her day going to mall 
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and entertain herself. When the spring is over and summer is coming, Melinda getting attracted in Biology 

Experiment about planting a seed. She surprised that her seed finally grow although it looks fragile at the 

first time (166). Melinda start to believe t that she can grow and remove her trauma as the time goes by.  

Symbolism  

As formal element, symbolism is one of the elements that support to reveal the theme in the story. It 

is as seen in Speak since this novel contains many symbolisms as appear in the story. However, the writer 

only focuses on the symbolisms that represent Melinda’s struggles in overcoming her sexual abuse trauma 

into three: tree, mirror and season.  

Tree 

Tree is the most prevalent symbols because it appears in the beginning until the end of the story. Tree 

can be interpreted by several meanings and the meanings are different. At the beginning of story, Melinda 

were introduced by her art teacher, Mr. Freeman, how to turn an object into an art and she got “Tree” as 

an object for her artworks. This shows that tree becomes significant symbol to show how Melinda 

struggles to overcome her sexual abuse trauma because the development of the tree is similar with 

Melinda’s growth in her life after being sexually abused. At first, Melinda finds it is hard to draw it. She 

draws it incompletely with two vertical lines for the trunk, horizontal line for the ground and daisy popping 

up next to the tree (32) 

As Melinda’s trauma getting healed and finally she can speak to her friend about her rape, her tree 

drawing can finally show that it breathes. She describe that her tree is not perfectly symmetrical and the 

bark is rough (196). This flawless tree symbolizes Melinda’s revival because she finally can move on as 

she can fight against Andy Evans, 

Mirror  

Mirror becomes the significant symbols appear in the story because it can show Melinda’s struggles 

to face her sexual abuse trauma. At first when Melinda watches herself on the mirror on her room, she 

can see the reflection of herself as looking very messed-up and scary. Realizing that she looks very ugly, 

Melinda then decides to take down the mirror and put it in the back of her closet facing the wall (16-17). 

This mirror symbolizes Melinda’s frustration on herself since after being raped, she is afraid to see her 

looks. In addition, it can also represent Melinda’s loss of her identity because she cannot recognize herself 

while looking at there.  

When Melinda visits a store and is fitting some jeans, she is fascinated with the three-way mirror. She 

begins to observe her reflection in the mirror from head to toe. She sees that her face becomes a Picasso 

sketch and her body looks like slices into dissecting cubes (124). The fragmented mirror symbolize 

Melinda’s fractured-self because when Melinda sees at the mirror, she can notice that she is not physically 

in a good condition. 

Season 

The season as portrayed in Speak symbolize some meanings related to Melinda’s movement to recover 

her trauma. It is shown on autumn which is commonly signified with the tree leaves are falling. Melinda 

experiences the bullying for the first time as she enters high school. Not only that, she also has to face 

some conflicts related to her sexual abuse trauma. During winter which is characterized by cold and 

quietness also related to Melinda’s condition. She becomes quieter since her trauma seriously affecting 

her physical and mind. Winter here symbolizes Melinda’s deepest sorrow and pain.   

As the season goes by, Melinda’s recovery shows a good progress; it is shown on spring when the 

flowers and tree leaves are blooming, Melinda struggles to overcome her trauma step by step for instance 

she is not hiding anymore at the closet. Not only that, she also shows a progress on her art drawings. 

Spring here symbolizes Melinda’s awakening. 

The Theme of Speak 

According to the analysis of formal elements in the novel such as Characterization, plot, setting and 

symbolism, Melinda’s struggles from her sexual abuse trauma appears in two ways: physical and non-
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physical. The physical struggle to overcome her sexual abuse can be seen in her conflicts. Melinda faces 

internal conflict within herself and external conflict between she and the other character such Heather, 

Rachel and Andy Evans. 

`Melinda’s struggle from sexual abuse also includes non-physical. It is shown when Melinda does an 

artwork assignment from her art teacher, Mr. Freeman. Her teacher always teaches the student to express 

their individual character through the art. Melinda is inspired from this and she uses it as a media to heal 

her trauma. 

Conclusion 

From the analysis of the formal element such as plot, characterization, setting and symbolism it can 

be drawn some conclusions related to the theme of Speak. From the plot, it can be seen that plot can bring 

out the conflict happened in the story since it explains the problems faced by the main character and also 

the way she overcomes it. Meanwhile from the characterization, the writer found that the main character, 

Melinda Sordino is categorized as a round character because her characterization finally changes at the 

end of story. Melinda’s characterization such as introvert, sarcastic and depressed can support the struggle 

to overcome her sexual abuse, meanwhile the persistent character shows how she finally can survive from 

the sexual abuse. From the setting, it can be understood that the setting can support the theme. The struggle 

to overcome sexual abuse trauma by the main character, Melinda Sordino, is divided into two types which 

are physical and non physical. Physical is the struggle when she can fights back against Andy Evan to 

solve the problems with him. Meanwhile, non-physical including the struggle to heal the trauma through 

the process of drawing art which is motivates her to speak up. In this case, speak up means the confidence 

to admit about the rape and the struggle to overcome sexual abuse trauma. 
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