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2.1 Objectives: 

After studying this unit you will be able to 

� know about the life and works of Alice Walker. 

� understand the epistolary novel as a literary genre. 

� learn the plot development and summary of the novel. 
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� examine the relevance of the events of the novel to contemporary society. 

� analyze the character development on moral, ethical and emotional backdrop. 

� examine novel as politics of sex and self than the politics of class and racism. 

2.2 Introduction: 

   In this unit, we are going to analyze an epistolary novel, The Color Purple, 

written by Alice walker – an Afro-American Black Feminist writer and recipient of 

prestigious Pulitzer Award and National Book award.  

 The unit focuses on various aspects of novel and the critique about. It facilitates 

students the self study by providing discussions on characteristic features of the 

novel. In this unit it is attempted to encourage students to find literary relevance in 

contemporary context while reading the incidents of injustices inflicted against 

women, where they are subjected to the politics of sex and self. The unit also 

provides analysis of narrative technique of Epistolary novel; effectively used in the 

novel, The Color Purple.    

2.3 Alice Walker : Life and Career 

 Alice Walker is an Afro-American female writer, who was born in 1944. She 

was born in a sharecropper’s family in the South, Georgia, U.S.A as the eighth child 

in Eatonton, small town with two streets only. She grew up in a world of poverty and 

hardship. The Walker’s white landowner said that the Walker’s children needed not 

to attend school and demanded of every child of the Walker’s to work in his field. 

But it was her mother, Minnie, who fought for the right of education for her children. 

Thus, the author feels that her success as an informed writer goes greatly to her 

mother’s devotion to education and liberation. 

 Alice Walker was blessed with a love of learning, and upon graduating at the 

head of her high school class in 1961, she received a scholarship to Spelman College 

in nearby Atlanta, Georgia, U.S.A. There, at the heart of the civil rights movement, 

she took part in student protests against racial discrimination. After two years at 

Spelman, Walker transferred to Sarah Lawrence College in New York, where she 

developed into a highly gifted writer. For her novel, The Color Purple, she was 

honoured by Pulitzer award and National Book Award in the year 1983. 
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Literary Career of Alice Walker: 

 During her schooling days, by writing poetry, Alice Walker started her literary 

career. Her literary genius flourished with abundant contribution to various literary 

forms like novel, short story, essay, non-fictional works, etc. Her versatility is often 

appreciated for her contribution to various forms and for her concern for the themes 

like womanism, civil rights, humanism and justice.  

Her notable novels:   

I)   The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970) 

 This is the debut novel of Alice Walker. Published in 1970, it is set in 

rural Georgia.  It tells the story of Grange, his wife, their son Brownfield, and 

granddaughter Ruth.  The novel focuses on his journey through life, starting at a very 

low point both morally and economically, to the end where he is economically stable 

and at a moral high point. Walker herself, about this novel says that was an 

incredibly difficult novel to write, and to speak about violence among black people 

in the black community at the same time that black people enduring massive 

psychological and physical violence from white supremacists in the southern states, 

particularly Mississippi. 

II) Meridian (1976): 

 The novel has been described as Walker's "meditation on the modern civil rights 

movement.” Meridian is about Meridian Hill, a young black woman in the late 1960s 

who is attending college as she embraces the civil rights movement at a time when 

the movement becomes violent. The story follows her life into the 1970s through a 

relationship that ultimately fails, and her continued efforts to support the movement. 

 Alice Walker wrote the novel at a time when many young black people were 

shifting away from supporting the practice of nonviolence and civil disobedience that 

had characterized the early years of the movement and had begun to take on more 

militant and extreme positions. 

III) The Color Purple (1982) : 

 It is an epistolary novel of Alice Walker which won the Pulitzer Prize for 

Fiction and the National Book Award for Fiction in 1983. The setting of novel is 

rural Georgia. The story focuses on the life of African-American women in 
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the Southern United State, in the 1930s, addressing numerous issues including their 

exceedingly low position in American social culture.  

IV) The Temple of My Familiar (1989) : 

 It is an ambitious and multi-narrative novel of Walker containing the interleaved 

stories of Arveyda, a musician in search of his past, Carlotta, Arveyda’s Latin 

American wife who lives in exile. And it is the story of Suwelo, a black professor of 

American History who realizes that his generation of men have failed women; 

Fanny, his ex-wife about to meet her father for the first time; and Lissie, a vibrant 

creature with a thousand pasts. 

V) Possessing the Secret of Joy (1994) : 

 The novel deals with the story of Tashi, an African woman and one of the minor 

characters of The Color Purple. Tashi marries an American man named Adam then 

leaves Olinka because of the war. Tashi chooses to go back to Olinka to undergo 

circumcision because she is a woman torn between two cultures, Olinkan and 

Western. Instead of feeling free from not having the procedure done as a child, she 

feels bothered by it. She wants to honour her Olinkan roots.  Tashi later sees several 

psychiatrists because she goes crazy due to the trauma she has suffered before 

finding the strength to act. The novel is told in many different voices, which are the 

characters in the novel. The novel explores what it means to have one's gender 

culturally defined and emphasizes that “Torture is not culture." 

2.4 Epistolary Novel –  Narrative Technique: 

 An epistolary novel is a novel written in the form of letter or series of letters 

written by one or more characters. The form allows the author/narrator to have 

omniscient point of view. But when there occurs the exchange of letters, there can 

variation in the point of view according to character to character.  

 The term ‘epistol’ implies a set of templates for letters and addressing with 

small changes can be used on various occasions, and ‘epistolary novel’ implies ‘ a 

novel in letters’. According to Elizabeth Cambell, the epistolary novel is a novel 

written in the form of letters, exchange of letters between two or more 

correspondents., one or more letters sent by a correspondent to one or more 

recipients. 
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 Ruth Perry further expands the definition expecting that the epistolary form 

requires the ‘deeper truth locked deep down in their subconscious. The epistolary 

novel relies on subjective viewpoint which prevails intimate provenance. It results 

into intimate point of view of the character in his/her expression of thoughts and 

feelings without interference of the author and events take place in a dramatic 

immediacy. What distinguishes epistolary genre from other realistic-autobiographical 

fiction, such as diaries, is the desire/demand for exchange of thoughts, expressions 

and feelings etc. It is dialogical in its nature. 

 The variety of point of view offers the story a dimension and capacity. There are 

three types of epistolary novels. 

1) Monological ( letters of only one character) 

2) Dialogical ( letters of two characters)  

3) Polylogical ( Three or more characters exchange the letters) 

Salient features of Epistolary novel: 

1) Use of procedure of exchange of letters as a framework. 

2) Moving power of correspondence is an obstruction i.e. generally epistolary 

novel follows a specific formula that two or more people separated by an 

obstruction of various kinds and forced to keep their relationship through letters. 

3) Protagonists are prevented from acting directly and it is expected that their 

writing may reunite them. 

4) Seduction is a frequently coined theme in epistolary novels. 

5) Generally, the novel ends with the love or death. 

Janet Gurkin Altman in the book,’ Epistolarity’ indicates six important aspects of 

epistolary novel. 

1) Intermedial nature i.e. the genre functions as connector of remote points and 

bridges between the sender and the recipient. 

2) The degree of trust between the sender and recipient. 

3) Internal and external reader i.e. internal reader is to whom letter is addressed to 

or the character who is assumed to be the recipient of the letter. and external 

reader is general reader of the novel. 
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4)  Specific discourse of the novel. 

5) The dynamic in the ending of letters. 

6) ‘An epistolary mosaic’ implies multiplicity of plots, impaired timeline, multiple 

correspondents and gaps (dead time) between exchanges of letters. 

2.5 The Novel at glance : 

• Full Title: The Color Purple 

• About Title: The title stems from a comment of a character Shug; “people walk 

by the color purple in a field somewhere and don’t notice.  

• Author: Alice Walker 

• Type of Work:  Novel 

• Genre:  Epistolary Novel 

• Date of First Publication:  1982 

• Narrator:  Celie, poor, uneducated 14-year-old girl is the narrator who narrates 

her story through the letters written to God. 

• Narration Structure: 

 Celie narrates the following letters: 1–51[Celie to God]; 59–61and 68 [Celie to    

God]; 69 [Celie to Nettie]; 73–79 [Celie to Nettie];  82–85 [Celie to Nettie]; 87   

[ Celie to Nettie]; 89 [Celie to Nettie], and 90 [Celie to God]. 

 Nettie narrates the following letters, al l written to Celie: 52–58, 62–67,70–

72,80–81,86,and88 

• Point of View:  Omniscient points of view. The narrator describes the characters 

and events and her sufferings through the letters to God. 

• Tone:  The tone of the novel is realistic and matter-of-fact. 

• Diction:  Celie's letters reflect the country dialect of an uneducated African 

American from the rural South during this timeframe. In contrast, Nettie's letters 

exhibit her proficient writing, grammar, and vocabulary skills because she was 

permitted to attend school. Through the sisters' letters, readers can compare and 

contrast some of the social expectations 
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• Setting (Time): 1912 to 1942 

• Setting (Place): Georgia in Southern United State 

• Protagonist: Celie, poor, uneducated 14-year-old girl. 

• Major Conflict:  Suffering of women and injustice inflicted in Afro-American 

patriarchal society and struggle for Self. 

• Climax:  Celie becomes financially self reliant and reunion of Celie and her 

younger sister Nettie.  

• Film Adaption: Adapted for film by same name, directed by  Steven Spielberg, 

with casting of Whoopi Goldberg. Nominated for eleven Academy Awards. 

• Musical Adaption: Lyrics and music by Stephen Bray. Opened at the 

Broadway theatre New York City on Dec.1, 2005.  

2.6 Summary :   

 The Color Purple begins with Celie's first letter to God. She opens by stating she 

is 14and has" always been a good girl." Celie wants Him to help her to understand 

why she must endure the physical and sexual abuse of her father, Alphonso, along 

with her mother's neglect and disdain. Even before her mother dies, Celie is 

responsible for caring for her siblings, including her younger sister, Nettie. Although 

the other characters call her father Alphonso, Fonso, or Pa, Celie only refers to him 

as He. 

 Alphonso repeatedly rapes Celie, and she gives birth to a daughter and then a 

son. Both of the children disappear. She thinks he took them in to the woods and 

killed them. After the second pregnancy, He shuns Celie and starts eyeing Nettie but 

marries May Ellen, a widow of Celie's age. Addie Beasley, a teacher, implores 

Alphonso to allow Celie to staying school, but he refuses, saying Nettie is the only 

smart child. A neighbour wants to marry the more appealing Nettie instead of the 

older, less attractive Celie. Alphonso won’t agree to union because of his attraction 

of Nettie’s youth. Instead, he promises the man a cow if he marries Celie. To save 

her sister from Alphonso, Celie marries Albert, but she calls him Mr.---. The cow, 

Alphonso refers to is Celie.   

 Throughout her marriage to Mr. ,Celie continues to endure beatings as 

well as physical and verbal assaults from his children, especially Harpo, the oldest 
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son. Nettie escapes her home and goes to live with Celie because Alphonso begins to 

bother her with sexual advances. Life is better for Celie until Mr._  kicks Nettie 

out of his home for rejecting him. Missing Nettie's lessons covering what she learned 

in school, and miserable over the loss of the only person who ever loved her, Celie 

waits for the letters her sister promises to write. They never arrive. 

 Nettie is not the only strong female who affects Celie's future. Shug Avery, a 

beautiful blues singer who drapes herself in elegant clothes and jewels moves in with 

them when she becomes ill. Although she is Mr....'s mistress, and the only woman he 

has ever loved, she is independent. Celie admires her for everything, even accepting 

her relationship with Mr... Shug emotionally and sexually controls Albert, Celie's 

husband, showing Celie women can have power over their lives. The singer becomes 

Celie's advocate, friend, and lover. In addition to Shug, four other women; Sofia 

(Harpo's first wife), Carrie and Kate (Mr...'s sisters), and Squeak/Mary Agnes 

(Harpo's girlfriend) all play a part in Celie's transition from a life of physical, 

emotional, and spiritual oppression to one of freedom and autonomy. 

 The catalyst that triggers Celie's transformation occurs when Shug explains 

Mr.....'s dishonesty. Since Nettie's departure, he has hidden every letter Nettie has 

written her. Celie and Shug take the letters from the trunk where Mr....... has stashed 

them. Through reading them, Celie finds out Nettie is living with Samuel, a minister, 

and his wife, Corrine. As a part of their family she takes care of their adopted 

children Celie's daughter Olivia and son Adam instead of killing.  Celie continues to 

write to Nettie- living with a missionary in Africa. 

 Mr.'....s deceit gives Celie the courage to leave him and move to Memphis with 

Shug. While living there, she learns self-love and self-respect. Shug helps her to let 

go of her anger at God for believing. He neglected her because he is a white man. 

Through their talks about God and His desires for all people Celie restores her 

relationship with Him. She now understands spirituality is an essential aspect of a 

full life. When Celie starts a business designing and sewing women's pants, her 

confidence soars. The last chain that has bound her to a life of domination breaks 

when Nettie tells her the man they called Pa is her step father, not her biological 

father.           

 When Alphonso dies, Celie finds a peace in her life. She and Nettie inherited his 

home. She moves into her very own home, continues to run her business, and 
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becomes friends with her husband, whom she now calls by his given name, Albert. 

He has also found freedom from his oppressive ways. Celie's story ends when Nettie, 

Samuel, Olivia, Adam, and his wife, Tashi, return from Africa to live with her. 

2.7 Check your Progress:  

Choose the correct alternative. 

1. Who is the protagonist of the novel?  

 a) Alphonso  b) Shug  c) Sofia  d) Celie 

2. To whom Celie does write letters? 

 a) Mr.__   b) Shug  c) God  d) Alphonso 

3. Celie continues to write to Nettie- living with a missionary in ....... 

 a) Britain  b) America  c) Africa  d) Ireland. 

4. .......... is the character from the novel The Color purple is the protagonist of 

Alice Walker’s another novel, Possessing the Secret of Joy. 

 a) Nettie   b) Celie  c) Tashi  d) Sofia 

5. Who does hide letters of Nettie addressed to Celie? 

 a) Mr .....  b) Alphonso  c) Shug  d) Tashi 

6. The Color Purple is .......... 

 a) a Gothic novel.   b) an epistolary novel.  

 c) a diary of the protagonist.  d) a picaresque novel. 

7. How many letters are there in the novel The Color Purple? 

 a) 90   b) 52  c) 85  d) 73 

8. Shug Avery is ..... by profession. 

 a) a dancer  b) a blues singer  c) a banker  d) a counselor 

9. What is the real name of Mr. ------- ?   

 a) Adam   b) Albert  c) Anthony  d) Alex 

10.  ....... is the physical setting of the novel? 

 a) Georgia  b) New York  c) California  d) Clarinda  
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Answers:  1 – d, 2 – c, 3 – c, 4 – c, 5 – a, 6 – b, 7 – a, 8 –b, 9 – b, 10 - a 

2.8 Characters:  

Celie: 

 Foremost of her life Celie is brutalized, sexually assaulted, and treated unjustly. 

Alphonso denies her any schooling, saying she is too ugly and stupid. She never 

understands she is a beautiful, intelligent person, capable of realizing personal and 

financial joy until Shug Avery becomes her advocate.  

 Her role with Alphonso is that of a sexual outlet and a caretaker to her younger 

siblings. Her husband, Albert, whom she refers to only as Mr. , continues to abuse her 

physically, mentally, and emotionally by forcing her into a life of servitude until she 

abandons him to live with Shug in Memphis. Through her relationships with 

assertive, independent women she begins her quest to find a life where she will be 

free physically, sexually, emotionally, intellectually, and spiritually.  

 Shug Avery teaches her how to love self, to enjoy romantic love, to defend 

herself from male dominance, and to use her owns kills to become independent 

financially. Sofia models assertiveness, attitude, and strength under pressure. Nettie, 

as well as Shug, represents all that is good, pure, and decent in life as they are the 

only people who have ever shown Celie love. She is the only family Celie has ever 

known and wanted. Her disappearance cracks Celie's heart. These three women are 

significant influences in Celie's transformation from a submissive victim to a 

formidable woman. 

Nettie: 

 Nettie is a witness to her sister's physical and sexual assaults, but is not a victim 

of them. Alphonso permits her to remain in school because she shows academic 

promise. Understanding how much Celie wants to learn, Nettie teaches her sister the 

same lessons she learns. When she moves in with Celie and her husband to avoid 

Alphonso's advances, she continues to tutor Celie. When Albert evicts her from his 

home because she shuns him, she moves in with Samuel and Corrine who continue 

her education. Her views about social expectations and mores, religion, and people 

mature as she travels to New York City, London, and Africa. Still Celie's teacher, 

through her letters, she shares her experiences and thoughts with her sister. 
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• Alphonso 

 Alphonso, also known as Fonso and Pa, is Celie's first abuser and a rapist. He 

impregnates her twice. She refers to him only as He. After each baby is born, he 

takes it from her. Upon his death, he leaves his house and store to Celie as away to 

atone for the wrongs he inflicted upon her. 

• Mr. ____ 

 Although his given name is Albert, Celie calls him Mr --. He is a domineering 

man who practices the belief that a wife is nothing more than her husband's property 

and should be beaten into submission. His father refused to allow him to marry Shug 

Avery, the woman he truly loves, so he takes out his anger on Celie. After Celie and 

Shug leave him, he falls into a deep depression and almost dies. He starts to 

recuperate when Harpo convinces him to send Celie the rest of Nettie's letters. 

Purged of his deceit, he transforms in to a thoughtful man, always searching the 

answers to life's Why questions. He not only takes pride in keeping himself neat and 

clean, but he tends his fields and renovates his home. When Celie returns to town, he 

initiates a civil relationship with her that evolves into an abiding friendship. 

• Shug 

 Named Lillie by her mother, but known as Queen Honey bee to the people who 

follow her singing career, and as Sugar to Celie, Shug Avery is a woman who craves 

male attention. 

 Initially, she acts hatefully to Celie because Albert chose to marry the timid girl 

instead of her. After appreciating Celie’s sincere care while she nurses her back to 

health, Shug is angered that Albert cruelly dominates his wife. Shug pushes Celie to 

find intelligence, beauty, and value in her body, mind, and heart. She teaches her that 

her emotions are a valuable asset and that once she frees them, her confidence will 

grow. She is Celie's true friend and staunch supporter, and also her lover.  

• Harpo 

 Harpo truly wants to be a kind-hearted and supportive husband to Sofia. He 

admires her boldness, her honest approach with people, and her substantial physical 

appearance. He is conflicted by his father's oppressive ways toward his wives and 
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tries to rule his wife. She refuses to obey him and fights back when he tries to beat 

her and deflate her spirit. He is a natural at cooking and taking care of the children, 

and he enjoys these responsibilities. Tending the crops and repairing the home’s roof 

are tasks Sofia likes. These gender role reversals do not conform to society’s 

standards, add stress to his life. Only after Sofia leaves does he understand and 

accept that it is acceptable for men and woman to have traits that cross gender lines. 

• Sofia: 

 Sofia is a forceful female who never flinches from standing up to family, 

friends, and social norms. Although she loves Harpo, she can't stay with him because 

of his domineering attitude and actions. She seethes at Miss Millie's condescending 

scrutiny of her children. She verbally disrespects a white woman, punches the mayor, 

and is jailed for 12 years. Her inner strength empowers her to survive for eleven and 

a half year sentence as a maid to Miss Millie and caretaker to the woman's children. 

She and Harpo resume their marriage after she is paroled. 

2.9 Narrative Technique: 

 The structure of an epistolary novel relies on epistles, or letters. Through letters 

only, the characters reveal the story's foundational elements—the characters, plot, 

conflict, and setting—and the structural components of theme, symbolism, tone, and 

point of view. In The Color Purple, Celie, the primary narrator, writes to God and to 

her sister Nettie .Almost halfway into the story, Nettie becomes the secondary 

narrator through her letters to Celie. Crucial to readers' involvement and connection 

to the story, the letters reveal each narrator's private and public emotions, beliefs, and 

values. 

2.10 Use of Symbols:  

• Pants: 

 Pants represent dependence, individuality, and strength to Celie as she liberates 

herself from Mr. 's control. They help her to breach gender lines when she 

decides to wear them; they bring her economic freedom when she begins making 

them as a   business. Just as the idiom" wearing the pant sin the family" is used to 

describe someone who is in control, pants help to define and shape Celie’s control 

over her own life.  
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• Letters: 

 The letters are the only escape Celie has in her oppressed life. She writes to God 

because, as a captive, she is desperate to find an audience or a witness for her pain. 

Even when she questions whether God is listening, she continues to write to Him as a 

way to think through her situation. Her letters to Nettie reflect the joy Celie feels that 

her beloved sister is alive and is leading a life of her choice. Nettie is an actual 

person with whom Celie can share the harsh realities of her life and her most intimate 

thoughts. The letters are proof that her sister, if not God, is listening. 

• God: 

 Although at first God is the only audience to Celie's misery, He becomes her 

cathartic listening post. Even after Celie loses faith in God and addresses her letters 

to Nettie, she till closes them with "Amen," until she restores her faith and returns to 

"Dear God. "Shug's spirituality ,based on an appreciation of all of God's wonders, 

combines with Albert's Why questions to lead the characters to deeper understandings 

of  God's love. 

• Purple  

 The color purple represents all of the seen and unseen wonders in the world. 

After Shug explains to Celie that God only wants to be admired for all of the beauty 

and magnificence He created, she says ,"I think it [angers]God if you walk by the 

color purple in a field somewhere and don't notice it." The author uses purple to 

represent both the physical grandeur of the world and also the impressive internal 

and external traits that define each individual. 

• Needles and Razors: 

 To Celie, needles are a means to create something worthwhile by uniting items 

that on their own are insignificant. Because they take parts and give them meaning 

by making a whole, they are a positive force in her life. Needles are used to sew 

pants, which lead to Celie's success as a seamstress and a business entrepreneur. 

 Razors, in contrast, represent destruction. When Celie is blinded by her hatred 

for Mr. because of his abuse, subjugation, and most importantly, because of his 

purposeful theft of Nettie's letters, she almost kills him with his own razor. The razor 

becomes the means to rid her life of her oppressor, but the act of violence for which 

she considers using it would eliminate all the strides she has made towards 
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independence.  

2.10 Thematic Concern : 

• Overcoming Oppression 

 With effort, people will overcome society's injustices. Celie accepts her life of 

subjugation because she never has experienced any other way of existing. Although 

she sees other women taking charge of their lives, like Sofia and Shug, she is so 

mentally crushed she never even comprehends she is capable of controlling her 

destiny. Jealous that Sofia is strong enough to fight for her freedom from male 

domination, Celie tells Harpo to beat his wife. Celie tells Kate she doesn't know how 

to fight when the woman implores her to do so.It isn't until she experiences Shug's 

friendship, love, and be lief in her inner strength that Celie realizes that she has the 

courage to climb out of her oppressive life. 

 Mr. 's transformation is a result of the emotional pain he suffers after Celie's 

tirade and abandonment. When he comprehends how wrong he was to act so 

abusively, he wants Celie's forgiveness. Her friendship enables him to fully forsake 

the domineering principles that control him. After he and Sofia renew their marriage, 

Harpo still struggle s with his conflicting beliefs, but he loves Sofia enough to submit 

to some of her ideas .Although she keeps it hidden during her punishment, Sofia 

shows her mental muscle when she openly tells Eleanor Janet he will never be equal 

because of prejudice. By the time Shug returns, she has forgiven her parents for what 

she interpreted as an unwillingness to love her. Her understanding that they did the 

best they could for her allows her to love herself and to treasure the honest friendship 

and love she shares with Celie. 

• Enduring Domination: 

 The assaults Celie endures from Alphonso not only harm her physically but 

cause her emotional shame because the assailant is her father .Her mother scorns 

Celie and her sister, Nettie, because they are witnesses to her disgrace. Mr. 's 

beatings and mistreatment objectify Celie and add more layers of shame on her. Until 

she is in her thirties, Celie's life is an example of the effects of internal and external 

domination brought on by others. 

 In contrast the lives of Mr. ,Harpo, Sofia, and Shug are ruled by 

their own destructive decisions. Mr.__'s mistreatment of his wife, chooses to be a 
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victim of the man's demand for total obedience. He subjugates his wives and passes 

these same principles onto his son, Harpo. Harpo mentally succumbs to this male 

dominance tenet, but he cannot do so emotionally because he loves Sofia and her 

independent spirit. Harpo's inability to resolve this clash of ideals throws him under 

the heel of oppression, and he loses the children and Sofia when she moves in with 

her sister. Sofia shows her strength when she leaves Harpo, but her pride leads to a 

lengthy jail sentence. Her decision to use her dynamic spirit to fight a force as 

massive as social bigotry ends up restricting her assertive nature .Shug's struggle is 

caused by her desire for love. Never given the strength that parental love can nurture, 

she equates lust for love. Until she learns to love herself, she floats from one bed to 

another, ruled by her opinion that intimacies with others will raise her from a 

loveless existence to a life of happiness  

• Realizing Wholeness 

 People achieve a fulfilling life when they grasp an understanding about 

themselves, the world, and their places in it. Celie, Mr. , Harpo, Sofia, and 

Shug all endure oppression from inner and external sources, and they all struggle to 

overcome the mistreatments they incur from others and from their own choices. 

Celie's empowerment begins with Shug's belief in her strengths, grows by witnessing 

Sofia's struggles with Harpo and the town's racism, matures when Mary Agnes finds 

her voice, develops when she sees God's love in His every creation including herself 

and flourishes when she and Albert become true friends. By admitting to some poor 

choices, and choosing to forgive themselves, Mr. , Harpo, Sofia, and 

Shug can finally embrace the good in themselves, their families, and their friends. 

They all understand that to live a fulfilled life, they need to love themselves before 

anyone else can love them. 

• Gender Roles: 

 When men and women adopt tasks society assigns to the opposite gender, 

internal and external conflicts occur. One cause behind of all the characters' 

oppression stems from conflicts with society's gender role expectations. All of them 

have to remove the gender role shackles that bind them. 

 Sexism is synonymous with stereotypical gender role expectations in this novel. 

The conflict between Harpo and Sofia stems from their dispute about gender role s 

society designates for men and women. 
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 Sofia says, "I rather be out in the fields or fooling with the animals. Even 

chopping wood. But he love cooking and cleaning and doing little things around the 

house."After Celie and Albert are friends, he confide she always loved to sew with 

his mother:"I use to try to sew along with mama cause that's what she was always 

doing. But everybody laughed at me, "he explains. Celie responds by handing him a 

threaded needle and a pair of pants and saying, "Well, nobody gon laugh at you 

now."In both of these relationships, the men have tried to deal with the gender role 

issues with physical force. This approach only aggravates the already volatile 

situations. Only when each couple turns from their society's gender stereotyping by 

making their own guidelines do they build respectful relationships.  

• Racism: 

 Racism occurs when people choose to reject unfamiliar ethnicities, customs, and 

traditions instead of trying to understand and respect their right to exist. Social 

racism is prevalent in The Color Purple. Nettie witnesses it throughout her travels—

between races and within the same ethnicities she encounters. Sofia, Shug, Mary 

Agnes, and Corrine all are victim s of prejudice in their home town sand, for Shug, 

around the country. Skin color adds to racism when it is mentioned as a derogatory 

statement.  In all cases, the author reveals racism as a widespread part of culture. 

 Domination and oppression destroy peoples' humanity by erasing their worth. 

Throughout the novel, the author reveals how oppression, injustice, and disrespect 

make their targets invisible. These negative actions erase peoples' humanity and 

individuality by treating them as worthless beings. Celie, Sofia, Mary Agnes (when 

she was known as Squeak), and the Olinka females are invisible as humans in the 

minds of their oppressors. 

2.12 Questions for discussion : 

1) Analyze the novel The Color purple as an epistolary novel. 

2)  Discuss the thematic concern of the novel. 

3)  Discuss the significance of symbols in the novel. 

4)  Comment on women subjugation and oppression in Afro- American society. 

5) Discuss Alice walker as Black Feminist writer. 
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