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EPIGRAPH 
                                                                                   

                             SHE                               

 

                  “….She is the one 

                                Who warm your  

                                Home  

                                With her fragrance  

                                The one who brings  

                                Music, magic and joy, 

  

                                                           She is the one  

                                                           Speaking 

                                                           The truth  

                                                                 From her heart….” 

 

(An excerpt from ‘She’ poem by Alice Walker that reflects the very essence 
of the present study) 
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PREFACE 
   The book aims at making advanced students of English literature understand 

delineation of female characters by Alice Walker, an Afro -American woman writer. This is 

an introductory book first in the series of two on the critical study of predicament of women 

characters mainly in the Color Purple, the Pulitzer Prize winning novel by Alice Walker. In 

order to provide Walker’s recurring themes the other major novels of Walker have also been 

reviewd to some extent. 

   Alice Walker along with many other black American writers, who have enriched Afro-

American literature with their riveting and practical approaches to literature, is a 

contemporary Afro -American woman writer has raised burning issues of racism, sexism, 

ansd slavery in her novels, short stories and essays.Following the tradition of black writers 

like Ralph Elison, Richard Wright, Gloria Steinman, Maya Angelou etc. Walker has become 

the mouthpiece of the oppressed and suppressed black women in particular and all oppressed 

women in general. Going deep into the roots of the black history, she has brough forward the 

black truth of human civilization and presented it in her literature. Walker outpours her own 

real experiences with fascinating insight and skill of a story teller. Having witnessing the 

plight of black women, her own discriminatory experience in the civil right movement and 

feminist movement made her unhappy and she declared her a ‘womanist’ one whose heart 

pains for those who are oppressed and  exploited for any reason and writes for them from her 

heart with a purpose. She digs into their history and brings forth the unbelievable truths. Her 

literature has become a vehicle to raise the issues on all levels and bring about desired 

changes like a social reformer. 

 It was the quality of her literary work that has garnered her fame in the world as prolific 

writer and as an activist. Being impressed by these attributes of her literature and 

humanitarian work and genuine interest in American Literature, I decided to study her 

literature thouroughly for my M.Phil and Ph.D. degrees.  At the first place I submitted 

dissertation to Sant Gadge Baba Amravati University Amravati in 2008, and a Ph. D. thesis to 

R.T.M. Nagpur University, Nagpur in 2014. There are few research works done on the 

author. So I thought of converting the dissertation first into the book form, which could be 

served as reference material for those who are interested in Afro-American literature.Dr. 

Prakash Somalkar showed interest in publishing the book online through his journal. This 

boosted my confidence and I decided to take the risk of publishing the book. Hence it would 

be my genuine effort to make a mark in the writers’ domain.It is hoped that the book will 

illuminate those who will find it useful and effective for their respective study. 
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INTRODUCTION 

1.  The History of Struggle of Man for Survival 

                     The social history of man has been the history of struggle for survival in 

whatever condition he was put to, and whosoever he might be, man or a woman. Since the 

primitive stage man has struggled and evolved into today’s modern stage. In each phase, man 

has gone through acid test and propelled his way gradually overrunning all types of problems. 

Man has never been without struggle. He strove to rise using the gift of intellect and brought 

things under his control. He tried to bring as many comforts to his life as he could though 

they might cost others dearly. Sometimes women were domineering and sometimes man. 

However the problems of women have always been there in both the systems. 

              The history bears a testimony to it that women have suffered more than men since 

they were doubly oppressed which later attributed to their predicament. Their condition was 

worse than animals. Their sex had no value; if had any, they became victims of sexual 

gratification only objects of sex, just to suck and throw away. 

     2. What is predicament? 

                Predicament is basically a state of dilemma. It may refer to condition when one 

cannot decide what to do. Both the sides are dangerous. On one side there is a well and the 

other a lake. One is engulfed between two danger zones. It is a state of quandary. No 

solutions provides panacea. It may also refer to the physical and  psychological state a human 

being when he is crushed spiritually and politically and cannot find a way to get out of it. It 

may be caused by numerous known unknown factors recurring in human life. Predicaments 

of man are there but predicaments of women are manifold.  

   3. Predicament of Black Women. 

               As far as predicament of black women, in particular, is concerned, one has to see 

how it happened in the USA and what its nature is.                                         

              The African Americans were the ethnic groups who were brought to America against 

their will. But the social history of the Ancient Africa reads that there was the world of 

mother worship when Africans lived a tribal life. In the women dominating tribe they had 

power and dignity and enjoyed status and position, as it was based on the equality of sexes. 
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The women had their own tribes and their own families and men lived with their tribes 

separately. As the year and ages passed the matriarchal system was broken as the women 

were compelled to move to the male domineering tribes. It happened because of the men’s 

greed for possessing women. In the world of patriarchs, women were subordinated and 

dominated and suppressed which later gave birth to their predicament. 

                As women and men lived together, the men discovered the secret of the women’s 

power to create life. They feared women and kept themselves apart as they suffered from 

vigina envy. As a result the men preferred to lead life as priest. No doubt the priesthood was 

symbolically used to exploit women. 

   4.   Slavery Imposed on Black People. 

               With the rise of industries and growing need of manpower, the European entered the 

African tribes and began to capture the black Africans at the edge of weapon. They 

threatened them, beat them and brought them forcibly to America. This gave rise to salve 

trade. Men and women and their children were brought and sold in the slave markets. They 

were brought to the United States involuntarily and their destinations were chosen by others. 

Black were concentrated to the south whose climate and soil was suited to the kind of crop 

that could be produced under the restrictive conditions of slavery. When they were sold to 

different owners of plantation, they were bound to be separated from each other. Thus they 

lost their nation, their dignity, they were dehumanized and exploited. The black women in 

particular, were sexually exploited by whites.  

             The white Americans developed notions in their minds about the blacks. They 

understood that the backs could be used as animals work horse. They were considered as 

savage creatures, wild beings and soulless slaves. The black womenwere sexually exploited 

by the white Americans who used to force them to surrender their bodies as and when they 

wanted. The condition of the black women was worse than the women of defeated men in 

war. Such women taken as prisoners were used by the victors of war for their sexual 

gratification.                       

               The black women were treated as naked savages and beasts. They were made to 

work more and paid less. The women were constantly sexually exploited and used as toys and 

playthings. They had to work on the farms of the whites. The situation became worse when 
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some black women struggled to keep their chastity and dignity by refusing to submit their 

bodies, they were publicly punished and even more burnt alive.  

                The slavery system thus became a way of life. The system was accepted as destiny. 

So the whites also got license to take disadvantages and started exploiting   them sexually, 

racially and physically and economically. The blacks became the commodity of the whites. 

They used them as they wanted. The woman was made ‘promiscuous and loose’. W. J. Cash 

observes,` the negro woman… born from her tribal restraint and taught an easy complaisance 

for commercial reasons, was to be had for the taking,(white) boys  and  about the plantation 

inevitably learned to use her and having acquired the habit often continued it into manhood 

and even after marriage’. ( Cash W. J. The Mind of the South, 1960) 

    5. Loss of Womanhood by Black Women. 

           The black woman lost her womanhood, selfhood and dignity. It was continued up to 

the time of the abolition of the slavery in 1863. They entered the larger society as a free 

people with an independent existence of their own. 

            Though the laws of abolition of slavery were made, the white Americans still treated 

the black women inhumanly and cruelly. After the abolition of slavery, the slaves lived their 

lives as share croppers. The black women were to work as house maids in the houses of the 

whites where again they became sex victims. The slavery was abolished but the social system 

was not changed. The white did not accept them as free people. They still maintained the 

belief that the blacks were slaves and were their commodity. 

           Moreover, the black women did not enjoy bliss in their matrimonial affairs. They had 

no choice of their own in the sex matters.  If they wished to marry their own black men, they 

looked down upon their own women as ‘black bitch’. The root cause behind this was that 

their men were drawn to the white women and fascinated by the white color and the white 

values. The black woman, as far as sexual need was concerned, had no choice of her own. It 

is also true not only of the white men but also of the black men. The black men were lured 

and drawn to the white ladies. They felt pride and dignity in going with the white ladies but  

they looked down upon their own black women, if they made attempts to exercise 

theirfreedom in having sex with the white men. They were hypnotized by the white beauty. 

They could not find black beauty in their own black women. Thus, the black women were 
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devalued, dehumanized and degraded, sexuaally exploited by both- the whites and the blacks. 

They were brutally oppressed and suppressed. 

           They were the victims of the whites and the blacks, doubly oppressed, the color and 

gender, racism and sexism poverty and powerlessness. The double slavery imposed upon 

them was horrible. They became the slaves of their husbands. And they asked, `And I ain’t a 

woman? Look at me! Look at my arms! I have ploughed and planted and gathered into barns, 

and no man could head me! And ain’t a woman? I could work as much as a man.’ (Bert. J. 

Lowenberg and Ruth Bogin, 1976) 

            Even today the black women are not regarded as an autonomous being.The woman is 

secondary. Man has the absolute power over her. Man needs her as an object of sex. What is 

master to slave, he is to her. Besides, the African Americans are in quest of identity. WEB Du 

Bois beautifully describes the pathetic situation and image of the African Americans: ‘ One 

ever feels his twoness - an American a negro, two souls. Two thoughts, two unreconciled 

strivings: two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps it from 

being torn as under.’(Du Bois, WEB, 1970) 

   6.     Changes after the World War II 

            The period since the World War II, has been a turning point in the history of 

American racial and ethnic groups in general. The war has broken down many barriers. In 

civilian life, many war time jobs opened up for the blacks. They seem to be trying to obtained 

there equal rights. 

              The black woman has also been opened for them and they are seeking wisdom. They 

are struggling to regain their lost status and to obtain to equal rights to establish their 

womanhood- individual and collective. They are crying for freedom and economic 

independence. 

 7.  Efforts of Afro- American Writers. 

             Black women have tried to reclaim their lost status once they enjoyed in their native  

country Africa, and have also made attempts to search for their identity- individual and 

collective. The writers like Gloria Naylor, Toni Morrison, Zora Neal Hurdson and Alice 

Walker have awakened the spirit among them through their writings. Alice Walker, 
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especially, the contemporary African American woman writer has successfully and 

realistically portrayed the black women’s predicament in her novels and other works. 

           Since the black Americans remained away from the mainstream of developed society, 

educationally and culturally they remained adhered to the unique conservative culture and 

attitude of the life further resulted in their own exploration and observance of double 

standards for women. They only wanted to gratify their thirst for sex by hook or crook. They 

have observed no relationship between fathers and daughters mothers and sons. The relations 

were put at the stake. This is the result of lack of knowledge of culture, education and of the 

process of civilization. They remained uncivilized, uncultured as well. This has given birth to 

the problems and predicament of women. It doesn’t mean that they were so from the 

beginning. They too were civilized having good education and had a culture of them. But 

once brought into slavery they were robbed of their culture as well and made savages.  

           Male dominance is found in almost all societies. Even well civilized society observes 

this. The injustice, violence are seen everywhere throughout the world, but what is important 

is the amount of degree as it varies from group to group and nation to nation.  The concept of 

the women’s purity and chastity may also vary. It is in view of this that the book is written to 

make a search for the predicament of women as dealt by Alice Walker along with other 

writers. It aims to interpret Walker’s the Color Purple in particular and her major works in 

general and to refashion the prevailing criticism on Alice Walker, a feminist cum womanist 

Afro American writer. It consists of five chapters. Each one helps to lead to systematic 

conclusion in the last one, which also serves as an important vehicle. 
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   CHAPTER ONE 

THE MAKING OF THE ARTIST 

1.1. Introduction: 

          This chapter is devoted to explore facts responsible for the making of the artist in 

general and Alice Walker in particular. It is said that an artist is the product of the society and 

culture in which he/she lives. The historical and sociological backgrounds bear formative 

influences and mould the character of an artist. Besides, an artist is the product of the soil in 

which he is planted, germinated and flourished. The fragrance of his art permeates the 

contemporary society and civilization. The glimpses of his period are also found in literature. 

Literature holds mirrors to society and the rat of the artist. The artist may die but the art 

remains permanent and perpetual. He is born to do something substantial and far reaching for 

the betterment of the human society, wherever he lives, to whatever period and country he 

may belong. Alice Walker is such an artist, a unique product of the period whose roots can be 

traced in the history. It is therefore necessary to make a brief survey of the Black history, 

social background, origin and growth of the Afro American literature and the contemporary 

movements that caused the emergence of many such writers including Alice Walker. 

1.2. A Brief Survey of Black History:   

            The history of the Black Americans bears a testimony to the emergence of the Black 

writers. History shows that there have been several writers right from the Enlightenment 

period who have manifested the hue and cry of the society; what they live in, they have 

depicted in their work of art. The racial and sexual problems that Alice Walker voices in her 

work have been in the society for ages. Several  oppression and exploitation of women, 

more exclusively, black women, which added a lot to their predicament and light; which have 

been the major themes of many a work in the past and the present. 

        The peopling of America is one of the great dramas in all human history. Over the years, 

a massive stream of humanity crossed every ocean and continent to reach the United States. 

Blacks were of course brought to the United States involuntarily and their destinations were  

chosen by others. Blacks were concentrated to the south whose climate and soil were suited 

to the kind of crop that could be produced under the restrictive conditions of slavery. 
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1.3. The Blacks and the Slavery System: 

           Black Americans were the only racial or ethnic groups brought to America against 

their will. They came from West Africa and initially spoke a great variety of languages and 

represented many different cultures. In more than two centuries of bondage their many 

ancestral languages and cultures faded away and their genetic differences were amalgamated 

to produce the American Negro a cultural and biological product of the New World, rather 

than a direct descendents of any given African nation or culture. They entered the larger 

society as a free people with an independent existence of their own only in 1863 with 

abolition of slavery. `` The slave community evolved its own culture and its own mores. Its 

most notable cultural product was the Negro spiritual which later had such offshoots as the 

blues and jazz, setting the frame work for the development of American popular music”. ( 

Horn’s Kessler and Yans Mclaughing)  

Slavery has existed for thousands of years in every part of the world. But slavery as it 

evolved in America had unique features. The bringing of African  captives to America was 

embroiled in controversy from the beginning. Some colonies opposed slavery and passed 

laws to prevent it but these were nullified by the British government. (Howe) 

         The Civil War brought a turning point in the history of Black Americans. It was itself a 

fiscal trauma in the story of slavery. As this bloody and desperate War dragged on four years, 

the Southern economy was drained and disrupted and the black and white alike suffered. 

Blacks were more directly part of the War. Although they suffered in body and mind under 

slavery, they did not emerge as a spiritually crushed people. Racial violence and terrorism 

was used against blacks to try to keep ‘in their place’.  Freedom for blacks was both 

deliverance and an uprooting. Many took to the roads, carrying their meager belongings in 

bundles often ‘hungry, sick and barely clad’ (Kirkpatrick, Clipord Kirk, 1926) either looking 

for a new life somewhere or trying to locate family members long separated by sales on the 

slave market.  

         Most blacks continued to do the same kind of work after emancipation as under slavery.  

More Negroes worked in agriculture than in other fields. In one respect, work pattern did 

change. Many black who were married, now stayed home to raise their children instead of 
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working in the fields or in the white people’s homes. Most blacks worked in agriculture were 

laborers. They were dependent on white employers, landowners and store keepers to advance 

them the provisions needed to live until the crop was harvested. (Coldstain, 1970) ‘In the 

immediate post civil war era, blacks were kept in poverty by their pervasive illiteracy which 

enabled white employers and store keepers to cheat them’.5 (Ibid)Even after the Civil War 

there was no formidable change in the condition of blacks. 

1.4. Social Conditions:   

          The great migration of the blacks from rural southern Negroes towards the cities is an 

historical event. This migration resulted in changing their life and culture. Their general 

improvement is studied by Jacob Riis in his study of New York and by W.E.B. Du Bois in his 

study of Philapheldia. 

             The beginning of the twentieth century saw the beginning of a sharp reversal of these 

trends. The masses of ill educated rural southern Negroes who flooded into the northern cities 

were bitterly resented by blacks and white alike. They were denounced as crude, vulgar, 

unwashed rowdy and criminal an as a menace to the standing of the whole race in the eyes of 

the larger white community. Whites reacted to them by raising racial barriers against Negroes 

as a group. Besides, rigid job barriers, residential barriers and social barriers arose. 

          Black African life in the early decades of the twentieth century was typically ne 

featuring two parent households. They had male dominated system. Father was the head of 

the family. The general tendency of the poor people to have more children has been 

accentuated among the Negroes. They had to struggle to bring out themselves from poverty 

and have been repeated in successive generation. This is noticed in Walker’s novel The Third 

Life of Grange Copeland. 

         The great migration into the northern cities brought quantitative and qualitative 

improvements in the education of Negros children. However, segregation of the races in 

schoolsfacilitated discriminatory treatment and remained pervasive throughout   the South 

until the 1954 desegregation decision in board of education. 

          Many prominent blacks began to emerge into the national limelight during  the same  
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era notably in music, games, singing athletics etc. the cultural and psychic changes during the 

1902 caused many to speak of a new Negro. Confidence and assertiveness appeared in the 

music and literature of blacks as well as politics and demeanor. 

1.5. Black Americans Today: 

         Along with the rising educational and skill level of the black population have come 

changes in the white population and in political and legal institutions. The period since World 

War II has been turning point in the history of American racial and ethnic groups in general. 

Shortages of manpower- civilian and military during world war II broke down many barriers 

in civilian life, many wartime jobs opened up to applicants without regard to race, sex, or 

other such criteria. The Civil rights Movement and the Feminist Movement have born out of 

these circumstances. Alice Walker played a lion’s role in these movements in America that 

influenced most of her work immensely. 

         A long history of black people in America has had many landmarks and many profound 

changes- slavery, emancipation, the great migration and civil rights revolution of the mid- 

twentieth century, for example. However, the problems of women have not been commonly 

eradicated. The racial and sexual oppression of black women was still prevalent in the golden 

period of the growth of black. Hence they have found genuine expression in the 

contemporary literature.  

      Alice Walker has become one of the best known, highly respected writers in the USA. 

She herself says that she allows her characters ‘to speak through her’. Walker has written 

extensively about her characters their lives and the act of creating them. Besides, Alice 

Walker is the product of her age and the contemporary social and economical conditions in 

which she herself lived, suffered and also saw other women suffering. The experiences in her 

life shape her fictional characters that are built on her life incidents and circumstances. Her 

life experiences and their depiction in her work have made her a successful artist. The Color 

Purple and   Meridian are cases in point.  

1.6. Alice Walker: Biography and Major Works: 

Alice Melsinor Walker was born on February 9, 1944 to Willi Lee and Minni T. 

Allulah ‘Lou’ Grant Walker in the farming community of Eatonton Georgia, their eight and  
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last child. Alice’s father, a share cropper, earned only 30 dollars a year, but wealthy of spirit 

and lice began going to school at the age of four; she was an outgoing and self-confident 

child’ something of whiz’ who loved getting up in front of people especially at church and 

recite speeches. She loved to explore the world around her and one other favorite pastimes, 

she has said, was people watching. She was a tomboy who loved keeping up with her older 

brothers. Nevertheless, the seeds of her decidedly female point of view were sown in a 

household where boys were unfettered and girls were tied to domestic duties. 

          At the age of eight Alice was shot accidently by one of her brothers, leavig her scared 

and blind in right eye. The disfigurement made Alice Walker shy and self conscious leading 

her to try writing to explore herself. The accident also had a permanent impact on her 

relationship with her father; his inability to obtain proper medical treatment for her forever 

colored her relationship with him and they remained estranged for the rest of her life. In 

contrast Walker notes that she respected her mother’s strength and perseverance in the face of 

poverty, recallinghow hard her mother worked in her garden to create beauty in never the 

shabbiest of conditions. Despite her disadvantaged childhood, Walker worked the opportunity 

to continue her education with scholarship to Stephen College. She attended Spelman for two 

years, but became disenchanted with what she considered a puritanical atmosphere there and 

transferred to Sarah Lawrence college in Bronxville, New York to complete her first 

collection of poetry, ‘Once’ (1968) in reaction to a traumatic abortion. Walker shared the 

poems with one of her teachers, the poet Muriel Rukeyson whose agent found a publisher for 

them. After college, Walker moved to Mississippi to work as teacher and a civil right 

advocate. In 1967, she married Melvyn Leventhal, a Jewish civil rights attorney; they became 

the first legally married interracial couple to reside in Jackson Mississippi. 

         They had a daughter, Rebecca. They divorced some years later. While working in 

Mississippi, Walker discovered the writing of Zora Neale Hurdson an author who would have 

a great influence on Alice Walker later work. Walker eventually edited a collection of 

Hurdson’s fiction called I Love Myself When I Am Laughing--- and then Again when I am 

Looking Men and Impressive a Zora Neal Hurdson Reader (1979). In addition to poetry 

Walker has written short stories collection in the Love and Trouble (1973) and You Can’t 

Keep a Good Woman Down(1981) and several novels, most notably the Color Purple which 

received both the Pulitzer and the American Book Award. 



 
Gurukul International Multidisciplinary Research Journal                                     ISSN No. 2394-8426 

 11 | P a g e  
www.gurukuljournal.com 

             The late sixties were a time of turmoil in the USA to which the Vietnam War and the 

assassination of Martin Luther King contributed. This was the time when Alice Walker was 

writing her first novel- the Third Life of Grange Copeland, comforted before three days 

before the birth of her daughter Rebecca in 1969 and published in 1970. This novel shows 

Walker firmly going back to her roots as a black writer. She writes, “We inherit a great 

responsibility as well for we must give voice not only to centuries silent bitterness and hate 

but also of neighborly kindness and sustaining love.”(Walker Alice, 1988) 

         In 1972, Walker moved to Cambridge, Massachusetts to teach at Wellsley College. 

There, in path breaking move, she taught a course on African American women writers. Her 

next job took her to the University of Massachusetts in Boston. In 1973, she published her 

second book of poetry Revolutionary Petunias and Other Poems which won the William 

Smith Award from the Southern Regional Council.  Walker wrote, “These poems are about 

those few embattled souls who remain powerfully committed to beauty and to love even 

while facing the firing squad.” She also published her first collection of short stories In Love 

and Trouble- Stories of Black Women (1973) which received the Richard and Hinda 

Resenthal Award from the American Institute of Arts and Letters. 

         In 1974 Alice Walker wrote a book on the legendary Harlem Rennaissance poet 

Langston Hughes. She also became contributing editor for Ms. Magazine. She published her 

second novel Meridian (1976) in New York which chronicles the sexual and racial politics of 

the Civil Rights struggle and is partly autobiographical. 

          In 1974 Alice Walker received a grant from the prestigious Guggenheim foundation, 

which enabled her to focus surely on her writing. She completed her masterpiece the Color 

Purple (1982) at Mendocino in Northern California a place that reminded her of Georgia. In 

1983, Alice Walker wrote a series of essays with a wealth of self revelation entitled In Search 

of Our Mother’s Garden: Womanist Prose. It was inspired by Walker’s own mother as well as 

by Walker’s reclaiming Zora Neale Hurdson, both published her third book of poetry ‘Horses 

Make a Landscape More Beautiful.’ She along with Robert Allen, started a publishing house- 

Wild Trees Press. Alice Walker focuses on her feelings and struggle with the filming her 

novel in a book of essays entitled The Same River Twice(1995) Another book of essays 

entitled Living By The World (1988) reveals Walker’s involvement with global issues. 

Walker’s fourth novel the Temple of My Familiar (1989) reveals her interest in ancestral pas 

of her people. Her next novel was Possessing the Secret of Joy (1992) which is a poetic and 
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powerful condemnation of the practice of female circumcision. Among Walker’s recent 

works are Anything We Love Can Be Saved (1997) essays that deal with subjects such as 

female circumcision. Cuban Communism, the murder trial of Winnie Mandela, tributes to the 

poet Audre Lord and others in whom Walker discerns a leftist progressivist activism. Another 

recent work By the Light of My Father’s Smile 91998) portrays a Christian Missionary 

family focusing on the relationship between the father and the three daughters. The book also 

explores the relationship between Christianity and the spiritual tradition of the African 

community in which the family live. Her next work is the Way Forward with a Broken Heart, 

published in October 2000. Walker is still writing in a politically engaged and socially 

responsible, manner to give voice to the voiceless, she stands out as a pioneering literary 

figure, creating new voices and new visions of the role literature can play in shaping and 

critiquing society. 

         Alice Walker, one of the major womanist black woman writers, thus, appeared on the 

literary scene in the 1970s. Her own sufferings and emotions needed to be outpoured. She 

started with poetry expressing freely her emotions as a woman but her further study, job and 

life experiences that formed her characters and her personality compelled her to write 

something different. She found novel a better form through which she could narrate and 

depict a realistic picture of black people in general and predicament in particular. The black 

history and culture that has been a long tale of spirituality and culturally crushed people, of 

which Alice Walker is really proud, has given birth to Alice Walker and many other black 

writers both men and women. Alice Walker’s voice is the voice of the long suppressed, 

oppressed and exploited black women for whom she is known as a spoke person. The milieu 

has made up for Alice Walker as an artist, an activist and a writer. Her novels, short stories, 

autobiography, lectures, interviews evidently prove her emergence and growth as an artist. 

Walker has become an acclaimed womanist writer by taking the predicament of black women 

to the front to bring about desired changes. 

         The African American theorist and writer Bell Kooks has argued in an essay that the 

Color Purple is a parody of the tradition of the Slave Narrative, stories written by male and 

female former slaves about their experiences under slavery. Hooks argues that of other slaves 

as a plea and demand for political and social change. Alice Walker tells a truthful, 

meaningful, factually proven story of women, but it is not without blending of fiction. Walker 
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emphasizes racial oppression. She also uses the fact of sexual violence and women’s reaction 

to it”. (Hooks Bell, 1990)  

         A critical study of her major works with special reference to the Color Purple will 

reveal the facts in the chapters to follow. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

ALICE WALKER’S CONTRIBUTION TO AFRO- AMERICAN LITERATURE 

2.1. Introduction: 

            Ms. Alice Walker as a Black American novelist, short story writer, poet, essayist, 

critic and an editor, has contributed a lot to enrich Afro- American literature. It is not because 

of her bulk of literature and in different forms of literature she had been trying her hand with, 

but because of the myriads of themes she has dealt with, her art of characterization, her 

narrative techniques as a story teller, the use of dialect as used by black illiterate people, her 

style, images, and symbols she had employed, sentence structure and vocabulary is also 

unique in a way or another. It does not mean that the contemporary writers were devoid of the 

essentials of literature. Alice Walker has been exclusively praised by her critics. As stated 

earlier in the literary background to Alice Walker, she has emerged as an artist with a purpose 

of her own i.e. spiritual survival of her people in particular but the humanity in general, she 

ahs freely employed the techniques she wanted to use to bring the issue home. Though her 

stories chiefly revolve round the black people- both men and women, they have been taken as 

type. She moves from individual to type and represents them as representatives of any age in 

the human history. They cross the boundaries of continents, nations, races, classes, gender 

and   regions. They embrace all and encompass the whole humanity.  No doubt, Alice Walker 

has received severe criticism but stood strongly against them and silenced their voices with 

her genuine interest and equally worthy literature. As an acclaimed artist, her art continues to 

play the role.    

2.2. Major Themes: 

 The first area to initiate discussion on is the variety of themes that run through her 

works.  In the Color Purple she has beautifully woven many themes together. A probe into 

the novel opens a wide vista of various themes. In this novel one can perceive the themes like 

estrangement and reconciliation, redemption through love, sisterhood, racism and sexism, 

oppression and suppression, political and economical emancipation status of women, relation 

between men and women, gender discrimination, lesbianism etc. To quote Lauren Berlant, 

‘‘The Color Purple problematizes tradition bound origin myth and political discourse in the 

hope of creating and addressing an Afro -American nation constituted by a rich, complex and 

ambiguous culture.” (Warhole, Rrobyn R. and Daine  Prince Hernal, eds, 1991)  much of 
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her writings reveal her concerns with black women and family. Ms. Walker deftly sculpts her 

people and delineates their relationships. She writes with a world of experience. She exposes 

incest in the Color Purple and has precipitated more discussion within her community on sex 

is that ever before as Walker insists that black people adhere to the values of life for black 

women. The predicament of women is another prominent theme that has left from the eyes of 

the critic and hence has been taken here for the present study. 

2.3. Meridian: A Typical Contemporary Novel: 

          In Meridian, Walker depicts her own experience as an activist in the civil rights 

movement and the sexual politics. She also brings out the light of black women on account of 

oppression, sexism and racism. Toni Morrison has also considered the issue of intra-racism 

and has summed up with a proposition, within the plotting of her fourth novel ‘Tar Baby’, 

which does not carry the invidious intent that lies beneath Walker’s assertion. Morison argues 

that some women of the race do not maintain the ‘ancient properties’, the personal 

psychological characteristics that allow a woman to value caring for the well being of the 

black family and the black race and to exhibit a healthy acceptance of her own sexuality. But 

for Walker, skin color might prove a less dependable criterion than the characteristics 

identified by Morrison. 

2.4. Walker’s Art of Characterization: 

         The next important field to which Alice Walker has largely contributed is the art of 

characterization. Walker is mainly acclaimed for her women characters. As her very purpose 

is to bring out the predicament of women caused by their oppression, exploitation twin 

affliction of racism and sexism, violence and their struggle for survival, Walker has 

exhausted her creative powers to the making to the making of her women. Many critics have 

expressed pros and cons to justify her intent and to protect her stand. Her women characters 

are individual as well s type. They do try to prove their own identity and do everything 

possible to keep them up and continue with them. They are also type because they represent 

the predicament of all women. Hence, Alice Walker does not keep them in confinement, 

rather makes them dynamic. They are not flat but round characters.  

         Alice Walker makes powerful sketches of black women’s struggle for spiritual 

wholeness and political racial and sexual equality. Her fiction seems to have been structured 



 
Gurukul International Multidisciplinary Research Journal                                     ISSN No. 2394-8426 

 16 | P a g e  
www.gurukuljournal.com 

by a complex ideological position that oscillates between her identity as “Black Feminist or 

Women of Color.” 

         Alice Walker is an apologist and spokesperson for black women. Her revolutionary 

treatment of black women is unique. The women in Walker’s novels learn to control their 

lives. Celie’s example, in this regard is valuable. Raped by ‘Pa’ at the age of fourteen, 

crushed spiritually by Albert, at a moment she seems to be dying, but later she emerges out of 

ash like a phoenix and creates her world and a canopy of love and sisterhood, emancipated 

from the clutches of Albert, she is not alone. She is supported by the colony of black women 

and also the white. This is also true about other women characters in the Color Purple as well 

as in other fictions. 

          Walker has always been criticized for harsh treatment given to male characters. Bettye 

J. Parker Smith defends her stand and writes, “Alice Walker’s fiction vacillate between the 

bottle and the Bible and spend a lot of tie on their knees. The distinctive features of thee 

women is he tremendous quality with which they carry their sufferings.” (Berlant Lauren, 

1993)   The man leads miserable life too, but like their women they begin to come to 

acceptance as well. 

           Walker’s characterization is sometimes conditioned by themes. The case of sexual 

love between Celie and Shug, conditioned by two themes that overlap are both expressed in 

metaphor of familiar relationship. The first is the natural bonding between women, as mother 

and daughter and sisters. The other is sexism that men direct against women unless generate 

relationships among themselves and create their own community. 

           When David Bradly criticized her for failing to be as tough on black women as on 

black men- Walker responded not merely by excusing black women’s weaknesses but also by 

arguing that the motives are less responsible than those of men. “But I am really aware that 

they are under the two layers of oppression and that even though everybody, the men and the 

women get (sick) twisted terribly, the women have less choice that they can make, are not 

done out of meanness, out of need to take off stuff out on people.” (Parker Smith Bettye J., 

1998)  Major or minor, Walker’s women characters are type. One such character is Wile 

Chile in the semi-autobiographical novel, Meridian. She is epigrammatic representation of all 

the women Walker brings to life. The story of Wile Chile is central to our understanding of 

Meridian, the woman whose name is the title of the this novel, for it includes certain features, 
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present in different forms in all the anecdotal incidents that make up the novel and through 

which Meridian herself must struggle in the process of herself affirmation. 

2.5. The Color Purple: It’s Significance: 

         Walker earned high praise for the Color Purple, especially for her accurate rendering of 

black folk idioms and her characterization of Celie. Peter S. Prescot echoed the opinion of 

most reviewers when he called Walker’s work as American novel of permanent importance, 

that rare sort of book which amounts to ‘a diversion in the field of dead.’  

         Undoubtedly, Walker’s alienation from black men influences her portrayal of them in 

fiction. Walker’s portrayal of male characters as part of the aftermath of her brother shot her 

with a bb gun. David Bradley asserts that’ after that accident, she felt her family failed her, 

especially her father. Before his death, she had effected reconciliation with him and his death 

aggravated her alienation before it propelled her toward confronting it.” ( Royster Philip M. 

1986)                       

           But with the growth of her art and her relationship with her father, the treatment given 

to male character also changed in her later fiction. Walker has not dealt male character 

equally harshly. One thing remains common and that exploration of black women through her 

art of characterization. What makes Walker’s exploration so credibly affecting is the choice 

of a narrative style that without the intusion of the author, forces intimate identification with 

the heroin. The narrative style employed by Alice Walker in the Color Purple, has offered 

uniqueness, directnes and simplicity to the novel. The narrative style was not new to the 

Americans. It has long been used by the Afro-Americans writers in their slave narratives. But 

the directness and simplicity imparted by Walker to the folk-dialect has taken Alice Walker 

far from the other writers. Most of the letters that comprise this epistolary novel are written 

by Celie, although correspondence from Nettie is included in the later part of the novel. 

Initially, some readers may be put off by Celie’s knothole view of the world, particularly 

since her letters are written in dialect and from the perspective of a naïve, uneducated  

adolescent. “Last spring after little Lucious come I heard them fussing. He was on her arm. 

  She say it too soon, fonso, I ain’t well”. Finally he leaves her alone. She say Naw I 

ain’t gonna. Can’t you see I’m already half dead, an all these children”.(Walker, Alice, 1983)  
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           As the progresses, however, and as Celie grows in experience, her observations 

become sharper and more informed, the letters take an authority and the dialect once 

accepted, assumes a lyrical cadence of its own. After all the evil he did. I know you wonder 

why I don’t hate him. I don’t hate him for two reasons. Once he loves Shug. And two, Shug 

used to love him. Plus, look like he trying to make something out himself. I don’t mean that 

he worked and he clear up after himself and he appreciate some of the things god leas playful 

enough to make. I mean when you talk to him now to listen, and one time, out of nowhere in 

the convertion us was having, he said Celie, I’m satisfied this the first time I live on earth as s 

natural man.”  (Ibid)     

           Brian John praises Walker’s epistolary style, “Alice Walker’s choice of effective 

handling of the epistolary style has enabled her to tell a poignant tae of woman’s struggle for 

equality and independence without either the emotional excess of her previous novel 

Meridian.” (Watkins, Mel 1982)  

           In addition to the folk dialect the language used by Walker contributes to prove her 

greatness. Walker’s switching from one language to another according to the topic and 

context demands special attention. In the Color Purple racism succeeds sexism as the cause of 

social violence in the narrative. The switch form a sexual to a racial code, each of which 

provides a distinct language and a distinct logic of social relation, releases into the  text 

different kinds of questions about Celie’s identity. Sexism is too discussed in the novel in 

familiar language, for incest is the first powerful abuse Celie experienced, emphasizing 

walker’ point that men, even when that are intimately connected to women may still be 

dangerous to them.  

          Alice Walker is noted for her authentic use of black dialect in this novel which 

explores and expands upon concerns introduced in Walker’s earlier works. It consistently 

reflects her concerns with racial, sexual and political issues, particularly with black women’s 

struggle for spiritual and political survival. The use of black folk language which too 

develops in complexity as Celie becomes stronger, more articulate and older. By using his 

language in contrast to Standard English, Walker affirms the value of Afro-American culture. 

This is no small political assertion. Attempts are always made to discredit the language of 

people in order to discredit this; for it is their language that a people’s values are expressed. If 

there is any significant idea that Walker has learned from her literary material ancestor Zora 

Neal Hurdson it is this one. Thus, her diction is noted for its powerful narrative and sensitive 
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portraits of black life I America. Reviewers have praised her for the use of black dialect in 

such terms as ‘positively poetic, eloquent and meaningful.’’   

2.6. The Use of Symbols: 

          Alice Walker freely uses symbols. Symbolism in   her work has a special entity and 

significance. Symbols coupled with the folk dialect add tremendously to the implication. The 

black American woman is a universal symbol representing one’s hope and resurrection 

through her female character. Walker advocates the importance of bonds between women 

who contend with negative social mechanisms. One such symbol is the symbol of tree. Here 

Celie is implicitly contrasted and compared to a tree. The symbol signifies the pathetic state 

of Celie. Celie like a tree sustains all external abuses, aggression and blows but remains 

steadfast, dreaming of better season. Thus tee becomes a symbol of hope, optimism, 

emancipation and endurance. Walker’s work abounds with beautiful images; images taken 

from rural and urban areas, to denote the plight of black women and impending calamities 

with the advent of colonization 

2.7.Walker’s Contribution to Feminist Movement:   

           Walker’s contribution to the Feminist Movement can be gathered from the 

nomenclature she assumed to her prose and fiction. Alice Walker s as acclaimed womanist 

rather than feminist writer who took cudgel to put forth the predicament ,injustice, sexual and 

racial oppression and suppression of black women. Almost all her works deal with the 

problems of black women. Her contribution to the movement can be easily traced in her 

writing and activities. She made writing her weapon to fight for the cause of black women 

and did succeed to some extent in her endeavors. 

           Feminism recognizes the inadequacy of ale created ideologies and struggle for the 

spiritual, economic, social and racial equality of women, sexually colonized and biologically 

subjugated. Feminism is a concept emerging as a protest against male domination and 

marginalization of women. It grew out of a massive movement for civil rights. The demand 

of black Americans that all discrimination based on race and sex be eliminated, was realized 

where congress enacted the 1964 civil rights bill. But, the black and white women who 

fought for the rights on the streets discovered that even within the movement their gender 

was used as basis for denying them citizenship, they created their own movement within the 

movement. Alice Walker jumped into it as a strong activist and brought out her own ideology 
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i. e. ‘womanism’.   Hence, Alice Walker is a womanist rather than a feminist. She champions 

the freedom of black women from oppression of all kinds, and a total empowerment of self as 

well as the wholeness of the community through her novels and short stories. She writes with 

a didactic purpose. Her aim is to educate the society by exposing women’s predicament 

before them. Her fiction can be considered as both a product of existing social conditions and 

a form of opposition to them.  

2.8. Walker as a Womanist: 

         Mary Helen Washington states, “Alice Walker is apologist for black women. The cause 

is the liberation of black womanhood… In the Color Purple, she lifts Black women of their 

knees ,uses love as a defense mechanism and raises Black women to the love of royalty” 

(Marowsky, Daiel G. and Roger Matuz, eds., 1988) In a collection of essays ,In Search of 

Mother’s Gardens Walker explicitly announces the attractive dogma that informs her novel. 

The subtitle of this collection is ‘Womanist Prose.’ 

           In short, Walker has been hailed as a developer of the ‘Womanist Prose’ as an 

‘apology for the black women,’ as a writer whose fiction has called together a meeting of 

Black women. Thus the rise of American Feminism has a strong effect on Afro-American 

literature. Black women writers seem to find their voices and audiences and black men seem 

to lose theirs. Alice Walker’s novels are a part of comic rebuttal to this work by black women 

since these even tees. Her feminist works share a mood in which black women begin to 

question, Myths, like whether freedom is to come first for black man, or whether black 

women feel guilty because of the ‘emasculation of the male.’ 

 2.9. Walker as an  Activist:           

Over more than four decades of her writing life, Alice Walker has immersed herself in 

protests, civil disobedience, writing, speaking, travelling and film making on behalf of 

numerous causes. The Civil rights movement of the 1960s involved her in demonstrations, 

voter registration campaign and defiance of Mississippi rapist laws during her marriage with 

Laventhol. The 1970 saw her as a regular contributor to Ms. Magazine and a friendship with 

Gloria Steinman. The 1980s brought international attention with the Color Purple and 

Spielberg’s adaptations of the book into film. In the 1990s she spoke out strongly against the 

Gulf War and defeated Castro Cuba, as well as initiating a vigorous campaign against female 

circumcision. Using her writing in a politically engaged and socially responsible manner, to 
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give voice to the voiceless, she stands out as a pioneering literary figure, creating new voices 

and new visions of the role literature can play in shaping and critiquing society. 

      A critical study of her major work casts more light and adds profoundly to the issues 

raised here. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

A CRITICAL OF STUDY OF ALICE WALKER’S MAJOR WORKS 

 As already mentioned earlier this chapter is devoted to critical study of the major 

novels of Alice Walker with special emphasis on the predicament of women portrayed 

through their major characters. Alice Walker’s novels, the Third Life of Grange 

Copeland(1970) Meridian (1989) the Temple of My Familiar(1989) that deal with life of 

African Americans and predicament of women in particular have been taken for a critical 

study from various point of  views considering the available critical works. 

3.1. The Third Life of Grange Copeland 

          The late sixties were the time of turmoil in the USA. This was the time when Alice 

Walker was writing her first novel the third Life of Grange Copeland, and completed three 

days before the birth of her daughter Rebecca in 1969, and in 1970. It is a story of a black 

sharecropper, enslaved and dehumanized by poverty and debt, which breaks free at the point 

where he would have killed his wife, who has betrayed him with the white landowner. 

Instead he abandons her and his son, Brownfield and heads north. Consumed by hatred for 

Grange, Brownfield nevertheless is condemned to repeat has father’s evil. Stripped of his 

manhood by an oppressive racist society, he degrades his wife to the point where he can 

recover part of his ego by dominating her. He batters and crushes his wife and their three 

daughters and eventually kills her out of neurotic jealousy. The youngest daughter Ruth is 

taken in by, now returned and transformed into a saintly old man. He nurtures and protects 

Ruth in the end to the point of killing his own son and sacrificing his own life. Thus, Grange 

Copeland evolves from a victim of abuse, by his white boss to a perpetrator of abuse against 

his own wife and son, finally in his ‘third’ life, into the protector and guardian of his beloved 

grand daughter, Ruth. 

         As the above story in nutshell of the novel suggests, Alice Walker tells the story of 

Grange Copeland, a man who lives a life of keratin and oppression and accepts it as a natural 

state. Walker’s message, shown through the progression of Grange’s thoughts and action, is 

that it is possible for men to lift themselves out of their constraints to make a change so 

drastic that they become seemingly different people. At the same time, as the subject of the 

study is concerned, the novel also explores and emphasises the inhuman treatment and lowest 

23status given to the women. The novel also presents the predicament of women like 
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Margaret, Mem and Josie, their sufferings, hardships and pains. The novel portrays the black 

as victims of oppression, exploitation, racism and sexism. All the women are Copeland 

women. In one generation or the other, who are facing problems, inhuman treatment and 

fighting against all odds in their life. It is through their oppression and suffering that they 

understand their situations and struggle to assert their identity and to achieve dignity in the 

black world. Alice Walker tries to tell how Margaret, Mem and Josie are ill treated by the 

black men and especially by their own husband who abuse them as whores and prostitutes. 

They become the victims of their own people.  

         The story begins with in rural Georgia during 1920s. Grange is a black sharecropper 

living in destitute with his wife. Margret and son, Brownfield, lives a miserable life. Grange 

works all day in an atmosphere of oppression. He is expected to act as though he is a social 

inferior of his employer. Mr. Shipley, the man who drives the truck. Grange takes his evil 

feelings out on his family. He dominates them to play his submissive roles to make up for 

Grange’s feelings of lack of manhood around Shipley and writes in general. Brownfield 

states, “His some ways. She didn’t have a thing to say that did not mother was like their dog 

in- show her submission to his fther.”(Walker, Alice, the Third life Grange Copeland, 1970)    

Grange at regular intervals “Would come home lurching drunk, threatening to kill his and 

Brownfield, stumbling and shooting of his shotgun.”(Ibid ) His end in this way is to replicate 

what he feels the White doing to him. It is a way to gain some feeling of power through his 

feeling of subjugation. He needs to seem powerful to someone. But deep down, he knows that 

abusing his family only huts himself, as well as them. So far Margaret is concerned, she is 

doubly crushed and victimized by his brute like behavior, and she lives constantly under the 

fear f being killed or abandoned which comes at a later stage. “At the end of each drunken 

tirade Grange would roll out the door into the yard, crying like a child in big wrenching 

sobs.” (Walker, Alice, In Search of My Mothers’ Gardens, 1970)His weeping is his only 

release, in the end it is too much for him, and he flees north, to New York. Margaret, crushed 

and alone with her son, commits suicide by poisoning herself. 

          Brownfield, falling into the same trap of oppression and domination that Grange did, 

sets into a more violent, but otherwise identical, pattern to his father’s a few years before, 

mistreats his wife, Mem, shoots her with his gun just to take revenge upon her. Grange 

marries a woman, Josie, with money, who is driven out of her home by her father, became 

pregnant though she was unwed. He buys an isolated farm, self sufficient, and free of whites, 
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free in his hatred and isolation. In the following years, Brownfield kills his wife and Grange 

takes custody of Ruth, one of Brownfield’s daughters. Thus, almost all women characters are 

oppressed, victimized by their black men.  

        Half a century of a family history is the narrative used by the novel to dramatize 

essential changes in the conditions of black people in the rural south of the United States, 

beginning in total economic and psychological dependence and moving towards a certain 

measure of self-awareness as the ground for new self concepts and the social roles or life 

plans based on them. At the same time, the novel brings out truths about the dire conditions 

of black women’s lives and Grange Copeland becomes a story teller of this condoti0on. It is 

through three different generations, the predicament and plight of black women is brought 

and presented as o reveal the fact the change may come in men’s life but the plight of black 

women remains as it is an all generations. 

       This novel shows Walker firmly going back o her roots as a southern black writer. She 

writes: “Not do I intend to romanticize the southern black- country life. I can recall that I 

hated it generally. The hard work in fields,  the shabby houses, the evil, greedy men who 

worked my father to death and almost broke the courage of that strong woman, my 

mother.”(Ibid) 

           It reveals the fact that Alice Walker is very much concerned about her mother, a black 

woman and her strength to endure the hard life. The very title of the novel indicates that the 

third Life of Grange Copeland is the most significant in the first of his wife he committed 

atrocities and cultures on his wife Margaret. He becomes the victim of oppressive, 

dehumanizing social order of sharecropping. As a result of which his selfhood was lost. He 

lost his place in such a world. So he began to hate himself and became violent. He, as a 

human being, failed in this world. He blamed his wife Margaret for his failure and started 

drinking out of frustration, abusing and bating her violently as if she was a stone. He did not 

love his son Brownfield. He hated his oppressor, his wife and his son. Later, in his second life 

a change took place. His fear of white disappeared, his rage, intensified but different. 

        After the Central Park incident, he spent weeks fighting with the any white he saw. He 

now blamed them for the evils he had done to his family. ‘’every white face he cracked, he 

cracked in his sweet wife’s name” (Ibid )    he is different man from the poor sharecropper.  

He screams “teach them to hate! And has hatred, no longer, is because of his subjugation. He 
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believes that hatred is the only way to avoid subjugation, the only way to survive. With is 

new found philosophy, he returns home to Georgia. 

          In his third life things have changed since his departure. Ruth   finds a place in 

Grange’s heart. Like the pregnant woman of in the past, while in North Ruth is the catalyst of 

his transition that leads him to an opposite conclusion to one to previous one. Ruth is young 

and new to the world. She has no set ways, unlike the pregnant woman. Where the woman 

inspires the hate, Ruth inspires love. He teats her way he wished he had Brownfield. She is 

has second chance, and he attempts to make up for his mistakes and he begins to change 

again. The exact moment that these transition take place is not as well defined as the first, but 

it is not noticeable. He tries to create a new world in which his granddaughter would have 

opportunities in her life he never had. Alice Walker tells us through this story about the plight 

of the black women. The black men were the victims of the black men and black men became 

the victims of the black men. 

         Margaret is also a victim of poverty and powerlessness. Her plight on account of her 

poverty and her powerlessness on account of her exploitation and violence is perceived 

through her family members, her husband Grange Copeland and her son Brownfield, Grange 

is victim of the socio-economic structure of sharecropping, the world created by the white 

man. He blames his wife foe such circumstances and inflicted cruelties upon her. He subsides 

his anger by beating her constantly. So Margaret makes up her mind to leave her family for 

Philadelphia with Silas and Marilyn- Brownfield’s uncle and aunt. Brownfield feels that he 

was a burden to his father. “She worked all day pulling bails for ready money”(Ibid) she has 

to work without grudging. In addition to these she lacks in communication with her husband, 

if he speaks to her he does it in an insulting manner. He constantly humiliates, despises her. 

She thinks that her husband is not a good person. She thinks it is better o leave him. He has 

been in debt because he has borrowed so heavily that he cannot pay it. In   order to pay his 

debt, he suggests the way to his wife to lead life as a prostitute. Even he thinks of selling 

Margaret to his landlord Mr. Shipley. Later on he tried to do so. Thus, Margaret tries to 

maintain her family by working hard and carries out all kinds of household responsibilities. 

But her husband does not co-operate her and moreover leaves her behind to die. Margaret is 

also a victim of her husband’s jealousy. As his financial conditions are poor, he has no hopes 

inn his life, nobody comes to help him. Thus helpless and hopeless, Grange taken to drinking 

and becomes violent.  It results in beating her and he becomes jealous of his wife blaming 
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and charging her of going with white man. He gets excited and irritated even on trifle matters. 

He gets angry even when she speaks to other man about three whereabouts. I fact Grange 

Copeland himself is in the habit of going with other women. Margaret knows this and also 

the truth that he has been enjoying sex with the lady form the day of their marriage. He 

himself is a faithless and infidel husband. Thus, Alice Walker explores the relationships 

between men and women and brings out the predicament of women through it. 

        In one of her interviews she herself has explained the purpose of writing this novel in 

such a way. “I wanted to explore the relationship between men and women and why women 

are always condemned for doing what men do as an expression of their masculinity. Why are 

women so easily ‘tramps’ and ‘traitors’ when men are heroes for engaging in the same 

activity? Why do women stand for this?” ( Brien, John O. Interview with Black Writers, 

1973)   

       Women are condemned for their sexual freedom; on the contrary, men are heroes for 

enjoying the same with other women. Walker has raised this discriminatory issue of sexism 

and intra racism inn he novels of which the blacks women are victims. But Margaret rebels 

and revolts which indicate that she undergo a change in her attitude. Up to this time she has 

followed her husband, but now she tries living her life according to her own way and will. 

She is found transformed, a kind of woman, submissive wife, loving woman changes into a 

wild woman, free to enjoy sex. She does try to raise herself, but when she is actually 

abandoned by her husband, she takes poison and got her son poisoned. She struggles and 

makes as a wife cannot continue her life without husband though he is a brute. If she does, 

she has to die. 

  The novel also deals with the story of another couple- Mr. Brownfield and his wife 

Mem. Mem is an illegitimate daughter of a preacher and Madelaine who is Josie’s sister. 

Alice Walker has woven another story within the story to highlight emphatically the 

predicament of black women. She portrays not just one woman but many women strengthen 

the point. Mem   is not as submissive as Margaret. She is a teacher, an ambitious woman and 

self- conscious. She married Mr. Brownfield. Both differ from each other in their attitude and 

profession. She teaches Borwnfield how to read and write his name. Such an educated 

woman with advanced attitude   also becomes falls prey to the afflictions. Though illiterate 

she has nothing to do before her bully husband. Despite the differences between them they 

get married. Mr. Brownfield was no longer interested in the life of a sharecropper. So he ran 
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away from the estate of his landlord Shipley and went to Josie. It is here he meets Mem. He 

was drawn to her; mystified and intrigued by her. They came together and walked together to 

school. She taught him and he learned how to write and read his   name.  As a result he felt 

deep love for her. This romantic love resulted in their marriage. They enjoy their married life 

but it does not last long. Their love soon changes into hate, hate into failures and failures into 

tragedy. Mr. Brownfield, like his father, becomes the victim of racial circumstances. Being 

frustrated, he blames his wife Mem for his defeat in the world. The story repeats itself. He 

walks on the same path of his father. But his father proves himself to be wise with the 

changing time and experience whereas Brownfield cannot find ways to get himself out the 

ways of the racial world. It proves ultimately very fatal for him. Being frustrated, unable to 

find ways, he blames his wife for everything, starts beating her, charging her of adultery, 

doubting her chastity. But all the charges are denied by Mem as there is no truth. As a result 

he turns to drinking and like his father starts going with other woman Josie. Mem is not an 

infidel or faithless woman but he mistreats her. He takes joy in abusing and in torturing her. 

This is how Mem is overtaken by the same fate. Alice Walker wants to right the wrongs, 

wants to educate her people, learn from the experiences of her characters. She wants to 

transcend them to an awakening through her art. Her art serves as a means of communicating 

her message that her women are victimized for no fault of them. Hence they should be 

emancipated from the predicament.  

Josie, the third female character is also portrayed as a victim. Margaret and Mem are 

victims of their husband; Josie is a victim of her father, symbol of the patriarchal social 

system. The black women, literate or illiterate, submissive or rebellious, faithful or infidel, 

wedded or unwedded- all have to live life of pains and sufferings and are victimized by their 

own black people and exploited by the whites. 

        Josie is unwedded but becomes the mother of a child called Lorne; she becomes 

pregnant when she is 16 years old. Her father belongs to church, a religious man, a minister 

hates her and humiliates her. She asks for forgiveness but she is not forgiven. She tries her 

best to win his love compassion and affection by giving a party on her father’s birthday, but 

it’s of no use. He does not allow male guest to attend the party. She drink   a lot so falls and 

begins to be in labor. Consequently, she is driven out of her own house by her father. 

         Owing to her father’ treatment she adopts business of selling drinks and her sex. In this 

business, her daughter is always found working along with her. Sometimes it happens that the 
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mother and daughter offer themselves to the same customers and share the same lovers at 

times. Hence Josie does not fel motherly affection for her daughter. She never looks after her. 

She holds Lorne responsible for the loss of her father’s love. As Lorene lacks maternal love, 

she turns to debauchery; she follows her mother’s way and becomes pregnant though 

unmarried, at the age of sixteen. Both the mother and the daughter sail in the same boat. 

Naturally, it is no wonder if there is rivalary between, them which is found in the case of 

Brownfield.  

          Her ‘business’ brings Mr. Grange Copeland and his sons, Brownfield into her contact 

as both take them to drinking and whoring. She is not sexually loyal to Grange but is 

emotionally committed to him. Both father and son share the bed with her. She helps Mr. 

Grange to buy his field. She gives him money by selling her only property with the hope to 

marry Grange. But her dreams remain a dream. Her desire, hope change into frustration and 

she becomes poor, again a victim of poverty, who can do anything to earn a living. 

Everything is lost in her life. 

          Alice Walker portrays these three women characters as victims of black and white men, 

violence, sexism, poverty and powerlessness. They are mere playthings. Alice Walker has her 

own vision of an independent woman. Ruth, Mr. Grange Copeland’s granddaughter, 

symbolizes a new woman hoping foe new opportunities, new life free from the afflictions in 

future along with a changed man, a protector and a guardian of his beloved daughter. 

         Thus, the novel throws light on the predicament of black women from different angles 

in their day to day life. They are led from oppression and suppression to self knowledge and 

emancipation. 

3.2 Meridian 

Alice Walker’s second novel Meridian is a study of personal development and sacrifice 

set during the civil rights movement that is regarded by many critics as one of the best novels 

depicting that era. In this novel Walker explores conflicts between traditional black values 

handed down through slavery and the revolutionary polemic advocated by the black power 

movement. 

Meridian Hill is a college educated woman who commits her life to aiding southern 

blacks in their struggle for political and social equality. She joins an organization of black 

revolutionaries but is forced to leave the group when she refuses to condone its violent 
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actions. However, Meridian continues her activist work and later becomes a legendary 

heroine. Walker also addresses sexual politics within the movement as a subplot involving 

Meridian, her lover and compatriot Truman and Lynne, a Jewish activist whom Truman 

eventually maries. While several critics admonished Walker for depicting Meridian as a 

mythic figure, Marge Piercy responded, “Is it possible o write a novel about the progress of a 

saint? Apparently, yes. With great skill and care to make Meridian believable at every stage 

of her development, Walker also shows us the cost.” (Marowsky , Daniel G. and Roger 

matuz, CLC 1988) 

 Meridian is also considered as an autobiographical work. The title character is born in 

the rural south like Walker and uses education as a means of escape. Pregnant and married to 

high school dropout, Meridian struggles with thoughts of suicide or killing her child, but 

eventually decides to give the child up and attend college. After graduating she enters an 

organization of black militants in Mississippi but realizes that she is willing to kill for the 

cause. With this knowledge she resolves to return to rural Mississippi to help its residents’ 

struggle against oppression. 

Through the total range of her experiences, Meridian creates a new self, an androgynous 

self, she is transformed, as symbolized by the wasting illness from which she recovers and 

returns’ to the world cleansed of sickness’ Meridian’s androgynous quality expressed in 

physically androgynous features is communicated through a passage near the end of the novel 

when she visits a prison and inmates ask, ‘Who was that person? That man and woman 

person with a shaved par in close cut hair? A man’s face and thighs, a woman’s breast?’ here 

Meridian appears as symbol of one who has creatively united the masculine and feminine 

opposites and achieved a state of unconscious wholeness. As she leaves Truman for the last 

time, he recognizes the change in her. “What he felt that something in her was exactly the 

same as she had always been as he had finally succeeded in knowing her? That was the past 

he might now sense but could not see. He would never ‘see’ his Meridian again.” (Walker, 

Alice, Meridian, 1976) 

It is also said that the story of Meridian is a sequel to the story for ‘Their Eyes Were 

Watching God’ which marks the beginning of the story and completes in Meridian. Thus, 

Walker further reveals her strong dedication to accomplishing the task to which Zora Neale 

Hurtson, her sister writer had earlier devoted her creative energy. 

‘A people must define itself,’ writes Ralph Ellison in ‘Shadow and Act’. It is thus the 

duty of Alice Walker who has sought to fulfill this task. In her literary works we hear the 
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Black women speak. She speaks in a loud voice with power and fervor, but always with 

compassion and grace- as he defines, ‘affirms and reserves in literature the essential humanity 

of her own group.”(Schmitt, Deborah, A. CLC 1998) 

3.3. The Temple Of Familiar 

              Walker’s fourth novel, the Temple of My Familiar came out in 1989, even years 

after the third. In spite of the time lapse, encompassing those years when Walker felt writing 

as no longer necessary; the Temple of My Familiar is a logical extension of her earlier fiction 

and a further step in the evolution of her female characters. Once Walker had shown her 

women capable of breaking the bonds of oppression and defining   themselves as whole 

persons and once she had, at the same time, discovered divinity in all human and nonhuman 

elements of the universe. It was a small step to making women into goddesses, which she 

does in the Temple of my Familiar. 

          This novel reveals Walker’s interest in her ancestral past of her people. It features 

several characters of the Color Purple and reflects some of the concerns of that novel- racism, 

a reverence for nature and a search for spiritual truths. Patriarchal myths are traced back to 

their roots in ancient goddess’ worship and a society in which women are revered than 

oppressed. It is an experimental novel blurring the distinction between fiction and essay, 

legend and history, fantastic vision and realistic fact. It attempts to create a mythology that 

will help establish a strong sense of self needed to combat racism, sexism and violence. The 

New York Times Book Review aptly called it ‘a fable of recovered origins.’ 

         It presents the history of life of the African black woman Lissie Lyles. It also records 

the history of the women of different races. Lissie has lived many lives in different countries 

and different continents. She is different races and time. Though the stories are told by Lissie 

and Zede, Alice Walker throws light on different types of atrocities committed on women. I 

also chronicles, stage by stage, the loss of dignity of women and their predicament in 

different times presenting the world of Matriarchs and how they were brought under the 

control of  patriarch social order  which caused the loss of their status and dignity.  

         The major thrust is given on the character of Zede through whom alker deal with the 

situation of women in different countries and continens, also with the rise and fall of women, 

particularly the black woman, since the beginning of civilization. The novel is mainly on oral 

history, written in the tradition of the African grit. The grit of the novel is Lissie. Her life 

story is the story of innumerable lives. She has been many women.Her story is the only story 
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about herself, about the black woman. Lissie is presented not only as an individual character 

but alo as typical at one and hsame time. She is the representative of many women, an 

African farmer, a lave woman, a lesbian, a pigmy in the forest. He story is the story about the 

world and about the black woman especially. 

          The love story of Lissie is described. She falls in love with Mr. Hal- her friend living in 

South Carolina. They loved each other. Mr. Hal was interested in painting but his father hated 

it. Lissie encouraged and helped him in his work. She did it secretly. But their love 

relationships was broken because he was compelled to become the father of his baby by 

her.As a result his sexual interest in her was lost, a very interst itself was lost. He ruminates, 

‘I could see in her eyes the hundreds of times she had suffered ingiving birth and I swore, it 

would never happen again and ny desire for her, for sex with her or wtith nay woman, died 

and I became a eunuch myself. ”(Walker, Alice, The Temple of My familiar 1989) 

             He decided to live a life of celibacy. Lissie was frustrated in love. Consequently she 

doped with a married photographer. He was hypnotized by her different pictures poses. So he 

was sexually drawn to her. And tragedy fell in her life as she became pregnant by him and the 

photographer who was already married, so she could not marry him. She returned to Mr. Hal. 

She accepted his celibacy, his priesthood. But in order to satisfy her sexual desire she turned 

to another man namd Rafe- sexually strong and active. It resulted into complications in her 

life.She had to face the problems later in her life. 

      Lissie told Suwelo that in all year lives, she was always a black and she had to suffer 

form painful experiences. She describes hwer life in Africa.  Her life in Africa was not 

smooth. Her father died of heart attack. At that time   she was only two years old. It was the 

responsibility of her uncle then to look after her as per custom and tradition, but he did not 

show any sympathy to her. So merciless he was that he told her mother, brothers and her to 

be slave. Her mother entreated upon him to take mercy on nthem and not to sell them, but the 

hardhearted uncle dwas not moved. As a result the family had to live a pathetic condition. 

Her mother asked for mercy to ascape all of them from slavery but in vain. Lissie decbribes 

her mother’s plight. “Thick dust was caked over one side of her face and   both her knees 

were skinned – she was someone who was never loved because she was never really seen 

except by her children.”(Ibid)  

          All of them were separated from each nother. Therafter they were no be seen each 

other for ever. The slave trade was horrible. Lissie’s mother underwent horrible agonies so 

that she wished to die. It affected Lissie life. She also felt hopelessness and helpness and 
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wished to die. Alice Walker thought the stories told by Lissie reveal some horrible and 

terrible and harsh treatment of woman by men. This story, we come to know how the black 

women were oppressed by parents, siblings and relaltions, government, countries and 

continents. Lissie tells Suwelo,  

“In lifetime afer lifetime I have known oppression, from parents, siblings, relatives, 

government, countries, and continents. As well as from my own body and mind.”(Ibid) 

      It was also because of male possessive instinct and greed and because of female 

weakness andmale’s strength. Alice Walker strongly asserts that the women were explopited 

by men and ill-treated.  The root cause of them is male’s greed for position and they can 

possess them because men arestrong and women are wak. It is the biological fact that cans 

nopt be denied.  

          Through illustrative anecdotes and stories narrated by Lissie and Zede and other 

characters, Waalker throws light on therelationship between women and nature. Women had 

freedom, status, dignity, power and autonomy and highlights to odd conditions they were 

brought to. Hence, the Temple of My Familiar is technically a work of fiction, is also that 

moving account of the outside forces imposed upon tribal people, the fears and grief, thereof 

and it speaks of directly to the strength of love and the resilience ao all living parts of the 

world.  

Lissie tells about her life with her mothers, innthe wood. Her mother, being the head 

of the tribe queen, is a wise woman, as she was the ruler of the tribe. All the women had 

families. Men imitated women. Matriarchy changed into patriarchy, freedom into slavery, 

slavery resulted into oppression and exploitation and predicament. The world of matriarchy 

was broken to prove their dominace. They even succeeded and left women to suffer.  This is 

how Alice Walker throws light on the social history of women from the beginning of human 

civilization and refers to the root causes of the fall of women. Initially women were 

goddesses living in their temples, worshipped by men. They used feathers, shells and flowers 

to adorn themselves. They played with their guests sexually till they were physically 

gratified. Afterward the man was abandoned.Things changed, man took the place of women 

and the women were badly persecuted, oppressed and abhored. 

            The issue of racism is also addressed deftly in this novel.When Mr. Hal tells Suwelo 

about the purchase of a home: “No doubt the neihgbour  thought the house too fine for 

‘niggers’--- I don’t think black people were allowed in that part of town then. But we were so 

discrete they hardly ever saw us---.”(Ibid) 
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Walker explains that anger and violence will not change the world, but an 

appreciation of each other will improve our lot here. Thus there is a message to be imparted 

in the novel. 

Through the story of Suwelo- Fany, a couple, Alice Walker desires to protect her 

vision of a new world of healthy human beings- healthy in body, healthy in mind, above all 

healthy in soul. Suwelo is a history professor and Fanny, women’s studies teacher.Though 

Fanny loves him, she does not hate marriage. Because, according to her, marriage is nothing 

but slavery, so she declares, in her married life: “I have never felt in my life and I want to.” 

(Ibid) 

It is loss of freedom. She is of the notion that the marriage is a prison and 

enslavement. She hates the very institution of the marriage. She is not against sexual 

relationship between man and woman. She loves Suwelo but does not wish to possess him or 

to be possessed by him. Fanny puts her ideas in her words: “I will always love you. Probably- 

but I don’t want to be married; I don’t want to end my relationship. I want to change it. I 

don’t want to be married.—but I don’t want to loose you either.”(Ibid) 

So she proposes to divorce her husband and forces him to live apart in the same 

house. She does not want to marry.She wants to have a free and fair relationship with Suwelo 

as equals. It suggests that Fanny wishes to live with Suwelo not as dependent – a wife but as 

an independent being. She wants to live an autonomous life. She plans a house- “designed a 

dwelling shaped like a bird”.(Ibid) 

Alice Walker portrays women in this novel as confident adventures, active and men in 

confident passive. Fanny justifies a new sexual freedom. These women do not depend on men 

but they turn to each other for help and confort. Women and men should achieve happiness 

without oppressing each other. Finally “It is love in all its form: love for spirits and 

spirituality, love for the blind and plants, love for all living things. It is about compassion for 

the oppressed, the grief of the oppressors, acceptance of the unchangeable and hopes for 

everyone and everything.”(Topohonso, Luci, 19890) 

 Alice Walker, by means of the story, tries to project the new world of women to 

revise the social structure and the culture.  

Thus the critical and comprehensive studies of Walker’s major novels provide a scope 

and canvass to examine and interpret her women characters and their suffering in new light. 

They may deal with different themes but her men and women are almost common in all of 

them. The survey reveals that Walker writes with a purpose of her own. The problems and 
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predicament of black women are very much common to them. Whether their predicament is 

through their oppression and suppression or racial and sexual exploitation, they are 

unavoidably there in the novels and short stories. In the Color Purple, the most acclaimed and 

comprehensive work of art, Walker deals with all her embnracing themes that are reflected in 

her earlier and later work. An intensive study of it in the subsequent chapter will explore the 

facts. A full length and adequate sudy with a review of existing critical scholarship on Alice 

Walker and her works will help to explore explicitely Walker’s feminist ideology which has 

been almost powerfully expressed through her fictions and non fictions. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

PREDICAMENT OF WOMEN IN THE COLOR PURPLE 

 

4.1. Introduction 

   Alice Walker, as discussed in the previous chapters makes an interesting study with 

her southern background and feminist/womanist   approach in the Color Purple and other 

fictions.The Color Purple has brought her an important place among contemporary 

Americans novelists. Walker’s novels focus on racial, political and sexual issues while they 

highlight women’s struggle for survival.The Color Purple more particularly, provides an 

insight into predicament of women on the domestic front.The story revolves round an 

unfortunate, abused woman Celie and other women characters and brings home the 

predicament perpetrated against black women. The predicament as the history bears a 

testimony is the result of their sexual racial and intraracial suppression and oppression, 

physical exploitation and violence.The women in the Color Purple live in an unpleasant, 

difficult perplexing and dangerous situation. They are always in   a dilemma, in a quandary. 

Though they try to come out of it, they are put innother and sufer a lot.they become victim of 

racial and sexual discrimination, inhuman treatment and the patriarchal system which 

encourages women’s oppression and offers secondary status. The women are treated like 

slave. They are deprived of freedom and social position. They are mere puppets fallen badly 

in the hands of men and mere objects of sex though it is agianst their will.The men suck them 

till they die and bring home another teenager to gratify their sexual desire. They are so mean 

that they don’t even spare their ‘daughters’. They are estranged so that they should not find 

solace in the company of another. The women are as if toys that are born only to be played by 

men in   whatever way they want.  

Alice Walker depicts these multifaceted problems and predicament of women quite 

realisticaly and naturally in this novel.The novel provides them a wide canvass to put forth 

their sufferings and pains in a new light. Though male characters have been dealt harshly, it is 

with didactic purpose, to suggest a solution to their predicament. Her aim is to emphasise and 

highlight the predicament of women caused by repetitive violence, suppression, physical and 

sexual exploitation and patriarchal taboos so that the men would be introspective, 

sympathetic and considerate towards women and becomes the spokeperson of them. 

35 
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“Like the best writers of any era, Walker has probed deeply into the soul of the nation 

in which she was bred and in doing so, has brought to the light our country’s dark secrets,” 

remarks Richer Wesley.(Wesley, Richer 1992) 

Talking about the themes of the Color Purple, Darryl Pinckney observes: “Many of 

the Color Purple’s themes are reexamined in the novels… the deep south, the black famly, 

social change, the violence of black men towards black woman and above all their 

predicament, their dilemma. Physical and psychological sufferings merge in the Color Purple,  

and the righteous black women are called upon to heal themselves and by their examples, 

their people, Celie does not turn to the church but to the temple of herself for 

sanction.”(Pinckney, Derryl, CLC, 1988) 

 The Color Purple is the story of a poor black girl named Celie. It celebrates the mere 

realistic and socially engaged fiction like that of Toni Morrison. It is the story of the love 

between two black sisters that survie a seperation over years. During the same period, the 

shy, ugly and uneducated siser discovers her inner strength through the support of female 

friend. It exclusively deals with the portryals of women characters victimized by racial and 

sexual oppression. They recieve inhuman treatment because they are either black or women. 

Celie, the protagonist and a black woman, who shapes her life and also tells her tale of 

predicament. Nettie, Celie’s sister, Shug Avery-the blue singer, Sofia – the strong willed 

daughter –in-law, Tashi an Olinka tribe girl and Squeak who goes through awakenng of her 

art. Celie is the centre of this community of women, the one who knows how to survive. 

There are several women portrayals and especially multi-coloured portyral of Celie deserves 

genuine efforts to explore her sorrows and sufferings caused by the male dominated society 

to understand literary genious of Alice Walker. 

 In her fiction, Alice Walker has called together a meeting of balck women. The place 

is the South. They are plain women. They grow petunias. They sruggle endlessly and are 

homeless because they know no wrong; mostly just church going or church been woman who 

sometimes in their confused state, amalgamated voodoo and Christianity. Their tragedies are 

personal, very real and extra ordinarily bleak and black.They keep repaying their dues in their 

small isolated world fascinated by time and condition. Eventualy they all are pushed against 

the same barbed-wired wall of racism, sexism, age, ignorance and despair after they are 

reduced to a level lower than themselves (frequently anologued to animals and insects) 

become frustrated and operate on the level consistant and their reduced state. They are 

trapped by circumstances and this entrapment is the result of their sense of powerlessness 
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against the structure of the dominant society as well as the fact that they have little 

understanding of that structure.These are, in day- to day existence, they carry out a plot 

constructed by white society (male annnnd female) and choregraphed by black men.Walker’s 

characters mirror allegations about women in relationship to their pain and 

suffering.”(Marowsky, Daniel G. Roger Matuz eds., CLC, vol. 46, 1988) 
 The above interpretation reveals predicament of black women quite emphatically.  

Hence, every character requires proper treatment to bring the issue home. 

4.2. Predicament of Celie:  

          The Color Purple is formost story of of Celie, a poor, barely literate Southern black 

woman who struggles to escape the brutally and degradation of her treatment by men. The 

tale is told primarily through her own letters, which out of isolation and despair, she initially 

addressesto god. As a teenager she is repeatedly raped and beayeb by her step father 

Alphonso. Then, forced by him to a loveless marriage with Mr. Alphonso, a widower of four 

childen .to Albert who in love with vivacious and determinedly independent blue singer 

named Shug Avery, Celie is merely a servant and an occasional sexual convenience. When 

his oldest son asks Albert why he beats Celie, he says simply, “Cause she my wife. For a time 

Celie accepts the abuses stoically. He says Celie git the belt, it all I can do not to Cry. I make 

myself wood. I say myself, Celie, you a tree. That’s how come I come know trees fair men.” 

(Walker, Alice, 1982) 

 The metaphor ‘tree’ speaks a lot about predicament of Celie in advance but during the 

course of the novel, each begins in the yearly 1900s and end in the mid 1940s. Celie frees 

herself from her husband’s repressive control. Bolstered by her contact with other women 

like Shug Avery and Sofia and her affection for her younger sister Nettie, Celie eventually 

leaves Albert and moves to Memphis where she starts a business of designing and making 

clothes. With the help of emotional support of Shug Avery and Sofia, Celie undergoes 

personal evolution and in turns leads to Albert’s revolution and reconciliation among the 

novle’s major characters.  

 As the above plot summery reveals, Celie’s predicament starts when she is just 

fourteen and does not know what sex is.It begins when her mother has just given birth to a 

child named Lucious, but becomes ill following the  pregnancy. Alphonso does not care how 

she is and wants to gratify his sexual desire. The poor women has to plead, “..Fonso, I ain’t 

well...  Cannot, you see I am already half dead, and ‘ all of these children.”5 (Ibid ) She goes 

to visit her sister doctor asking Celie to look after the others. Now, in absence of Celie’s 
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mother ‘Pa’ gets chance and rapes Celie. He, though her father, never has a kind word with 

her but just say, You gonna do what your mummy   wouldn’t.” He threatens her to shut up 

and get used to it. He says…, “You better shut up and get to it.”(Ibid) 

 He soon gets her pregnant and forces her to quit school.Celie is pregnant with second 

child by the time her mother dies.After each birth ‘Pa’ takes the child away from Celie and 

does not tell her where they end up.She guesses that ‘Pa’ has sold them to another family. 

Celie, a mother   is left to suffer estrangement from her children. She is compelled to digest 

her woes and dry her milk in her breast. 

 Following her mother’s death, Celie is forced to take care of the other children, 

including her younger sister, Nettie. ‘Pa’ who can not live without a waman, remarries and 

brings home a girl of Celie’s age. However, ‘Pa’ still rapes Celie. Celie finds that ‘Pa’ 

sometimes looks at Nettie, and Nettie is scaared. Celie identifies his intention and stands in 

defence of her. ‘Pa’ wants to make Nettie his next sexual victim after Celie. Celie’s 

predicament lies not only with her own opression and exploitation but also in the sufferings 

of others.She is emotionally attached to especially Nettie. First Celie shares her predicament 

with God but when she gets Nettie’s letters and comes to know that Nettie is alive and is in 

Africa, she shares her predicament with Nettie. Both find   solace in themselves and a hope to 

love too. Celie is very much anxious about Nettie. Whenever she is alone or in a suffering, 

she remembers Nettie.  

  Celie is beaten badly for no fault of her. ‘Pa’ accuses her of winking at a boy in 

church when Celie confesses to God,” I don’t even look at mens. That’s truth”. For she 

knows it is only god who may listen to her woes and not her ‘Pa’.Even though, she has 

herself to suffer for no fault of her and only being the dependent and victim.  

 Celie is in a position of complete   powerlessness. She is so powerless that the only 

person she can talk to is God and even she is forced to write letters rather than pray. Celie 

first loses the ability to control her own life and completely dominated by ‘Pa’ who treats her 

like a slave. The only living person who provides Celie with friendship and comfort is her 

sister Nettie. 

 CelIe has to bear violence and very cruel treatment at M. Albert’s house. On her 

wedding day, the oldest son of Mr. Albert hits Cellie’s head with a stone, blood flows down 

but Mr. Albert  only says, ‘Don’t do that.’ He has four children and 

Celie has to take care of the rotten children. They are so dirty that Celie has even to comb 

their hair. She has to do all the chores and also bears the beating and scolding of Mr. Albert, 
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brings water from a spring, cooks food on a stove looking like a truck. She is free only by ten 

o’clock. When she lies on bed, Mr. Albert is ‘on top’ of her wondering about Nettie if she is 

safe there or not. She is crushed between men. She has to work in farm and Mr.Albert only 

sits on the porch, does nothing, and only gives orders. Netie does not like Celie living with 

Mr.Albert’s rotten children. It’s like seeing her ‘burried’ Celie has all admiration for Nettie 

and does not want her to marry a man like Mr. Albert. 

 Celie writes about her hopelessness and helplessness which is another dark side of her 

predicament. What she wants is only to survive. She leaves everything on ‘god’ She 

surrenders herself to the /god and believs that none other but god is on her side and finds 

hope to live up to her death. Celie tells Nettie, “Nothing but death can keep me from it.” 

(Ibid) Celie does not know how to fight but all she knows is how to stay alive. 

 Celie becomes a victim of sexual and interracial discrimination. Arrival of Mr. 

Albert’s sisters Carrien and Kate evidently brings this issue out. They do have sympathy for 

Celie and praise her housekeeping. They ask Harpo to help Celie bring water. He says,” 

Woman work, I’m a man”.(Ibid) Harpo, who is pacing with his afther and following the 

social taboos only to dominate women, is a man. Carrien and Kate instigate Celie to fight 

against her oppression and suppression but Celie’s powewrlessness does not allow her to take 

any step.It may be taken that Celie herself is responsible for her predicament, but probing 

into Celie’s mind psychologically help to know the cause. She is so crushed mentally and 

physically in her life at the hands of male that she cannot gather courage and strength to resist 

and stand up agianst them to free herself from the agony and cruelty. What she is happy is 

that she is alive! 

 “I don’t fight; I stay where I’m told. But I’m alive.” (Ibid ) When Harpo asks Albert 

why he beats Celie, his relpy is noteworthy as far as the subject of the study is concerned. He 

says, “Cause she is my wife. Plus, she stubborn. All women good for….”(Ibid) 

  Celie’s predicament is worsened with the arrival of Shug Avery in the beginning. She 

is vivacious and determinedly independent blues singer, whose pride independence and 

appetite for a living acts   later as a catalyst for Celie. Shug Avery gets sick and everyone 

around the town talks about how she got what she deserved. Mr. Albert, still in love with 

Shug, drives off to go to her and brings the very sick woman back to his house and makes 

Celie take care of her. Celie is now being asked to care for the mistress of her status of being 

Mr. Albert’s wife, allowing her to maintain control over her household. With Shug’s arrival 

Celie loses even this precarious position and she is reduced to the level of being a servant to 
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Shug. Within three months, Shug becomes alright and begins to sing. Celie through her 

nursing wins her sympathy and admiration. 

 Celie does not resist Albert for bringing Shug home but she suffers internally and 

psychologically. She suppresses her anger. She is pained deeply to see Albert and Shug 

talking and laughing freely. When Shug wishes to leave in order to start singing around the 

country again, Celie begs her not to go. Albert beats her only because she can not enjoy sex 

with him and to maintain his dominance. Celie never gets a status of wife. She remains just a 

slave carrying the yoke of family and works. 

 Shug retunrs to Albert’s house with a brand new car and a husband named Grady. 

When Albert and Grady leave for a while Shug asks Celie if she can sleep with her that night. 

It is with Shug that Celie knows the joy she can get from sex act. Here Walker accepts 

lesbaininsm to depict affairs between women. Walker’s accepting attitude towards lesbianism 

apparently influences her depiction of the affair between Celie and Shug.”(Royster, Philip 

M., 1998) 

 This segment of the novel marks the gradual humanization of the characters and the 

slow empowerment of Celie. 

 One of the most unusual characteristics of Cele is her ability to suffer without getting 

angry. In fact, she is jealous of the ability of Sofia and shug to lash out in fury whenever they 

feel wronged by the men.Celie instead writes that she simply accepts things the way they are 

and does not seem to be capable of anger.Since the empowered characters all sem to be able 

to get angry and resist, it can be inferred that Celie will not be able to break free from her 

servitude until something shatters her capacity. The necessary catalyst will come in the form 

of letters from her sister, Nettie, whom she has missed for many years. 

 It is through Shug that Celie comes to know that Albert has been taking mail with 

strange postage stamps on it and hiding in his pocket. Shug tells Celie about the letters and 

finally manages to smuggle a letter out of Albert’s pocket one day. The letters bring happy 

tidings from Nettie that she is returning to America and Celie’s two children alive and is with 

her.  

This is the moment for Celie to wake up from the slumber. By now she has sustained 

all miseries and agonies. She had conceded that Nettie might be somewhere. But now once 

she knows her whereabout and the news of hiding letters from her awaken her dead spirit. 

The moment rejuvanates and revitalises her and she appears to be suddenly empowered 

woman as if she is a phoenix rising from the ashes. 
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Celie becomes visibly upset by the time she has read the first few letters. Nettie 

describes her life in the village in Africa where she had gone with a couple.She works there 

as school teacher for the youngst children. Nettie’s letters open a wide vista of predcament 

and oppression of the Olinka tribe and other Africans and also their traditions. It is through 

Nettie’s letters that Walker tries to revive the history of the Afro –Amercan, her predicament 

and plight, how they were enslaved and oppressed and how the colonialism snatched away 

their identiy.Walker presents Olinka tribe as a typical example of the predicament and racial 

oppression and exploitation with the advent of wite man on the continent. 

The aim of Alice Walker is very much implied when she writes, “We are not whites. 

We are not Euopeans. We are black lke the African themselvesAfricans themselves and that 

we and the Afrcans wllbe working for a common goal; the uplift of black people 

everywhere.” (Walker, Alice, 1982) 

Further Nettie writes about how they were sold and what different phases of problems 

they went through. Nettie, though happy in Africa serving her people and making efforts to 

uplift them, she is never away from Celie. Celie lives in her memories. The only way they 

can communicate is by writing letters but they are also hidden by Albert. Nettie shares her 

predicament with Celie but Celie is kept deprived of them for years till she knows about them 

from Shug. 

Under patriarhal pressure women can not even open their lips, let alone speak loudly. 

Men observe misoginy. They marry many women and have several children from them.They 

are forced to work and follow their orders. Tashi’s father is survived by many widows, but 

her mother is one who is most industrious. It is only after Tashi’s father’s death that her 

mother opens her lips and wants Tashi to become ‘an honorary man’. She decides “Tashi 

must continue to learn.”(Ibid), Only women can understand other women’s predicament and 

also know how to escape from it. She finds education a gateway to emancipate them from the 

predicament. This realization is the first step towards understanding their plight. Sooner or 

later Walker’s women understand this and try hard to come out of it.It happens with Celie 

informally and other women in Africa. It is in working that woman get to know and care 

about each other though they are wives of the same man. There is no value to a girl 

child.When a girl child is born, she is promised to an old or middle aged man. Their lives are  

always centred on work, their children and other women since a woman cannot really have a 

man for a friend without the worst kind of ostracism and gossip.The husband has life and 

death power over the wife. If he accuses one of the wives of witchcraft or infidelity, she can 
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be killed. This is the point at which even the women’s frindshp breaks down, as each woman 

fears the accusation of sorcery from the other, or from the husband. 

Celie who is gathering courage and empowering herself in the company of other 

women like Shug Avery and Sofia are shocked to read this tale of predicament and gradually 

rises to the occasion. 

Celie, now, instead of writing to God, writes Nettie and starts searching for God to 

redeem her from her predicament as an internal force. Celie finally gets the courage to leave 

Albert and move to Memphis with Shug.  Albert, who is still under his patriarchal 

impression, underestimates Celie and says that she will not be able to do anything. She won’t 

leave him beause it was he who feels her and she is dependent. 

Celie has one last encounter with Albert before leaving which is very important to 

mention here as far as her emergence to dignity and identity is concerned. Celie demands to 

know how many letters from Netie have arrived.As he starts laughing, Celie grows stronger 

with her damnation of him.Albert becomes furious at her and tries to attack her but Shug 

intervenes.  

Celie finally is able to break away form the oppression of her life and leave her 

huband.the final moment after freedom for Celie is when she gets angry. She had been able to 

put up beatings, hard labour and loveless sexual intercourse without ever getting upset. It is 

only when she finds out that Albert has been hiding Nettie’s letters from her then she is 

willing to take action. The anger that Celie releases manifests itself first in a desire to kill 

Albert. 

Celie creates occupational freedom by making something for herself rather than for 

other people. This highlights the fact that she has obtained more individuality and is willing 

to assert herself. 

The Color Purple is rementioned by Shug. Shug indicates that it pisses and off if a 

person walks fast the Color Purple and does not marvel at it. Thus the Color Purple becomes 

tied to religion for Celie. Celie’s stuggle to find and undersand is given a very existentialist 

feel by Shug. Thus the color Purple should be noticed and enjoyed because it exists. It is 

possible to identify Celie with the Color Purple by realizing that she has gone unnoticed and 

is finally being noticed as she asserts her existence.Thus, if the Color Purple should be 

noticed then so should she. This is manifestd in Celie’s words, “I am pore, I’m black, I may 

be ugly and can’t cook, a voice say to everyhting listening. But I’m here.”(Ibid), 
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Along with Shug Celie manages to start up her pant business and gets an identity. She 

gets money, power or fortitude and acquaintance. Albert is a changed man following he 

cursing he received from Celie. Her prophesies are accurate in that he almost dies until he 

sends Nettie’s letters to her. The facts that Celie is able and willing to forgive him for treating 

her so badly help him grow as an individual. The major change in their relationship comes 

when Celie starts to call him Albert directly. This pesonalising of their relationship leads 

Albert to become very human and likable. 

Celie’s reltionshp wih other people also change. She now seems more in control of 

what is happening, primarily because she runs her own business and also quite successfully.  

The full empowerment of Celie arrives in full force at the end of the novel when 

Nettie returns to her and she has Shug by her side.Celie is now surrounded by a large group 

of people whom she loves. For her, this is the greatest moment of her life, and thus she 

remarks that she feels younger than she has ever felt before. For Celie, having her family 

return and to finally be loved by other people is the equivalent of starting a new life from 

prolonged predicament. Thus the ending is really the beginning for Celie and other women 

characters also. It is suggested that the other women characters like Nettie, Sofia, Squack etc. 

who have suffered   a lot due to racism and patriarchal system, will be free from their 

predicament under the loving canopy of Celie. 

The novel as it moves to catastrophe towards the end; itself serves as a solution to the 

predicament of women. Celie creates her own world where women are free to live their life 

givng scope to their talent which they have never got in the patriarchal system. They are free 

from oppression and suppression and able to enjoy equal status as human being. They are free 

to consummate a satisfying and reciprocally loving relationship. The violence and 

estrangement are over and relationship between black men and women is established. 

Alice Walker’s choice of effective handling of the epistolary style has enabled her to 

tell a poignant tale of women’s struggle for equality and independence without eighter the 

emotional excess of her previous novel Meridian. 

The Color Purple articulates personal and historical transition. It defines return in the 

most auspicious terms and offers not a prescription for but a suggestion of what a nonsexist, 

nonracist community might be.”(Watkins, Mel, 1982) Alice Walker reveals her intention of 

writing the Color Purple, “I just always expected people to understand Black men because of 

their oppression. I always thought would understand.” (Royster, Philip M., 1998) 

4.3. Predicament of Nettie 
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The Color purple, though primarly a tale of the predicament of Celie, the protagonist 

the other women characters are invariably part and parcel of the same. They also become 

victim of racial and sexual discrimination. They are exploited physically and spiritually. 

Nettie’s predicament is no way less severe than Celie though her fate is different. Nettie also 

undergoes a very bad treatment as a daughter and mental agony being wrongly suspected. 

She has to live a dependent life and suffers a lot to see sufferings of her people in America 

and Africa. She is forced to save her dear sister Celie and live an isolated life in Africa as a 

missionary. The estrangement from her sister pains her lot but she suffers and sustains till the 

estrangement is over and she comes back to the canopy of love created by Celie. 

Like Celie, Nettie is beaten by her step father, but unlke Celie, ‘Pa’ allows her to 

continue her education since he wants her to be a teacher. As soon as ‘Pa’ has fulfilled 

sexualdesire from Celie, he starts eyeing Nettie. Nettie being younger Celie stands in guard to 

her and tries to save her from ‘Pa’. After Pa’s remarriage and Celie’s marriage with Albert, 

Nettie’s predicament become severe. ‘Pa’ treats her very cruelly and even looking for 

chances to rape her. Somehow Nettie manages to run away to Celie. Nettie can not live with 

Celie any longer as Albert still likes her. In fact, he wanted to marry but ‘Pa’ wanted him to 

marry celie. Now, Nettie is in a stalemate. She eighter can not go back or live with Celie. 

Both the places are like hell for her.Celie decides to make her leave. Compared to Celie 

Nettie is brave and bold. She tries to put some courage into Celie that she should fight with 

Albert. Nettie does not like Celie living with Mr. Albert’s rotten children. Celie too has all 

admiration for Nettie and doe not want her to marry a person like Albert. 

Nettie goes into the town and meets the Reverend who is raising both of Celie’s 

children.She gets a job as a maid with the family.The Reverend, called Samuel, and his wife 

Corrine are both misionarios preparing to go to Africa.They both offer Nettie a woman’s 

position. Nettie leaves for Africa with the family and the children, Adam and Olivia. 

Albert who does not want to miss the last chance before Nettie leaves from his 

clutches, he follows her when she is going to the town and tries to molest her. Nettie’s letter 

reveals the incident. Nettie’s letters to Celie that cover a large section of the novel brings 

forth Nettie’s predicament along with the predicament of the African women in an unknown 

world with unknown people. What pleases her is that she is in the service of her people to lift 

them up and to awaken them to their existence.  

Nettie describes her life in the village and the treatment she receives from Corrine. 

Nettie works as teacher to the young children in the Olinka tribe. She has hard times 
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inconvincing Tashi’s father that the girls should be sent to school and be educated. The Olnka 

tribe, still in darkness, does not believe in girls’ education. She lives in a small hut far from 

the hut of Samuel and Corrine. 

Nettie becomes victim of suspicion. The villagers take Nettie as the second wife of 

Samuel and Corrine also suspects Nettie’s virginity. She suspects some immoral relation with 

her husband Samuel, but comes with a solution that they should call each other brother and 

sister to avoid having the natives think that Nettie is one of Samuel’s wives. Corrine also asks 

Nettie to stop borrowing her clothes and becomes less friendly as the time goes on. Nettie can 

find comforts only in Adam and Olivia. Now she can lavish all the love she feels for Celie on 

her children because she feels that God has sent their sister and aunt to watch over them, to 

protect and cherish them. She takes it as a miracle that the children look like Celie. However, 

they are not allowed to go into Nettie’s hut at night. The hut in which she lives is completely 

improper for any human being. Nettie writes of her predicament, “Again I must go … but the 

light is attracting so many bugs I am being eaten alive, I have bites everywhere, including my 

scalp and the bottom of my feet.”(Walker, Alice, 1982) 

After nealy five years of living in the bush, Nettie sees the life, customs, superstition, 

improper taboos of the inhabitants. She also experiences closely the predicament of the 

blacks and more particulalry the women’ predicaments   caused by their patriarchal system, 

colonial drive or plantation work undertaken by the white. 

Corrine falls sick and Nettie is forced to assume most of her chres, but her suspicion 

about Nettie and the children increases that adds to her misery and problems. 

Corrine asks Nettie not to invite Samuel to her hut unless she is present. She says it 

gives the villagers wrong idea. This is taken by Nettie as a real blow because she treasures his 

company. She does not have anybody to talk to in friendship. But children come and 

sometimes spend   night when their parents want to be alone. Nettie loves these times. They 

serve as an ointment to heal her estrangement from her dear sister Celie. 

Nettie’s problems do not end just by calling brothers and sisters. Corrine’s suspicion 

never ends. Corrine’ illness makes Nettie very busy. She has to do all her works and also 

nurse her but she still resents. One day while Nettie is changing her as she lies in bed she 

gives Nettie a long but pitiful look and asks, “Why do my children look like you? When did 

first meet my husband?”  (Ibid) Nettie has to bring Bible to swear in the name of god that she 

is virgin. Even then she is not convinced. She makes Samuels swear and have her doubts 
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cleared. As soon as Samuel leaves the room, Corrine makes Nettie raise her dress and 

examines her stomach. 

Nettie feels so sorry for Corrine and so humiliated. She also treats the children badly. 

Thus Nettie suffers mentally for no fault of her. With the rubber plantation the life of the 

olinka village becomes harder. Nettie and Samuel, who are fighting for the villagers, also 

suffer a lot, “We are all sad here Celie. I hope life is happier for you”. (Ibid), But Nettie does 

not know that Celie’s life is no better than in hell. 

Nettie, who is herself in hard time, forgets her sorrows and suffering and hopes 

otherwise for others. It is just out of unselfish love for sister. The story, how Samuel got the 

children makes Nettie’ hair stand on end. The story of her ather’s death is heart breaking. 

Nettie comes to know the truth ‘‘Pa’ is not our Pa”.Celie recieves it as death blow. 

Nettie goes to tell the news to Corrine but refuses to believe her. Still she believs that 

they are the children of Samuel and Nettie. It is only after Nettie finds a quilt with some cloth 

that Corrine had bought when first she met Celie that Corrine recalls meeting Celie. Corrirne 

breaks down, cries and that same night she passes away. Nettie feels relieved that at last 

Corrine believed and Nettie was released from the burden. Nettie continues teaching and 

working with Samuel to protect the village from turning into a rubber plantation. Nettie’s life 

is miserable and lonely. She writes about her loneliness, “Oh, Celie! My life here is nothing 

but work, work, work and worry. What girlhood I might have had passed me by. And I have 

nothing of my own. No man. No children, no close friend, except for Samuel.”(Ibid), 

Nettie has been writing to Celie from a long time but Albert has been hiding letters 

from Celie and thus became a wall between the two sisters.When Nettie does not receive any 

relpy, she understands what might be happening to them. However, she does not stop writing. 

Every now and then, she convays her predicament coupled with happiness to Celie but they 

are kept at distance by cruel man like Albert, who plays literally with their sisterhood, love 

and emotions. It is after twenty years that Celie comes to know about them. 

The story of the Color Purple runs on three levels. It explores predicament and 

empowerment of Celie on one side and that of Nettie and Sofia on the other. Celie’s getting 

angry and starting occupation symbolizes her freedom. Similarly, Nettie resuming to wear 

Clorine’s clothings symbolizes Nettie’s freedom. After Corrine’s death Nettie seems to be 

empowering living with Samuel and lavishing her love on the children. The novel follows 

Nettie’s maturation like Celie. Nettie reaches adulthood and independence by living in the 

jungles of Africa and struggling with daily living.    
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In the meantime Nettie and Samuel get married. They also return to England to plead 

on behalf of the Olinka people. 

Nettie and Samuel try to convince the church Bishop in London that their people need 

help, but he becomes fixated on the fact that they continued to live with the tribe even after 

Corrine died, something he deems inappropriate. 

Netie and Samuel finally fall into each oter’s arm and they fall to the ground hugging 

for joy. Celie remarks that she feels a little strange around her already grown children. She 

thinks that her children must consider all of the family to be quite old, but that she does not 

feel old at all. Celie finishes off with, “Matter of fact, I think this youngest us ever 

felt.”(Ibid), 

Thus, the full empowerment of Celie arrives in full force at the end of the novel when 

Nettie comes to her. The ending is really the beginning for Celie with her people back to the 

canopy of love created by her where all will be free from their predicament and enjoy true 

human life cared and shared by each other. 

4.4: Predicament of Sofia Butler. 

Sofia Butler is another woman character in the novel that commands due treatment. 

She is put in contrast to Celie but also because she has her own predicament.Sofia, a big and 

strong minded woman appears to be strong in the beginning, becomes victims of violence and 

racial discrimination and suffers estrangement form her husband an children. It indicates that 

both strong and weak have to suffer in the slavery and male dominated system like Celie and 

Nettie, Sofia undergoes a change and empowerment and finally comes under the canopy of 

Celie. 

Sofia’s story (Harpo’s wife) serves as subplot in the novel. Sofia has had a very 

different background. Her present character has evolved out of her family background. In her 

family, all her brothers and sisers used to fight which made her a fighting and dashing girl. 

She never lets other beat her or slap her. If any one does, may he be her husband, she knocks 

him down. She overpowers them. 

Sofia is introduced through Celie’s letters to god and is round character. Harpo falls in 

love with Sofia and wants to marry her, but her father refuses to let Harpo to marry her 

following the scandal of Hapo’s mother. However, Harpo soon gets Sofia pregnant. She 

comes to visit Albert, but when he refuses, to let harpo move out, she scrubs her shoulders 

and says that she can wait. Sofia manages to move away from home and go to live with her 
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sister. Harpo finally gathers courage and leaves the house in order to marry Sofia. He fixes up 

a shed on the same property where Celie and Albert live and he and Sofia move there. 

Sofia, being a big, strong woman does things in her own way. Harpo soon tries to 

emulate his father by making Sofia obey him the way Celie obeys Albert. Celie also asks 

Harpo to beat her since she is jealous of the way that Sofia can defy Harpo, but later Celie 

confesses. Sofia is strong enough to fight back and usually Harpo gets more hurt than she 

does. 

Violence plays a keyrole to aggravate women’s predicament. Violence and patriarchal 

dominance disturb Sofia’s married life and beaten only to be suppressed her. She is trying to 

emerge from her destined status. When Harpo can not overpower Sofia, he starts eating as 

much food as possible to get weight and power so that he can succeed in beating her to what 

he considers her rightful role as a wife.However, when Harpo again beats Sofia; he comes 

back to Celie with two seriously swollen eyes. 

Sofia loves Harpo and expects good treatment from him. On the contrary, Harpo 

under fall notions bullies her. Sofia declares, “I’ll kill him dead before I let him beat me” and 

warns Celie, “If you want a dead son-in-law you just keep on advising him like you 

doing.”(Ibid), Sofia puts her hand on her hip and says, “I used to hunt game with a blow and 

arrow.”  (Ibid) ,But Harpo wants Sofia “to do what I say, “you (Celie) do for ‘Pa’. He loves 

women obeying their husband and doing what they are told and bear beating mutely. 

Sofia’s character seems to be significant in two ways. She is eighter the product of the 

situation in which she has been put or Alice Walker deliberately has made her brothers and 

sisters fighting. What she has learnt is ‘Might is right’. She knows unless she is strong, she 

can not face racially, sexually corrupt society, have to confront same fate. The more they 

become weak or strong, the more they suffer. As far Celie’s case, her weakness and yielding 

nature causes her predicament and for Sofia, her strength becomes her weakness, as it brings 

about her predicament. Her predicament is that she can not yield to male dominated society 

and can not bear insult and humiliation. The two contrasting characters themselves suggest 

solutions to their predicament. 

The incident in the town with Sofia and the Mayor is significant in support of   the 

analysis. This incident brings out white man’s might to exploit blacks. Sofia who can not bear 

abusing and insult,   knocks the man down and the police come. They drag her to ground. 

They beat her badly and brutally. She is called ‘crazy’ for her oppose to men’s oppression. 

She is not allowed to see her people by sheriff and Albert remarks, “She will be lucky if she 
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remains alive”. She is in such a miserable condition that Albert cannot understand why still 

she is alive.”  “They crack her skull, they crack her ribs. They tear her head to foot. Her 

tongue the size of my arm. It sticks out tween herself like a piece of rubber. She can’t talk 

and she just about the color of an egg plant.”(Ibid) The brute like Albert also gets scared to 

see her ugly face and her plight. Once in the prison, Sofia, is put to work in the prison 

laundry. All day from five to eight she is washing clothes. Her face becomes yellow and 

sickly; her fingers look like fatty sausage. The cell she sleeps in, is nasty, even the air, food is 

so bad that it kills her. There are roaches, mice, flies, lice and even a snake or two. If she says 

anything they strip her, make her sleep on a cement floor without a light. It is here that Sofia 

is crushed mentally. She acts like she is Celie. Whenever they ask her to do something, “she 

jumps right up and do just what they say”. She can not become a good wife, according to 

Harpo’s proposition, but becomes ‘a good prisoner’ Harpo suggests her that her good 

behavior probably will free her, but Sofia who has experienced the tyranny in the prison and 

the atmosphere says, “Good behavior ain’t good enough for them. Nothing less than gliding 

on your belly with your tongue on the boots can even git their attention.” Hence, Sofia, who 

can not bear slapping, is mentally and spiritually crushed, her courage is shattered and thinks 

of ‘murder, sleep or wake.” (Ibid), 

Sofia remains in the prison for three years, and the rest of her punishment in the 

mayor’s house. During these three years she loses her color and weight. The warden being 

convinced after his fornication with Sqeack sends Sofia to the mayor’s house to be Mis 

Millie’s maid. Sofia’s duty is to look after Miss Millie’ children and do all the household 

chores. Here he is reated like a slave by the young and thegrown ups. Once, while playing 

Sofia does not throw the ball, the boy who is racist, comes and kicks Sofia. 

There are also other instances of rcacial discrimination that Sofia confronts. The 

mayor provides Sofia a little store room up under the house, hardly bigger than Odessa’s 

porch, and about as warm as in all day. She is not allowed to see her children. Her children 

grow up and when once she comes, do not recognize their mother. She lives like slave in the 

Mayor’s house. 

The racist treatment is obviously noticed when the Mayor buys Miss Mllie a car but 

she does not know how to drive. Miss Millie knows that her maid, Sofia can drive. She asks 

Sofia to teach her to drive. While teaching driving Sofia is not allowed to sit beside her. Sofia 

has to instruct her eighter from outside or from back seat. 
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After Celie’s leaving Albert, Sofia is freed on parol. She lives with Harpo and her 

children. Soon her mother passes away. She is objected from being a pall bearer at the 

funeral. Sofia wants to do things in her own nway and acccording to Harpo that is a problem 

with her. Once Harpo asks Sofia mother “why you always think you have to do things your 

own way?” her mother says that her way is as good as anybody else. Sofia has had hard 

times. She has seen those hard twelve years for this. But they have really made her matured, 

thoughtful and wise. She now does not want to be crazy any way. 

However Sofia’s problems and predicament do not reduce. After death of Miss Millie, 

she has to grow her daughter Jane whose health is not good. Besides, Sofia’s daughter 

Henrietta has some blood disease.Sofia wants to live a peaceful life but the problems steal her 

happiness. Mis Elenore Jane follows her like a shadow and adds a lot to her trouble. She is 

grown up now and brings Stanley Earl whom Jane wants to marry. Sofia actually does not 

want to see her since she was enslaved at her home but her goodness and wisdom make her 

polite and act pleasantly. She can not forget the miserable life she has lived in her house and 

all those white men. 

Sofia’s trouble is with the white since she has better experienced all that. Though Jane 

loves Sofia, her son will not be able to do so since he is white and Sofia warns Jane’ “Be 

ready to suffer the consequences. That’s how the colored live.” She even does not allow 

Henrietta to allow Stanly to play with her. 

Celie wants Sofia to work with her at Memphis and asks Harpo if he doesn’t mind if 

Sofia does with her. Harpo learns something in life. He learns to love Sofia and sends Sofia 

happily. 

Thus, Sofia’s character, like that of Celie undergoes change. Though strong minded 

Sofia is, it causes her predicament.She has great aversion for whites because she suffers much 

at he hands of them. She would have died, had she been Celie, but being strong and stout she 

sustains a lot and survives. She spends twelve years of life in jail and as a slave.She is 

estranged from her children. Change in Sofia also brings about a change in Harpo. Afer 

Squeack leaving Harpo, Sofia and Harpo live happily. Sex plays a key role in the 

empowerment of Sofia. She gathers strength but it does not work before the tyranny and 

cruelty of white people. Her’s is a bitter tragedy. Experience teaches her a lot. She learns how 

at lesr she should lie with her people and stay away from the white. The change itself 

servesas a solution to the predicament. 

4. 5: Predicament of Other Characters: 
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The novel is primarily tale of predicament of Celie along with the tales of Nettie, Sofia. 

However, there are ther wpmen characters without whose account the theme cannot be fully 

explored. The other minor characters ere –Tashi, Julia, Daisy, Annie and   Catherine  who 

deserve mention in the light of the theme of the critical study. 

4.5.1. Annie Julia 

To begin wth, Annie Julia is the first wife of Albert. Albert wanted to marry. Shug 

Avery as he was in love with her. His   father like true patriarch chose Annie Julia as his 

match and forced Albert to marry her and not to Shug. In fact Anny makes no appearance 

ever in the novel. We only hear about her from other characters. Yet her tale is certainly heart 

rending. Albert, though her husband does not love her, only looks upon her as an object of 

sex. He has four children from her. Shug keeps Albert away from home for a week. Julia 

finds it difficult to feed her children in his absence. He never thinks about them even for a 

moment. She is short of money. She begs before Albert. She is also beaten badly by Albert. 

In absence of Albert, Juila starts sleeping with a boy friend that eventually in an effort to win 

her shoots her and Julia meets her tragic death. 

This sad story of casts light on the past life of Albert as well as the predicament of 

women under patriarchy and male dominance and the subordinate status given to women and 

how women were not secured even in their own community. They became the victims of 

racist and sexist society. Julia’s tale is an addition to treatment given to women by men. The 

tale highlights the problem emphatically. 

4.5.2. Daisy 

The case of another woman Daisy, “Pa’s past wife can be taken as a similar 

example.when Celie was married to Albert, ‘Pa’ married a girl of Celie’s age, who is sick and 

unable to satisfy ‘Pa’ sexually.When Celie goes to her so called Pa, she finds him recently 

married. Her Pa is the master of her father. Out of courtesy for his master, her father throws 

Daisy into the hell. Soon after ‘Pa’ dies and daisy becomes a widow, a young widow. 

4.5.3. Tashi 

Tashi’s predicaments are cuased by her domineering father. Tashi is an Olinka girl 

whom Nettie wants to teach. Tashi is also inclined to education, knowledge and learning ut is 

also unaware of the fatcs what Olnka tribe think of a woman. Her future is decided by their 
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men. They are free to take decision. They have to follow the course of future decided by   

father or tribe head. The tribe has their own taboos and restrictions particularly for girls and 

women. They are subordinated and given very mean treatment. It is because of the 

dominance of the men that other women also become equally incistent as far as freedom is 

concerned. They too do not let their daughter free to have education and become each other’s 

enemy. Again men take bad advantage of this habit among women. This is quite true about 

the Olinka tribe. Nettie comes in contact with this tribe in Africa where she goes with Samuel 

and Corrine as a missionary and witnesses the predicament of black people in general and 

black women in particular. 

 In accordance with self formed tradition Tashi’s father wants Tashi to be a ‘woman’ in 

their sense as other Olinka women do and live.  She will know what woman is for.  Nettie 

being a teacher is there to educate these educationally backward people and wants all the 

children including boys to learn and know the way of the world, what is happening around 

the world and they are, but her father does not allow Tashi to go to Nettie as long as he is 

alive. Her mother Catherine, who also has had the same lot, decides to educate her. It 

indicates that she is changing and wants her daughter to accept the change.As Tashi grows to 

be matured girl; she falls in love wth Adam. When Netie and Samuel decide to come back to 

America, Tashi does not wan’t to come with them.What scares her is her scarification. She 

fears that because of her scarification, she will look different and will not be loved. But god’s 

grace, Adam promises her everlasting love and she comes back as Celie’s daughter- in-law to 

America and to Celie’s canopy of love where she will find her people being fountain of love. 

4.5.4. Catherine 

Tashi’s mother Catherin’s tale is the last but not least. Catherine is one of the wives of 

Tashi’s father, whose plight is no better than a slave. She is mere a puppet like other wives. 

The men can marry any number of wome nsince they observe polygamy and the communities 

that observe polygamy offers no freedom to their women. In such society condition of 

women is worse than beasts. The social taboos in the tibe are severe for wmen. If a man 

suspects sorcery of a wife, he is lynched. Hence, they, out fear, never complian or never fight 

as they know it would bear no fruits.they can neither resist nor raise their voice against men. 

Men have absolute power over women. It is only when her husband dies, she appears to 

getting some power and taking decision like Catherine. Her land is confiscated and she hs to 

join mbeles to fight against the white man’s power. Eventually, she allows Tashi to marry 
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Adam and go to America, thinking at least her daughter would see better and happy days. 

Predicament of Catherine is typical of Olinka tribe. She can be taken as a representative 

example of the other women of the black tribe, the colored one.  

 Thus major or minor, one thing is common to all women characters and that is their 

predicament, their plight. The portrayal of each woman as depicted by Walker in the Color 

Purple, speaks of their dilemma, which is a direct consequence of their spirirual and physical 

oppression and suppression. However, they are not left to remain in the state permanently. 

Rather Walker tries to raise them up on their knees suggesting a solution on political, 

economical ground. A detail of it is drawn in the last next chapter.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

CONCLUSION  

After analysing and interpring critically the major novels of Alice Walker, in the light 

of Walker’s way of life dealing with and existing criticism, it hs been observed that Walker 

has presented the black women as victim of ‘twin afflictions’ i.e. racism and sexism. They are 

doubly oppressed and suppressed by their own men at home and by white men in the racist 

society. The factors causing their predicament have always been in society since a very long 

time.A survey of black history has revealed the facts. All characters are portrayed as the 

victims of sexism, racism, poverty, and patriarchal dominance. The condition of women has 

also been quite similar which have been revealed through the biographical details and have 

been held responsible to cause emergence as a womanist writer writing for the sake of black 

women. The black women Walker has depicted have been taken as a symbol, as reprsentative 

of all women striving to get out of the stalemate by starting a fight against their fate. If all 

men are born free, then why have the humanity observed a prolonged slavery and servitude? 

The history of human civilization bears a testimony to it, though the slavery system has its 

oots in economic institution. The strongest rules the land, the stronger rules the strong and the 

srong rules the weak. Thus, the stronger, the strong and the weak sail in the same boat. There 

is hierchial arrangement of oppression and suppression. The white pepole ruled the black men 

and next the black men ruled heir women. Neverthless, as it has been explored the black 

women have been doubly oppressed and victimized by the white and the black men alike. 

In the the Temple of My Familiar, Lissie’s mother with her children were sold as 

slaves to the white man by her uncle after her father’s death. Lissie herself knows oppression 

from parents, siblings, relatives, governmental authorities and talk about it and her frustration 

in love affair with Mr. Hal. 

In the Third life of Grange Copland Margret Copeland Grange’s wife becomes the 

victim of social cruelties as he himself became the victim of the oppressive social order of 

sharecropping. He is led into poverty. Another Copeland woman Mem is also victimized and 

oppressed by her husband Mr.Brownfield to such an extent that she is killed by her husband 

for no fault of her. Margret is left behind to die by her own man. She is to commit suicide.  

Margaret and Mem both are accused of being infidel. Meridian is overtaken by same 

fate Celie,the central female protagonist of the novel the Color Purple is repeatedly raped by 
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her so called step father whom they call ‘Pa’ and she conceives two babies who are carried 

away and sold to someone else. Nettie her sister gets away from her father who looks for the 

chance to repeat what he did with Celie. But Celie, already suffered much, realizes this intent 

and defends Nettie from ‘Pa’ as well as from her husband Albert. Sofia appears to be strong 

but proves weak before the might of both black and white. She is made to spend years of 

estrangement form her children and husband. Her husband Harpo, a true copy of his father, 

bullies her but proves too weak to. Celie’s mother dies of child bearing. Meridian, a 

revolutionary figure in the novel Meridian becomes victim of sexism and racism. However, 

she appears to be a symbol of awakening through her activites in the civil rights movement 

and political movements. She succeeds in awakening black people to register their names in 

the voter list. Josie, another   Copeland black woman was driven out of her house by her 

husband on the charge of adultary when he himself was so.She runs out of money, and 

becomes a sex victim of white master. Her husband beats her badly and drives out her and 

leaves her and his son and goes away to north. Thus, black women literate or illiterate, girl or 

woman; stronger weaker are portryad as victims of their black and   white men. All are to 

suffer from painful experiences in life.  

Alice Walker highlights how these black women characters become conscious of their 

situation and oppression through their painful expriences and how they initiate struggle to 

emancipate them form all these circumstances. Once they come to their understanding they 

reject their oppression and refuse to co-operate their victimizers and expoiters. For example 

Margaret turns to debauchery to relieve her from pressure of life. She leaves her husband who 

threatens her to desert her for ever. Mem tries to be the ruler of her family and forces her 

husband Mr. Brownfild to follow her, to obey her. In order to avoid future enforced 

pregnancy she gets her tubes tied by her doctor. But Celie in the Color Purple takes a lot of 

time to reject her husband Albert. Lissie and Fanny, in the Temple of My Familir are also 

aware of their oppression and conscious of their miserable and painful situation. Fanny 

directs her huband Suwelo in matter of sex, and advocates for equality of sex. Moreover she 

would not like to possess and to be possessed by her husband. Celie is sexually abused, 

physically beaten and spirituly crushed at he hands of Albert. But she never opposes him. It is 

through the influence of Shug Avery and activities of strong minded Sofia and Nettie’s letters 

that she starts overcoming her problems and regaining her identiy and becomes economically 

independent by adopting pant making business and rejects and leaves her husbnad, She finds 

“God in nature’’.She tries to be sexually and economically independent. Thus, the black 
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women, struggling to overcome their existence, are vividly portrayed by AliceWalker in her 

novels. 

All these Walker’s women undergo suffering. It is because that they are lazy or 

ignirant, it is also not because they have no ability and cretivity. They suffer only because 

they are black and women. Margaret works hard. She is good housekeeper. She knows her 

oppression but still helpless only because she is a woman and hence weaker than men. Man 

can observe misogyny but a woman is lynched if she is suspected sorcery like Tashi’s mother 

in African Olinka tribe.In such a situation a woman finds solace only in the company of a 

woman. Celie is a good in housekeeping and children keeping but is forced to work and 

exploited. She is admired for her ability to work. Nettie is also good companion and teacher 

but not allowed to teach Tashi. Meridian is a revolutionary figure. She is self illuminated 

person. Her mother adopted a profession of teaching. Celie learns pant making and becomes 

perfect in it and earns well. It indicates that the black women have creativity and ability but 

their creativity is striflled by the obstacles of oppression and exploitation. Since they are put 

to hard work they can not just come out of it to do anything creative. Mentlly and physically 

crushed women cannot nurture their creative instincts. They have to suppress their creativity. 

It comes out only when they have congenial atmoshphere or when they are awakened to 

spirituality and feel emancipated like Celie, Shug or Nettie.  

Despite their ability they are at the lowest level of social ladder. They are crushed 

apiritually as man wants to rule over them, dominate them and put them under their 

patriarchal dominance. Hence they are to suffer internally and externally, spiritually and 

physically, sexually and racially. The result is their predicament.  It is also a biological fact. 

Alice Walker has been strongly criticized for her harsh treatment given to male 

characters. They are portrayed as mere stereotype characters who know only to do wrong to 

the female characters. She portrays the male characters as brute, inmuman, unaffectionate, 

and unsympathetic. They enjoy giving troubles to female. They suck them until they die. This 

is true about Celie’s mother who dies of child-bearing. When Alphonso is not contended with 

his wife, he starts raping Celie, a stepdaughter and also eyes another, Nettie. Even after the 

death of her mother, he brings another girl home who also dues of his oppresson 

andexploitation.When he finds Celei defending Nettie from him, he marries her off to Albert 

and tells him she has ‘experience’ and will be ‘good wife.’ It indicates that they look upon 

wives/women as only object of sex and exploitation and have no personal sympathy and 
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affection. Celie, who is already crushed by ‘Pa,’can not enjoy sex with Albert and hence is 

beaten hard many times for no fault. Later on Shug, in her company teaches Celie how to 

keep husband happy sexualy. Patriarchal dominance is another factor that is strongly 

observed by men and they leave no stone unturned to beat or abuse women.This is carried on 

from generation to generation by other men, notably Harpo, son of Albert, follows the same 

and is revealed from many of his instances. Women are also responsible to some extent. They 

have become so habitual to these things that they have to accepte them as their fate. If the 

woman like Sofia tries to break the bondages and tries to overpower her bullied husband, 

other women don’t like her treatment. Besides, her confidence and strenght prove deadly for 

herself.   She has to remain in jail for years away from her childen and husband. 

Also, the laws of white racist people supported and encouraged the system. The 

women had no option rather than sustaining the lot and living life as animals. If the writer   

like Alice Walker feels the pulse and takes cudgel agianst both the system, this is no wrong. 

In every society there have emerged such prolific writers who have taken up the issues to 

resolve and find permanent solutions to them.It is against this inhuman treatment, secondary 

status,  disregards for ‘second sex’ in patriarchal system, AliceWalker shows complete 

sympathy for female characters and portrays them in such a way that they gradually realize 

their condition, come together, find love as a binding fabric and try to create their 

independent world which is politically, socially, economically free. It is free from all kinds of 

oppression, suppression, dead taboos regarding women, racism and sexism and also from all 

those reasons that caused their predicament. 

The reasons posed by Alice Walker, for her harsh treatment to male and free use of 

sex in the Color Purple seem true from her point of view, being a feminist or womanist. She 

writes, “I am preoccupied with the spiritual survival whole of my people. But beyond that I 

am committed to exploring the oppressions, the loyalties and riumphs of black women. For 

me black women are the most fascinating creation iiin nthe world.”(Walker, Alice, 1983) 

The Color Purple is a novel that emerges out of Alice Walker’s central concern with 

the existence, experience and culture of Afro- American and brutally complex system of 

oppression that shape thses. It also deals with the role of male domination in frustrating the 

balck women’s struggle for identity and independence. It shows like other novels, how 

women are oppressed and manipulated by men and humiliated into powerlessness. It is also a 

novel of liberation and redemption, showing woman oppressed by vilence moving from 
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victimization by society and men particular to a growth in consciousness that allows them to 

control heir own lives. It does celebrate the courage and resilience of the indomitable female 

spirit. 

But as stated above, if it is a biological fact, the very purpose of Walker does not 

seem to be fully convincing. It looks like one side attempt. Walker does probe into the mind 

of women but leaves the fact aside. The history of man and all other animals bear a testimony 

to it. Male and female are made for each other. No sex can live alone and survive. The only 

thing required is love, respect and affection for each other. 

Alice Walke also suggests utopian solution to the oppression and supression of 

women but has not been completely realized to date. 

In a reply to her interview Alice Walker regarding her treatment to male characters, 

has assereted that she wants to change the society. Her purpose is didactic. If education is 

taken as a change, this change is noticed in the charactrs of Albert and Harpo in the Color 

Purple, in the character of Grange Copeland in the Third Life of Grange Copeland. Albert 

who treats Celie like a slave in the beginning becomes a natural man in the end of the novel. 

He adapts himself according to the world of Celie. He begins to take care of himself and 

starts working. Harpo also stops beating Sofia and sends her to join Celie’s business. 

Similarly, Grange Copeland also accepts his grand daughter, Ruth and is a changed man. The 

catalyst, Alice Walker suggests in this form of change also seem to be unfeasible. 

With the emergence of new woman who is free and wants to live freely enjoying her 

own life; with the advent of glamour, modern woman is emerging to be stronger than she was 

ever before; with the rise of education and changing attitude towards them, the woman is 

rising in her status. But a woman, without a man is a beyond imagination. Man and woman 

are both endowed with sex instinct which is a biological and to some extent psychological 

fact. The fratification of sex instinct is need of all living animals. It brings male and feamale 

together for procreation. And hence lesbianism cannot be a strong solution to emancipate 

woman. In the relation between Celie and Shug, Walker seems to accept lesbianism as a 

solution to free woman from the predicament inflicted by sexism on one hand and on other 

hand she allows Shug to enjoy sex freely. Thus there is a contradiction. The sex instinct itself 

proves dominance of male over female which cannot be overlooked even by women. The 

only thing that is in our hand is to keep us in control and avoid excess of evrything. The 
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predicament of women caused by sexism is mainly because of excessive sex relation, incest 

and violence. Therefore, self- knowledge, self- restraint could be a better solution. 

Alice Walker gives us ‘Celie’ a heroin whose story works transporative magic. In the 

ending part of the novel the Color Purple, the narrator, protagonist Celie, and her women’ are 

propelled towards a fairy tale ending with more velocity than credibility. The portrayal of 

Celie is not logically progressive on the whole. Shug is a magic maker. Celie’s 

transformation from a worst sufferer to an independent woman, free from oppresson and 

suppression through the influence of others is not predictable.The world of transformation is 

that of a fairy tale. Alice Walker as an artist may desire to foresee an ideal vision of the new 

black world of the new black womanhood. But it is her utopia, because the masculinity is 

unredeemable, a radical evil and irreducible. 

To sum up, predicament of women is not new one. It is there since the middle  ages to 

now. This is not confined to a particular country or race.  If it is sati or child marriages in 

India, it is equally crucial in America like teenage pregnancy, wife beating. Predicament may 

be caused by domestic violence and sexual violence, throughout the world almost all the 

civilizations permit this as it has granted a licence to ‘marriage’. An American folk-verse 

like, “A wife, a horse and a hickory tree, the more you beat them the better they be” portrays 

the plight of women. The utopian solution suggested by Alice Walker in which she dreams of 

sexually, economically and politically free woman seems impractical. The dominance over 

female will remain considering it a biological fact. Lesbianism also cannot take place of 

biological contentment, neither for women nor for men. Excess of everything should be 

avoided on all fronts and in all respects. Man and woman should accept each other thinking 

that they are made for each other and observe love, reverence and compassion for nature. It 

would help to lessen woman’s problems in particular but the human problems in general. 

When one part of the body receives any trouble, how can the other part remain free from it? 

How can man be happy by inflicting pains on women? Now it is proven fact that women are 

equally intelligent and can work with equal skill and competency. Alice Walker’s vision is to 

prove that they should not be oppressed on any ground and be given equal status and rights 

and avoid any kind of conflicts and maintain peace and harmony. The existence of human 

being depends not on oppressing them but honouring them equal position.  

The roots of the problems were in the economy and social system. Since it has 

changed now, major changes have already been taken place. The woman has risen now to the 
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level of camaraderie, friendship and solidarity. They are enjoying status which was due to 

them. But one should not forget it was just impossible wihtout struggle and agitations. The 

visionary writer like Alice Walker has shown the way of fighting on all grounds; they fought 

and they won the status. It gives an important message to those countries and societies that 

still follow the traditions th It is high time that they should   change keeping pace with the 

time or they will lag far behind.Thus the novel provides sloluion as well as a strict warning! 
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