
EC I  

PG IV 

P.G Department of English 

 

Racial and Gender Oppression in "The Color Purple". Discuss 

 

Alice Walker's The Color Purple (1982) is a significant feminist 

and African American literary work that examines the 

intersections of racism, sexism, classism, and patriarchy in early 

twentieth-century America. The tale follows Celie, an African 

American lady who is subjected to unrelenting tyranny from both 

white culture and black men. Walker's story is not just a testament 

to suffering, but also a tremendous journey of self-discovery, 

empowerment, and resistance. Walker's epistolary form gives voice 

to oppressed Black women, revealing how racial and gender 

oppression intersect to affect identity, relationships, and survival. 

The narrative demonstrates that racial oppression is structural 

and external, whereas gender oppression is intimate and private, 

affecting families and communities. Walker criticizes both white 

supremacist systems and patriarchal dominance in Black 

communities by demonstrating how both oppressions are 

interrelated. The Color Purple eventually becomes a feminist 

manifesto fighting for equality, solidarity, and the reclaiming of 

selfhood. 

It's a stunning examination of racial and gender oppression and 

their linked effects on Black women's lives. Alice Walker confronts 

systematic racism, patriarchal brutality, and internalized 

oppression while promoting resilience, female solidarity, and self-

discovery. The work criticizes both white supremacy and Black 

patriarchy, emphasizing the importance of eradicating both 

forms of dominance. 

Walker redefines Black feminist literature by giving voice to 

marginalized women, as well as contributing to broader feminist 

and postcolonial discussions. The Color Purple concludes that 

emancipation begins with self-awareness, love, and community, 

providing a hopeful picture of social and personal progress. 

 

Racial Oppression in the Color Purple 

1.The Historical Context of Racism 

The novel is set in the early twentieth century American South, 

which was characterized by Jim Crow laws, segregation, and 

racial violence. African Americans face systemic prejudice, 

economic exploitation, and social marginalization. Walker 

depicts a civilization in which whiteness is synonymous with 
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power, privilege, and domination, but blackness is linked with 

inferiority and servitude. 

Sofia, for example, faces bigotry head on when she confronts the 

mayor's wife. Sofia's refusal to surrender to white power leads to 

her cruel arrest and forced labour, demonstrating how Black 

resistance is mercilessly suppressed. Her beating and 

incarceration highlight the state's role in preserving racial 

hierarchies. 

 

2. Internalized racism and colourism. 

Walker also investigate colourism, which is a sort of internalized 

racism in the Black community. Lighter skin is connected with 

attractiveness and superiority, whereas dark skin is despised. 

Shug Avery's glamour and lighter complexion make her socially 

desirable, whereas Celie's dark skin and perceived ugliness 

contribute to her invisibility and low self-worth. 

This internalized racism strengthens patriarchal institutions by 

judging women's worth according to Eurocentric beauty norms. 

Walker criticizes how colonial beauty standards foster self-hatred 

and division among Black people. 

 

3. Economic and social marginalization. 

Racial discrimination is also seen in economic exploitation. 

Black characters work as sharecroppers, domestic workers, and 

labourers, locked in a cycle of poverty. Mr. ____ (Albert) and his 

father gain land, but they nevertheless live in a racially stratified 

society controlled by white landowners and officials. 

The African characters Nettie meets in Africa reflect colonial 

oppression and missionary imperialism, highlighting racism's 

global reach. Walker ties African American struggles to African 

colonial history, underlining the global dimension of racial 

dominance. 

 

Gender oppression in The Color Purple 

1. Patriarchal violence and sexual abuse 

Gender oppression is essential to the narrative. Celie is sexually 

molested by her stepfather, Alphonso, and coerced into marriage 

with Albert, who treats her like property. She is denied education, 

autonomy, and physical agency. Her quiet and acquiescence 

demonstrate the internalization of patriarchal control. 

The novel highlights patriarchal society's normalization of 
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domestic abuse. Celie's pain exemplifies how men use women's 

bodies to exert power and dominance. 

 

2. Female Objectification and Silencing. 

The novel portrays women as suppressed and objectified. Celie is 

denied a voice, an education, and the opportunity to express 

herself. Her earliest letters to God reveal her solitude and lack of 

human communication. Walker used the epistolary form to grant 

Celie narrative authority, converting her from a silent subject to a 

vocal subject. 

Shug Avery, while autonomous, is objectified by males because of 

her sexuality. Sofia defies patriarchal standards but faces 

repercussions from both males and white culture. 

 

3. Marriage and Economic Dependence. 

The novel depicts marriage as an oppressive institution. Celie's 

marriage to Albert is transactional; she is traded as property. 

Women are economically dependent on men, which perpetuates 

power disparities. Shug and Sofia represent alternate forms of 

female independence that defy patriarchal standards. 

Walker criticizes traditional marriage as a patriarchal 

institution that limits women's autonomy and identity. 

 

The Intersection of Racial and Gender Oppression 

1. Double marginalization of Black women 

Walker stresses intersectionality, demonstrating that Black 

women face double oppression—as women and Black people. Celie 

is subjugated by white society's racism and by black men's sexism. 

This dual marginalization corresponds to what feminist theorists 

later defined as intersectionality (Kimberlé Crenshaw). 

Black men, who are themselves victims of racism, frequently 

perpetuate patriarchal supremacy over women. Albert's cruelty 

exemplifies how racial oppression may be internalized and 

turned into gendered violence. 

 

2. Patriarchy in the Black Community. 

Walker criticizes patriarchal structures in Black communities. 

Male characters frequently explain their supremacy through 

cultural tradition. Harpo's attempts to control Sofia replicate his 

father's actions, indicating patriarchal transfer between 

generations. 
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Walker portrays Black males not only as villains, but also as 

products of racist and patriarchal systems. Albert's metamorphosis 

later in the story implies the potential of unlearning oppression. 

 

3. Female solidarity and resistance. 

Resistance to oppression develops from female bonding and 

solidarity. Shug, Sofia, and Nettie help Celie gain confidence and 

independence. Their connections indicate alternative systems 

that rely on mutual support rather than dominance. 

Shug educates Celie to value herself, Sofia questions patriarchal 

authority, and Nettie offers intellectual and emotional support. 

The female community becomes a source of empowerment and 

resistance to interlocking oppressions. 

 

Language, Voice, and Empowerment. 

Walker's use of Black vernacular English is a political statement, 

opposing linguistic hierarchies that favour Standard English. 

Celie's changing vocabulary reflects her psychological and 

intellectual development. As her confidence grows, her vocabulary 

becomes bolder and more expressive. 

The act of writing letters becomes a form of resistance. Celie uses 

narrative to reconstruct her identity and proclaim her presence 

in the face of oppressive structures. 

 

Transformation & Liberation 

The novel's direction shifts from oppression to empowerment. Celie 

achieves financial independence through her sewing business, 

leaves her violent spouse, and redefines relationships around 

equality. Albert's subsequent repentance represents the opportunity 

for transformation within patriarchal hierarchies. 

Walker concludes optimistically, emphasizing forgiveness, 

community, and self-love.  

The concept of liberation emphasizes collective transformation rather 

than individual rebellion. 

 


