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Abstract: 
The Color Purple (1982) is a potent novel on race, gender, trauma and 

Identity Construction by the Alice Walker—a classic in regard to both African 

American and feminist literary traditions, as well as “womanism.” The story is about 

Celie, a poor black woman, dealt severe violations by those in power: systematically 
violated by the man she married, by an incestuous kinship, and by a society that 

castigates blacks for their poor choices and circumstances. Walker uses the epistolary 

format to create a narrative which makes writing a means of survival and a way to 
create himself. This paper critically examines the idea of “reconstructing the self” 

through the various layers of Celie's life represented – linguistic, psychological, 

spiritual and socio-economic. It is a study that resonates with black feminist theory, 
trauma theory, intersectionality and womanism, demonstrating the narration of her 

story represents not just a restoration of her identity but the creation of it, as well. 

Finally, the paper demonstrates how Walker's practice of storytelling can be 

considered a radical political action which refuses to be effaced, and which celebrates 
otherwise effaced subjectivities.  
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Introduction 

Alice Walker's The Color Purple is considered one of the most impactful 20th 

century American novels, particularly in regard to the ideas and of Black feminist and 
womanist thought. This 1982 novel is an audacious rendition of the black female 

subjectivity, which situates the novel in the voice of the rural Southern woman, Celie, 

who is subject to systemic oppression, patriarchy and racial marginalization. The 
book is made up of papers, letters which Celie writes to God and later to her sister 

Nettie. This story-telling is not merely stylistic but it is also very ideological and it 

can help Walker establish the "outsider" discourse and challenge the discourse 

authority of the dominant culture. “Thematic structure” of the text emphasises the 
process of ‘reconstructing the self” which is in fact Celie's shift from object to subject, 
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that speaks. “The act of naming and narrating one’s experience constitutes a form of 

resistance against systems of domination that depend on silence (Hooks 85)”. 
Similarly, Sidonie Smith and Julia Watson argue that cultural ideologies shape the 

nature of life stories, and shape how and what they mean (Smith and Watson 73). In 

this theoretical positioning, the space of the letters written by Celie becomes a space 

of identity production, whose operation becomes a productive space of trauma in 
terms of narrative agency.The “reconstructing the self” is manifested and examined 

linguistically, relationally, spiritually, and economically and these-four ways are 

interrelated ways of transformation for Celie. Theoretical Framework: Adaptation of 
Interdisciplinary theoretical framework involving: theoretical framework of Trauma, 

Intersectionality and Womanism. Trauma theory: Cathy Caruth's theory of trauma 

theorises that there is a disconnection in the unfolding of narrative continuity when 
someone enters extreme psychological anguish and this results in the disconnection 

of memory and expression. The fragmentation occurs in the early letters that Celie is 

writing; she is seeking discursive identity after being abused. The term 

intersectionality, a tool coined by Kimberlé Crenshaw, allows for a better 
understanding of the forms of oppression that result from the overlap of different 

types of discrimination (for example, racism, sexism, classism and so on). As a poor 

black woman Celie is at the intersection of several systems of inequity. Womanism: 
Walker's own theory of womanism focuses on a focus on holistic survival, 

community-based empowerment, and emotion/spritual wholeness. Womanism is 

about the experiences of Black women, their collective resiliency – unlike dominant 
feminism. When analyzed within these frameworks, a greater understanding of the 

whole of Celie transformation (personal and socio-political) is achieved. The General 

and the Particular in the analysis of parents and children.Silences and lost subject of 

the Logistics. Initially in the novel, Celie is almost completely erased. She is 
characterised by the violence that is done to her by her stepfather Alphonso and then 

by her husband Albert. It results in disintegration of the personality and inhibition of 

self-expression because of repeated sexual abuse. Injunctions are there to say “you 
better not never tell nobody but God. It ‘d kill your mammy” (Color Purple) This is 

both literally and figuratively a no-go. It is obvious that in the letters that Celie writes 

at the beginning, she has an emotional reserve as the sentences are kept to a minimum, 

and phrases are repeated. This does not imply that a person is not intelligent, but is 
the economy of language and is suggestive that the person is silenced by their trauma. 

Most importantly, Barbara Christian argues that “Celie initially lacks a coherent self 

and exists only through external definitions imposed by oppressive structures” 
(Christian 56). “From a trauma perspective, her fragmented narration represents an 

inability to fully process overwhelming experiences, resulting in partial storytelling 

and emotional dislocation “(Caruth 4)..Thus, the first story voice of Celie is achieved 
by denying her voice (a loss) and the potential for her to use language to reclaim 

herself (a loss and a promise). 
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The idea of writing is thought through as Survival and Self Construction. This 

turning point in which Celie changes to re-invent herself by using the verb start. Her 
letters at first are confessional, but become reflective and analytical written work 

later.“In this 'psychic space of survival,' as Claudia Tate names it (Tate 119), an 

oppressed subject creates a space to resist the domination. Writing enables Celie to 

tell those stories that might not have been told, such as making her traumatic life a 
story.This is important, it is a change and epistolary is a key factor. Walker silences 

the outside narrator of the novel, and puts in the middle, the voice of Celie. This is 

because with this narrative autonomy, Celie becomes a subject of narration rather 
than being an object of narration.As time elapses, Celie starts to interpret her 

experiences, instead of only record them. With this change we enter into a “narrative 

consciousness” one of the important phases of the identity formation. When women 
unite, they are a Force of Change! In writing, "The Color Purple: The Autobiography 

of Celie," Celie is rewriting herself and reconstructing self, not by any means in an 

individualistic way; in a relational way, for instance. Her transformation is not 

sudden, coming out of a vacuum of self-realization but rather the fruit of emotional, 
intellectual and spiritual interaction with other women  such as Sofia, Nettie, Shug 

Avery, who oppose and resist to the domination of patriarchy. As relationships 

between women in the novel thus function as spaces of resistance in the social order 
of the novel, which quickens the era of violence, racial exploitation, and economic 

marginalisation, they are locations where others forms of knowing and healing ways 

are possible in the novel. Walker discusses the value of community most specifically 
in talking of survival and wholeness for black women in the community, and "the 

community between women" (Walker, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens 244) in its 

struggle to "endure" sharing suffering and ways of doing so. By this means, not only 

is Celie's emergence into a new self an individual step to freedom, it is a construction 
of a new-found self through the women. Netty's introduction into Celie's life is an 

example of how intellect and emotion connects with time and distance to have a 

transformative power. Nettie is physically absent from Celie's life for most of the 
book, but represents a symbolic middle ground between Celie's little world and she 

would be more aware of the world around her. Through her Celie, Nettie introduces 

the reader to tales of colonial oppression, African culture, and sophistication, 

missionary exploitation, and diasporic identity construction in her letters. At once an 
extension of the plot, these letters are also a discovery of knowledge, an awakening 

to the knowledge that Celie's experiences are not her own and do not simply occur to 

her, but happen in the context of a much broader system of oppression: an oppressed 
man, who must struggle to transcend his ignorance and leave his former life behind. 

Further, Nettie's description of her time in Africa shows that she confronted fluid 

notions of cultural “civilization” because through her experiences she expanded but 
also undermined notions of Western dominance and cultural control over native 

peoples in Africa. The letters help Celie find out what really happened to Nettie, but 

not only do the letters enlighten, the other woman's visit is healing. It validates of 
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course Celie's life outside of the domestic sphere where she was contained, certifies 

her life in a larger human, historical, continuum. At this point, Celie is going through 
a period of mind-alteration – it is her time to be part of the story of the world instead 

of merely part of the limited one imposed upon her by the forces which have 

manipulated her (Walker 177-182). Whereas Nettie is a cerebral stretch, Shug Avery 

is an emotional release, a radical self-affirmation. With the presence of Shug, 
femininity, respectability and sexuality are turned on their heads. Maybe Shug's own 

self-definition as a free, independent, blues singer is a more vibrant and imaginative 

and ‘socially transgressive' woman than is the much more one-dimensional and 
malevolent conception developed in patriarchy, and is certainly not the one defined 

as a passive, silent, morally police type. Rather, she's an identity in movement – a 

sense of independence and enjoyment, along with creative expression. But Shug's 
presence reminds her that her body can be a source of pleasure – and not pain, as she's 

told by men to view it as a shameful, possessed body. With Shug's advice, Celie learns 

to respect herself and understand her own body and how to separate sex from violence 

and coerce. This isn't a quick and easy process, but one that slowly comes out of 
intimacy, trust, and emotional vulnerability. An important thing about Celie / Shug's 

friendship that it has a lot to do with queer intimacy as liberatory is really striking. 

Their relationship challenges the heteronormative structures to bring out the 
naturalness and the positive aspects of love and desire between two females, instead 

of the deviant one. In this relational dimension, Celie can express her wishes without 

fear of punishment or moral disapproval and thereby, rebuild herself within a 
relational context of pleasure, not fear. Despite this internal oppression, however, 

Celie is able to overcome this through Shug's influence, and realizes a positive self. 

As Walker acknowledges,” Shug functions as a catalytic presence in Celie’s rebirth 

into wholeness, marking a turning point in her psychological and spiritual 
transformation” (Walker, In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens 244. This is a rebirth 

that is not only emotional but also a rebirth of ideology since Celie starts to break the 

ideology of a moral vacuum concerning women under patriarchy. Celie's bonds with 
Nettie and Shug together illustrate the way women can come together to form a 

system they can operate in, one that comes in opposition to the violence of patriarchy. 

Without institutional support, which is nonexistent or repressive in Celie's world these 

women create an alternative means of supportive, learning, and emotional coping and 
they survive. Male figures of authority – Alphonso and Mister – they insist on 

isolation, making possible a space of resistance by letter-writing, storytelling, and in 

intimate conversation. For all the women in the novel, the network is the means by 
which Celie can transform from becoming invisible to seeing herself and from silent 

to voice. Forging solidarity is not quite so simple or idealized, but as Walker shows, 

the process takes place in the context of trust, forgiveness and of 'emotional work'. 
Lastly, the sisterhood in The Color Purple is a vehicle to bring transformation in the 

process of psychological healing, intellectual enlightenment and spiritual revival. 

Liberation isn't individualistic, as Celie's journey proves, it has to be an 
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interrelationship that helps pursue/assert identity and resists domination. Her 

oppression is Celie's being and only at the end of the novel does her being triumph 
over her oppression because of the “accumulating power” she has in the bond she 

withstands with other women all the way through the book. Thus, it is through this 

that the empowerment is captured physically as a relationship, as opposed to a 

singular form, i.e. one based on female solidarity (as opposed to individualism), as 
the means to resist and survive in the oppressive system.  

 

The spiritual reconfiguration of Celie in Alice Walker's The Color Purple is 
a significant aspect of her growth which has a profound impact in her relationship 

with religion and her sense of self-worth or of her existence. Initially, in the novel, 

Celie's idea of God is extremely influenced by the religious teachings and oppression 
found in her environment, and by patriarchy. God is created to be distant, white male, 

important and judging, just like the control that Alphonso, and Mister, exercise. They 

can further impact Celie's sense of inferiority and silence in this theology theme by 

implying that in Celie's view it is her duty to suffer, and if she attempts to question 
what happened to her, she would be sinning. So, initially religion is not her friend of 

ease, but rather the ideology's sword of patriarchy to strengthen her oppression, and 

to worsen her emotional subjection. The seams of this tight spiritual construct begin 
to show as Shug Avery infuses his philosophy and feelings. Shug provides Celie with 

another idea of what divinity in a human being must be like--one very different from 

the Church. Rather than anthropomorphize God as a "male god," Shug seeks to teach 
Celie to look at nature, humans, even their everyday experiences as depictions of 

God. Perhaps most crucially of the novel's spiritual revelations is the notion that God 

is omni-temporal, goes through no change and woos This is a paradigm change which 

de-centres the patriarchal theology, that ever leaves god in third position, that always 
sounds god a third, a distance from hierarchical thinking, from god being a distance, 

into here, into now, the concrete and tangible. As a result, spirituality is expanded, 

individualized and emotionally fulfilled rather than contracted and fear-inducing. 
With this re-invented spirituality, Celie finds a way to free herself from the guilt and 

shame she has placed upon herself. Through the "masculine" perspective on God 

Celie has long felt that she endured great suffering and is deserving and that her 

silence is "virtuous. But as she understands and embraces Shug's belief that God is 
inclusive, she sees that she is no sinful creature; that she is worthy. But she discovers 

that her essence is that she is a part of everything which is human being. This 

realization is a huge turning point in her psychology and emotions – this "self 
realization" will help her break away from the 'self condemnatory attitude' and 

upgrade it to 'self acceptance'. So the relationship with her maturing sense of dignity 

and independence, along with the change in her spiritual understanding becomes 
apparent. Walker, according to Mary Helen Washington argues that “Walker 

democratizes spirituality by relocating the divine within ordinary human experience 

rather than confining it to institutional religious structures “(Washington 148). This 
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democratisation is crucial to Celie's liberation as it takes away the power that is given 

to exterior religious institutions and instead, foregrounds personal spiritual 
understanding. In this context, there is no longer a sense of spirituality which is 

mediated by a patriarchal interpretation but again it has a sense of lived experience, 

emotional truths and a sense of community. With this interpretation, the power of 

Walker's narrative is examined in the very grain of its claim to universalize the 
theological significance of the everyday and, most significantly, to render ‘sacred' 

what has not been part of the dominant theological narrative but was part of black 

women's everyday lives. As a result of this spiritual transformation, Celie releases her 
emotions from the past that fights her identity. Concepts of a far away punishment 

God are replaced with a sense of a loving, inclusive and ever-present God. A change 

that allows her to engage in a new understanding of her suffering as not Divine 
punishment, but rather as a blow to her from a human system of oppression. This 

helps her process the emotional garbage and see that there is a need to forgive herself, 

others and give herself permission to be happy and express herself. This spiritual 

awakening is, therefore, not dormant from the Psychological Liberation as it creates 
the possibility of Celie being everything she is not therein outside the scope of fear 

and submission.  

 
Lastly, Celie's reinterpretation of God is an extreme form of “taking” 

ownership. Her immanentism, relationality and equality explode the religious cast of 

patriarchy and her spirituality of love, presence and self-recognition, offers an 
alternative. The transformation through this shift makes her no longer just one, 

limited character, but now a more complete character of her transformation, which is 

a key aspect of personal liberation in The Color Purple. Economic Independent and 

Economic Empowerment of Materials In the novel The Color Purple, by Alice 
Walker, Celie is the character that represents the essential part of self-determination 

and liberation in her journey towards financial independence. 

 
 Over the years, as she endures physical abuse, emotional repression and an 

existence in mind slavery as a menial housekeeper in the lives of men who seem to 

control her fate, Celie slowly creates another life for herself—one of economic self 

sufficiency. This is most strikingly the case in her sewing program, which allows her 
to create and sew hand-made pants. It looks like a typical family craft and is used as 

a medium of resistance, of self-expression. In a way, Celie becomes an independent 

producer, a business owner, she makes sewing not only functional but Celie becomes 
more than an object of the labour of the men in her experiences, the patriarchy of the 

families. This places her in an entirely new economic paradigm of her community, a 

place where her autonomy is given a place, and in the potentially new challenge to 
the systems that would otherwise prevent her from taking this same space.In this 

business, Celie's symbolic ownership of pants, as well as giving her economic 

empowerment, also offers a boost. History would have it that as trousers are a man's 
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domain, they are related to masculinity, power and movement, and that for the female 

members of the early-day world of Celie, dresses - the sign of domesticity and social 
subservience - is all they can have. Throughout her design, Celie negates these 

gendered meaning and redefines the pant – normally worn by male authority – by 

wearing it. The act becomes symbolic and material resistance too as it is a new re-

definition of what women can wear, what they can do and what they can be. As long 
as pants are being produced, they stand in for both a visual and economic challenge 

to the patriarcho-systemic hierarchy, and therefore point to the non-naturalness of 

gender roles. Michele Wallace interprets “Celie’s entrepreneurial success as a reversal 
of patriarchal labor structures that traditionally confine women to unpaid domestic 

work and economic dependency” (Wallace 133). For example, in women's role in 

patriarchal societies their contribution is often ignored, disrespected or tied up with 
family set-ups that benefit those in power – male. Through the transformation of the 

form of Celie's labor, her business offers her work to view and exchange and gain 

profit making, it visible and causing the tides to shift. The very reason why she enters 

the world and seeks her livelihood at the same time is no longer just because of 
survival but her independence of economic and her emotional well-being. With this 

change, she was able to gain control of her time, capacity and the amount of labour 

which was a big change from many oppressive home situations. Money not only 
represents self sufficiency, but monetary self sufficiency is an indicator of creative 

agency of Celie. Her newfound sense of self-worth comes through sewing, and it's 

that very sewing that becomes her means of expression. The clothes she designs are 
a testament to body parts in motion, and emotional healing (which is emancipation), 

in conjunction with magic! In making it, she has de-pathologized her previous 

subjectivity and rebaptized the passive role with which she was enveloped to allow 

herself to participate and reimpose herself in the construction of her identity. So, 
production and expression of economy merge together, and thus, material 

empowerment also can transform itself to psychological and spiritual empowerment. 

Through her business Celie is also given strength with her social status in her 
community. She becomes popular in her pants and becomes a respectable person, 

whose work is acceptable and usable; not only in the walls of the home. This 

recognition is in stark contrast to how she was treated in Mister's home: her work, her 

very life, was discredited all the time. Through her business, Celie starts a line of 
communication and not control. Through this financial empowerment can also get 

away from the abusive relationship, particularly from being contained in Mister's 

relationship and establish her lifestyle. In the end, the savings Celie has earned with 
the money she has earned makes up a crucial aspect of her process of rewriting 

herself. It gets her away from simply living in oppression, and toward a self-

determined and autonomous life sustained by the power of creativity, property-which 
is often overlooked-and above all, economic independence. Therefore, Walker's 

visualization of economic empowerment is not one that is removed from either 

emotional or spiritual freedom, but one that is a necessary part of earthly freedom. 
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Through her sewing business, Celie demonstrates how the act of creating materiality, 

an essential part to her escape from patriarchal oppression and quest for her full 
personhood. Support relationships between language and healing and language and 

the story of identity.  

 

A major theme throughout the novel is the psychological changes happening 
to Celie, and the centrality of language to this change. Her taped speech was initially 

choppy, and eventually progresses to narration that is coherent, expressive and 

confident.Language can change in this way, indicating the incorporation of trauma 
into story memory. Throughout the novel, the blackouts and abuse have voices only 

for Celie, and these voices help her transform the blackouts and abuse into testimony 

and the pain into meaning.For Walker, we can understand storytelling as being 
therapeutic as well as political and a means for 'marginalised' people to take back 

their story. Collective Subjectivity: Womanism Walker's womanism is a vision of 

survival, wholeness and community based empowerment. So it could be said that 

Celie's metamorphosis is not just one but a multitude - a movement amongst a 
network of Black womanhood that endures.Her story is not unique as it contributes 

to the greater tapestry of resistance against historical erasure and resistance to 

affirming the life of black women.This means that the “reconstructing the self” and 
of collective history go hand in hand.  

Conclusion 

  Lastly, identities develop in and through language, relationships, spirituality 
and resistance, as demonstrated by The Color Purple. How Celie transforms from 

“victim” to “subject” may be one way to illustrate the power and transformation of 

narrative expression. Walker’s novel insinuates: Storytelling is a mode of surviving, 

sisterhood a mode of resisting and spirituality a mode of liberation; Re-written by 
Celie, she becomes a very strong witness to resilience and a possibility of re-newal 

with (or despite) an oppressive system. Celie challenges the boundaries of voice and 

identity, thereby remodelling the concept of the "self" as a continuous, rather than a 
stable process. 
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