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Oppression within the Oppressed








Women in most western cultures have always been regarded with less privilege or respect.  Though not as prominently since the birth of the women’s rights movement, women have been discriminated against much like people of minorities.  Even within those minorities, however, sexism and domestic prejudice continues to plague women, regardless of race or culture.  This belittling upon belittling seems to be the product of an unfortunate inherent human need to dominate.


Celie, the protagonist in The Color Purple, reveals a pattern in her childhood of sexual abuse and discrimination through letters addressed to God.  This sexual abuse came by way of her stepfather.  African-American, Celie and her stepfather both were faced with the bigotry of whites around them, yet, did not unite for comfort; Celie was further offended against, abused by a person she should have been able to confide in.


Many cultures throughout history have lacked equality between men and women.  Some cultures have had reasoning based on physical strength, and others have had reasoning fade into the depths of tradition.  One such example is the Olinka tribe seen in The Color Purple.  Nettie, having gone to Africa, attempts to educate two children from the tribe.  One of the children is girl named Olivia.  Coming home with new thoughts and ideas every day, Olivia disturbs her parents and they confront Nettie.  The Olinka tribe does not educate their women; they are happy with their way of life, and to change a dynamic, even one, could change that.  Regardless, that traditional way of life was likely founded on the idea that men were more dominant than women.


Having become emotionally void from incest and rape, Celie’s reaction to being marketed to Mr. _____ was not too prominent.  Though Celie never speaks of it, hope arises that through marrying Mr. _____ Celie might escape the sexual oppression that has ruined her.  Needless to say, only the incest ceased, as Celie later emotionlessly writes to God of her husband being on top of her.


Later in the book Celie meets Shug Avery, a woman Celie writes of in awe. Shug is describes as strong and beautiful, the opposite of Celie in many respects.  Because of this, Shug is seen by Celie as a stronger woman, nto having to succumb to the sexual oppression of men in her life.  This becomes ever more apparent to Celie as she realizes how defiant Shug seems when dealing with Mr. _____, even calling him by his real name, Albert.  However, Shug later reveals to Celie that her father had acted toward her in a sexual way.  Again, sexism was a disturbing trait of all of society then, only layering the oppression black women such as Celie and Shug had to face.  However, Shug, having previously been involved with Albert, acted as an escape for Celie, as Celie began to love her.  Shug never married Albert because she found him to be too weak, defying male dominance.


Celie, throughout the book, gains much confidence from Shug Avery.  She even explores her sexuality with Shug.  Celie trusts her, tells her about being raped by her stepfather.  Feeling comfortable with each other, Celie and Shug talk about life, happiness, their pasts, and God (a conversation from which the book gets its name).  Having her friendship with Shug, a woman Celie sees as particularly strong, Celie goes through a process of self-discovery, liberating herself mentally from sexual oppression, if not physically.


Nettie, Celie’s sister, is also a source of hope for her.  Nettie, having always been schooled while Celie was forced to stay at home, shared the gift of knowledge with Celie.  Nettie was always grateful to Celie, because Celie took the brunt of sexual abuse in their family.  Though communication between the two became scarce when Celie was forced to marry Mr. _____, Nettie fled to Africa, and began sending letters to Celie.  These letters acted as a beacon of hope for Celie, as she knew Nettie was free from the oppression they had both endured at home.

The Color Purple is laced with ideas, but none so prominent as sexism, introduced by Celie’s first couple of letters to God; the text is haunting, emotionally void, portraying Celie’s emotional state.  Regardless of racism, despite discrimination, Celie was forced to endure even more suffering at the hands of those who had suffered with her.  It was only within her own sex, whether it be Shug or Nettie, that she could find solace in society, and happiness in herself.

