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ABSTRACT

Women bonding and sisterhood play an important role in Celie's emancipation process in Alice
Walker's The Color Purple. Celie is able to transform her life and free herself both physically and
spiritually with thehelp of her sister Nettie, her daughter in law Sofia and her husband' smistress Shug.
Femaletiestake many forms: someare motherly or sisterly, somearein the form of mentor and pupil,
some are sexual, and some are simply friendships.
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Alice Walker's The Color Purple, vividly depicts the
sufferings of African-American women which result
frompatriarchy, sexismand racism. Thenovel doesnot
merely describe the sufferings of black women but
even goes beyond it and suggests certain solutionsfor
these miseries. Walker's not only triesto gives voice
to black women, who can be considered assubalterns,
but also provides them viable opportunities to find
freedom from these oppressive strategies. The eman-
cipation of Celie, the central protagonist of the novel,
from being asexually abused child and apassive wife
isthemainconcernof AliceWalkerinTheColor Purple.
InCelie,AliceWalker hascreated acharacter that faces
immense pain and suffering due to patriarchy, sexism
andracism. But sheal so presentsCelieasawomanwho
holds faith in her ability to find emancipation from
these oppressive forces. Although Celie, the main
character, suffersdeeply fromtheeffectsof sexismand
racism, she does not give up and even emergestrium-
phant and victorious at the end. The question to be
raised ishow, Celie, ablack oppressed women, isable
to unshackle herself ? What isthe trail that Celie fol-
lows in order to liberate Women bonding and sister-
hood play an important role in Celie's emancipation
process. Celie is able to transform her life and free
herself both physically and spiritually with the help of
her sister Nettie, her daughter in law Sofia and her
husband'smistress Shug. Femal etiestakemany forms:
some are motherly or sisterly, some are in the form of
mentor and pupil, somearesexual,and somearesimply
friendships.

In her writings, Walker always underscores
the significance of sisterhood in black women'seman-
cipation. She exploresthe prospect of enablement for
black womenif they create acommunity of sistersthat
can rework the present-day odd definitions of woman

and man. " The unifying bond between black womenis
through their friendships, their love, and their shared
oppression that they collectively gain the strength to
separatethemsel vesfromthebondageof their past and
piece together a free and equal existence for them-
selves and for those they love" (Smith 182).

The process of women devel oping soli-
darity among them is defined as 'sisterhood.' Accord-
ing to Mitchell, "When women cease to be rivals of
eachother or stop competingfor theattention of amale,
and devel op deep social rel ationshipwith oneanother,”
then thissituationiscalled sisterhood (13). Feminists
exhort women that they should protect, advise and
boost each other's moral e to face the mal e-hegemony.
Raymond Williams al so warnswomen, if they "do not
takeinitiativeto changeconditionsnooneel seislikely
to do so" (70). Sisterhood aims at cutting across the
racial, political, class or age barriers. Freud detects
jealousy asafemininetrait, but Wal ker'swomendo not
manifestit. Onthe contrary, they bol ster up each other,
offer solace, help and support each other. Thechief aim
of sisterhood isto help womenin distressirrespective
of colour and class. Feministsrepeatedly warnwomen,
"Noneof us can befreeuntil all arefree" (Rubenstein
36).

Celieand Nettierelationshipreflectsthepres-
enceof sisterhoodinTheColor Purple. Boththesisters
livewithinafamily whereloveistotally absent. Nettie
provides Celiewith moral comfort in asituation when
her ownfather rapesher repeatedly. Noticingthat Celie
is frequently beaten by her husband, Nettie urges her
tofighthim. ShealsoexhortshertofightagainstMr.___'s
children by teaching them a good lesson and letting
them know who has "the upper hand" (Walker 25).
Nettieisdeeplyinfluenced by her teacher, MissBeasl ey,
who valuesher sovereignty andideasof freedom. This
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helps Nettie in shaping her own consciousness and
ideas. Nettie playstherole of ateacher for Celie. She
teaches her sister how to read, spell and do everything
important for her. NettieawaysinformsCelieabout the
important eventstaking placeintheworld. Intheshort
period of staying in Albert's house with Celie, Nettie
witnesses his benighted brutality and knows clearly
that Celieishopelessif she keeps her submissiveness.
So shetries hard to exert every possible way to teach
and enlighten Celie.

SofiaButler, Celie'sstep-son'swife, isanother
woman who becomesagood model for Celie. Sheisa
fatwomanwithbiglegs. Shegrowsupinafamily of men
and learns that only by fighting can she survive: "All
my lifel had to fight. | had to fight my daddy. | had to
fight my brothers; | had to fight my cousins and my
uncles.Agirl childain't safeinafamily of men" (Walker
38). Unlike Sofia, Celiedoesnot fight and keepssilent
when she suffersfrom family violence. She eventakes
itfor granted that men aresuperior towomen. However,
Sofiarefusesto accept thisunfair social rule. She, with
her determination, will not be humbled by anyoneinher
life, whether they are black or white.

Celie'sfirst meetingwith Sofiahappenswhen
Sofiacomesto ask Albert's permission of her marriage
to Harpo. At first sight, Celie is surprised by Sofia's
strong and confident appearance. WhenAlbert rejects
their request and even insults Sofia about her preg-
nancy, to Celi€e's astonishment, Sofia does not submit
to him. She says to Harpo: "Naw, Harpo stay here.
When you free, me and the baby be waiting" (Walker
38). Sofia's bravery greatly moves Celie. Sofiais an
alien who is absolutely contradictory to the woman
imageCelieisfamiliar with. SofiagetsmarriedtoHarpo
regardlessof their parents objection. Inthebeginning,
the couple lives a harmonious life. They share the
housework and enjoy their familial happiness: "She
making some sheets. He takes the baby, giveit akiss,
chuck it under the chin" (Walker 33). Sofiakeeps her
independent characteristics. But thiskind of relation-
ship between wife and husband is not allowed in the
male-dominated social system. Albert cannot tolerate
Sofiasthinkingtoo much of herself. HeingtigatesHarpo
to beat Sofia. Even Celie, who grows up in pain and
maltreatment, being unconscious of her oppression,
also suggests that he should beat Sofia when he con-
sultsher how to make Sofiabecomesubservientto him.
When Sofialearnsthat Celie has urged Harpo to beat
her, she reveals how terribly betrayed she feels.

Another woman who helps Celie in getting
free isthe blues singer Shug Avery. However, the fe-
male bonding that tiesthese two women istotally dif-
ferentfromtheonewithNettieor Sofia. Infact, if Nettie

isconsidered asthe hope that sustains Celie alive and
Sofiatherebelliousspirit that encouragesCelietofight,
Shug is seen as the affectionate mother and sexual
mentor for Celie. ShugAveryisatfirstafriendto Celie,
eventually a lover, but has always a subtly guiding
"mothering” influencethat, likethemothersof Walker's
"generations' enablesCelieto evolveinto anindepen-
dent, self-actualized woman, no longer accepting the
conditions that have endlaved her.

Celie has always been deprived of maternal
affection and Shug, likeamother, protects Celie from
thebeatingsof her husbandAlbert. Shestaysat Albert's
house and does not leave until she becomes sure that
hewill not even think about beating Celie again. Shug
becomesthe angel by Celie's side that helps her pave
the first steps towards independence: "I won't leave,
she says, until | know Albert won't even think about
beating you" (Walker 79).

Celie has been the subject of repeated rapes

and beatings, therefore, she has no desire to get to
know her body. The only concept that Celie has of her
own body isthat sheisugly. To protect herself, shehas
had to eradi cate her body aswell asher soul. However,
in order to emancipate, awoman should know herself
not only emationally but also physically. The impor-
tance of regaining the control of one's own body for
asserting one's self isoutlined by Daniel Rossinthese
terms:
One of the primary projects of modern feminism has
been to restore women's bodies. Because the female
body isthe most exploited target of male aggression,
women have learned to fear or even hate their bodies.
Consequently, women often think of their bodies as
tornor fragmented, apatternevidentinWalker'sCelie.
To confront the body is to confront not only an
individual's abuse but a so the abuse of women's bod-
ies throughout history, as the external symbol of
women'senslavement, thisabuserepresentsfor women
areminder of her degradation and her consignment to
aninferior status. (Ross 70)

With Shug'sencouragement, Celieviews her
ownsexual organinamirror for thefirst timeand shouts,
‘its mine." It was the first time that she develops an
interest to her body and enjoys its beauty. According
to Jacques Lacan's formulation of the "self," a subject
first becomes aware of itself by identification with a
person, usually themother, " although thefigure can be
any constant nurturer” (Quoted in Ross 77) and the
mirroring with Shug manifestsitself with Celie'siden-
tification of another whom shewishesto be or belike.
JacquesL acan seesthat, at somepoint, early inayoung
girl's growth, she should identify with her mother's
body: "This identification foregrounds the child's ac-
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ceptance or non-acceptance of his sexual organs'
(Quoted in Ross 77) for Celie, seeing Shug's body
beginstheprimary steptoward thisidentification. Shug
initiates Celie to the pleasures of sex, and after
lovemaking, Celiefeelstrueloveforthefirsttime. When
Celiewakesupthe next morning, shefeel stransformed;
itisthefirsttimethat sheisloved. Thislesbianrelation-
ship between Celie and Shug appears not to be inde-
cent but natural and affectionate. Their homosexual
union is afirst experience for both of them, but it is
natural and freeing and a culmination of their lovefor
each other.
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In sum, Alice Walker's The Color Purpleisa
novel that wonderfully portraysthegradual forming of
anew black woman, Celie, who evolvesfrompatriarchal
oppression to awakening andindependence. Walker is
avery committed writer who refuses the notion of art
for art'ssake. Thisisquiteevident in The Color Purple
sincenot only doesshedescribetheevilsof racismand
sexismthat AfricanAmericanwomen sufferedfrom, but
she even goes further as she proposes an outlet, a
solution to their situation, a path to follow in order to
escape the evils of patriarchy and live a descent life.
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