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Abstract 

Afro-American Writers like Alice Walker have been spine to women liberation from 

Racism and sexism. Alice Walker have contributed a great deal to expand the understanding and 

awareness in literature regarding prevailing social vices like Racism and Sexism that African 

woman have continuously been subjected to. The purpose of this paper is to study how dynamics 

of traumatizing evils like Sexism, Racism along with Motherism, Womanism in works of Alice 

walker represent conditions of Black women. Moreover, racism and sexism are interconnected 

with Gender violence which is a theme in the two selected works The Color Purple and 

Possessing The Secret Of Joy. Walker urges black women to recognize their connectedness to 

women who historically have built bridges for them with their indomitable and independent 

spirit.  The fact of being black mother and over that a woman in racist and sexist society is well 

expressed through characters in these two works by applying a womanistic approach.  
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Introduction: - 

Black woman has always been the ultimate sufferer be it by white supremacy or in hands 

of their own men. In response to these vices, numerous black authors, particularly the 

contemporary ones like Alice walker and Maya Angelou have been revolting to uproot such 

stereotyping. Mary Helen Washington states (“Black Women Image Makers,” Black world, 

August,1947) that “in approaching the question of the black woman’s image in the media and 

literature, one’s first impulse is to carefully scrutinize those negative and false depictions of the 



black woman…[we] are all so familiar with-the tragic Mulatto, The Hot-Blooded exotic whore, 

the strong Black Mammy…” 

This proposed paper would study, How  dynamics of Racism, Sexism, Motherism and 

Womanism portrayed in Color Purple and Possessing The Secret of Joy by Alice walker helps to 

study the case of Black women. 

Black people were not fortunate as their white American neighbors who saw privilege as 

birth right. Blacks were brought in cargos shackled and exposed to slavery to endure horrors and 

exploitation. Black woman in particular, her image is deformed and poached as a prey to white 

lust. She is subjected to unbearable pain of separation from her infants and young children to 

attend white master’s children and his wife.  

In order to dive deep into these terms, we will study two crucial novels: The first one is 

called The Color Purple a wonderful piece of work done by Walker in 1982. The second novel is 

Possessing the secret of Joy. A story about Tashi who have to go under genital mutilation to save 

her ancestral rituals. The selected works speaks for thousands of African American women, 

especially mothers who were separated, raped, and tortured. It is important to acknowledge their 

suffering but is also crucial to be aware of horrible situations they had to go under dominant and 

racist society. 

Walker who is the most celebrated writer of post fifties is an apologist for African 

American Women. Apart from being a womanist she actively participated in civil right 

movement, fighting against forces of Racism, Sexism and other problems faced by African 

Americans women.  

All this energy and creative skills doesn’t come so sudden that could liberate woman 

through suffrage either by her writings or protesting. Rather it was her keen observations that 

gained her so much experience. Character of Celie, whose letters give literal goosebumps 

sometime is based on her own grandmother. When she was eight only, she got shot in her eye by 

a toy gun but instead of making her a disable child she was gifted by a vision to “really see 

people and things, to note relationships and to learn to be patient enough to worry about how 

they turned out” (Walker, 1992: 224)  



 However, this work intends to focus on theoretical and practical aspects of Walker’s 

womanism. Theoretical in the sense of her role in Afro American society that her works are 

revolving around and practical from the viewpoint as concluding of Color Purple and possessing 

the secret of joy as womanist novels. Along with exploring and concluding the racial, and sexist 

elements discussed in her works. 

 

 

Review of literature: 

A very common saying goes that the moment they landed on American Soil black people 

have written their experiences. However, varied their condition was the experiences of “trans-

Atlantic or middle passage slavery, southern plantation tradition, emancipation, reconstruction, 

post reconstruction, northern migration, urbanization and racism have produced a residue of 

shared memories and frames of reference” (Bell, 1987: 5). In their writing they have expressed 

their feelings differently but connecting under the term “Double Consciousness”. I.e., their two 

identities as Afro and American now.  

 

Thillaikkarasi, A.R. (2015): He concludes that Black literature is deep rooted in history of 

America. But lacked the essence of completeness, they lacked a clearly definable group of 

writers who could reflect broad afro- American life. There lacked a writing that could possibly 

reflect the pain in such a manner that world can easily understand. Thus, this gap was covered by 

Harlem Renaissance. 

African American woman writers have always tried to put the peculiar nature of their 

happenings and experiences, that passed on them unlike white woman on other hand who doesn’t 

face any such racial issue. The black woman had to encounter white patriarchy, white women’s 

racism, black men’s sexism, and separation from her children that counts for a feeling of 

Motherism. He interprets, walkers idea or theme of womanism had a great impact on her novels 

where her intention is to champion as black people’s speaker. Her works confronts such issues as 

Racism, Sexism, Motherism, Colonialism, and poverty.  



 

Radharani. C. (2018) hold the view that Alice Walker as a black womanist author and 

writer tries to throw light upon the cruelty of the real world instead of creating mere something 

imaginary and fictious, one that cannot be felt by people around the world. 

 

According to Collins, “Womanism seemingly supplies a way for black women to address 

gender oppression without attacking black men.” (Collins, 1996: 11) 

Patricia Hill Collins also adds when we talk about gender issues, we are assuming that 

racism is also implicit: “White fear of Black sexuality is a basic ingredient of white racism” 

(2005: 87). It is an interesting quote that we cannot forget, because the feeling of fear of black 

people that white folk had of is projected. Of course, the sexual exploitation of women in the 

black community is also a main topic to discuss. In her works Collin also shows how black 

women were a second-class citizen with meagre right to live and that too on minimum resources.  

As Harold Bloom in his critical work on Bloom’s Modern Critical Views Alice Walker, 

published in (2007), the Introduction chapter that he writes about Walker: 

“A contemporary writer who calls herself “author and medium” is by no means 

idiosyncratic, and Alice Walker certainly seems to me a wholly representative writer of and for 

our current era. The success of The Color Purple is deserved; Walker’s sensibility is very close to 

the Spirit of the Age”. (1) 

Barbara Christian. (1985). In her work “Black Feminist Criticism: Perspectives on Black 

Women Writers” she remarks of black women walker is very strong and bold she does not 

hesitate to say “we are the mules there as well as here” this line shows her attack on racism and 

sexism as well that comes from her own people.  

Walker’s own pregnancy and abortion gave her work intense feeling of Motherism, these 

experiences also forced her to become one of the youngest contemporary African-American 

women writers to explore sexism in her works. Her participation in black woman movements let 

her explore the restricted ideology of motherhood. 

Objectives:  



The main purpose of this paper is to throw light on womanistic issues that are continually and 

loudly outspoken by Alice’s walker in her works particularly The Color Purple and Possessing 

The Secret Of Joy. 

To study the dynamics of Racism, Sexism and Womanism in works of Alice Walker.  

To conclude Womanism as liberation to black woman’s suffering 

To show vulnerability of black woman in Walker’s novel 

To show Walker’s strength to defend her fellow woman against racism, sexism, and inequality.  

Hypothesis:  

Thoroughly examining, How the dynamics of racism, Sexism, Motherism and Womanism 

in works of The Color Purple and Possessing the Secret of Joy contribute to study about Black 

women. 

 

Scope and relevance: 

This study is intended to have in depth knowledge of social vices rather that are barrier to 

development of black women. Be it racial, sexual, or personal barrier. This study is also intended 

to cover the gaps like highlighting the dynamics or strong fold effect of these social vices on 

women character in two different novels.  

Methodology:  

This study will employ a theoretical approach to analyse the womanist themes and 

representations of black female oppression in Alice Walker’s The Color Purple and Possessing 

the Secret of Joy. The research will examine central themes such as racism, sexism, sexuality, 

Motherism, sexual assault of black women, and the intersectionality of race, class, gender, and 

sexuality. The methodology integrates both primary and secondary sources to explore how these 

themes contribute to the broader womanist framework in literature. 

 



To achieve a comprehensive analysis, this research will focus on theoretical perspectives 

related to black female sexuality and oppression, alongside practical implications within the 

socio-cultural context of the time period represented in the novels. Primary sources will include 

close readings of Walker’s texts, while secondary sources will encompass relevant scholarly 

literature on Womanism, black feminism, and intersectionality. This combined approach will 

allow for a nuanced understanding of black female agency, resilience, and the complexities of 

womanist identity as portrayed in Walker’s works. 

 

 

 

Research work:  

Chapter 1.  

 Relevance to the titular terms in her works.  

In this part of the paper, I would briefly highlight her practical approach with Womanism 

and black woman issues in her writings. Briefly looking how she uses, illustrates the concept in 

her theoretical writing. I shall be focusing on four topics relevant to this paper Womanism, 

Sexism, Racism and Motherism. In her essays and novels, she has elaborated the suffrage and 

mutilation black woman must suffer in hands of white supremist man, white racist woman, and 

sexist black man.   

A) Womanism in Alice Walker’s works 

Though the condition of black women had never been better than that of white woman.  

Alice Walker coined the term womanism to show the particularly black women struggle against 

patriarchy (sexism), against white supremacy (Racism) and Motherism. Walker’s renowned 

Phrase “Womanist is to feminist as purple is to lavender”. Feminism is a small portion beneath 

the much large ideological umbrella term of womanism. Walker also holds that womanists are 

universalists and they stand for every other woman oppressed.  



The term “Double Jeopardy” is not at all a brand-new term. It is also important to 

consider the concept of “Multiple Jeopardy.” That could give us an elaborated understanding. 

Three common factors connected are: “racism multiplied by sexism multiplied by classism” 

(King, 1995: 297). Unfortunately, black women had many disadvantages because of their race, 

sex, and their class position. On the first they were oppressed only because they were female and 

black.  

Razak remarks:  Walker focuses on the “sharing and mentorship that are a traditional part of 

idealized Black mother-daughter relationships.” (Razak, 2006: 99)  

 

B) The issue of Racism.  

A first recurrent theme in Walker’s writings is the racial issue. As blacks, the oppression 

is obvious but as a female it is double. And as an oppressed mother its triple.  

Although black man and woman share same racial difference in white stereotyped western 

society but she does not hesitate to state that she is primarily concerned with the black woman’s 

case, she proves that she certainly cannot be called a separatist. As she puts it herself, she is 

preoccupied with “the survival whole of her people.” (Walker, 1992: 250). 

 

C) The issue of Sexism:  

Sexism is very different from that of racism for black woman. As in this case their own male 

members do not spare woman from sexual, physical, and mental torture. Celie and Sophia are 

some best examples from walkers works along with Tashi who had to be castrated for tribal 

rituals that shows domination of patriarchy and violence even inside black community itself.  

Sexism is quite connected to racism when talking about afro American society as black 

women have had to face racial and gender discrimination in their lives and on their work places 

by white masters and mistress. Black women have always been considered inferior both to white 

women and all men, so historically they have been treated cruelly in the white community, but 

also mistreated in their own black community just for being women. And consequently, these 

black women must stand the racist and sexist violence that society imposes on them.  



 

D) The essence of Motherism 

 Walker, confirms that to her black mother is an individual, mysterious, pious, and 

unbelievably strong in many If not all the ways. To understand the deep meaning of suffrage and 

Motherism in her work one must try to understand why ‘myth of black mother’ was conceived. It 

can be noticed through pieces of her own literature and contemporaries that lack of attention and 

awareness given to these black mothers and woman writers gave rise to this myth.  

Booke Battles Taylor (1971 critic):  explained society mythical conceptions of Negro mother: 

“The Negro man bothered by white majority and outdone by his wife, steps to the background 

completely and woman assumes the mighty power and leadership that he relinquishes. Such 

leadership makes her strong, her strength alienates her from Negro Man, and her relationship 

with her children becomes all encompassing” 

The idea of labelling a lady of color as ‘black’ mother encircles an ideology that 

blackness isn’t encompassed in mothering. The black woman or mother was rarely granted the 

chance, in or after slavery, to access the white privilege of motherhood. Thus, Celie or any black 

woman cannot attain the white definition of motherhood. Womanism, then would stand in 

solidarity for the misunderstood “bad” mothers/ “black” mothers  

Apart from losing her own children Celie sacrifices herself to Pa, as a means of saving 

her beloved sister. Celie here becomes the mother figure to Nettie, as sisters become mothers for 

each other. Her body becomes a sacrificial lamb/bait that gives Nettie salvation from the sexual 

violation faced by celie herself. With the dispossession of her children and all the events 

collectively, Celie faces the psycho and social trauma for being very obedient mother and wife. 

(bartleb research)  

 

 

Chapter 2 

Analysis of texts  



The Color Purple  

 Themes of The Color Purple focuses on the racial and gender discrimination. The story is 

representation of the history of black American society. In the story, black women are oppressed 

by the black men and white society as well. It is because the black women are placed in the 

lowest or bottom of social organization.  

 In this novel, the main character Celie, a black woman, who always writes letters to God, 

and later to her sister narrates her pain and transformation. Thanks to the epistolary form of the 

novel, we can understand how Celie feels. The focus of the novel is lesser on race, but on gender, 

as we witness the difficult situation that Celie and other women faced for being women and 

black, we also learn about survival strategies to cope with their plight.  

  Celie was subjected to discrimination by people around her for being a black woman. 

Sexually harassed by her step father, who also sold her children. On reaching adulthood she 

sacrificed for Nettie and married against her own will. Now the violence from father was 

changed into violence from husband. She was not allowed to work outside or study because of 

her status as a woman, whose duty was only to please her husband and children. Another 

oppressed character is Sophie, discriminated by the white people because of her status as a black 

woman. She was jailed for mocking the white people, a punishment which was considered 

improper. 

Nettie, her sister. She has a better destiny and life. Her proper education and quest for 

knowledge could be one primary reason. This is what the author wants to transmit, the black 

point of view. Celie admire Nettie, her sister is the most important person for her. We can 

establish a comparison between these two women: Nettie is described as an independent woman, 

with a better future than Celie. Because she is much beautiful than her sister. So, beauty is a key 

topic in the novel. The main point of the story is to treat other people equally even if they differ 

physically, racially, or in gender, they have rights to have the same treatment and opportunity. 

Critical analysis:  

Gender Violence.  



Gender violence is the most important aspect and loud cry in the novel. Celie has suffered with 

her stepfather (Pa):  

     “He never had a kind word to say to me. Just say You gonna do what your mammy wouldn’t. 

First he put his thing up gainst my hip and kind of wiggle it around.Then he grab hold my titties. 

Then he push his thing inside my pussy” (15). 

Celie feels extremely comfortable with women because they sympathies with her 

situation and would not hurt her. Her husband and stepfather have been her male oppressors all 

life. Sexual abuse and slavery and domination imposed by Albert and Pa make Celie afraid of 

life. For this reason, women are her only allies because she is not scared of them at all.  

Female Bonding or Gender Bonding  

Mrs. Avery’s presence is essential in order to understand Celie’s process. Celie’s knowledge 

about sexuality changes because she has been obliged to do what she did not want. She has been 

forced to marry Mr.__ and then forced to have sex with someone that she does not feel. Things 

change when Celie discovers what she really likes. She falls in love with Shug Avery and she 

feels good about it.  

 

Sofia’s life was not any better, she is another female figure associated with some traits 

assigned to male behavior. Harpo is her husband and Albert (Mr.___)’s son, and he always 

compares his life with his father’s. It is frustrating for him, because he does not understand why 

he has the same rights and duties as his wife. Sofia’s behavior is fascinating because it is very 

transgressive.  Walker wants to imagine the possibility of a different world in which the 

“dominant figure” can be women: “Harpo want to know what to do to make Sofia’s mind. He sit 

out on the porch with Mr. ____. He say, I tell her one thing, She do another. Never do what I say. 

Always backtalk” (37). Sofia is not a submissive woman, and does not obey her husband’s 

orders. Although in later part we see another Sofia who have been broken down, her body teared 

and her pride dusted.  

 



Although women are the main figure or point in this analysis, it is also essential to 

present men as they are. They are presented in the novel as the dominant figures. Men are 

portrayed as selfish, abusive, and unkind. This is what Walker wants readers to reflect upon. 

Taking the figure of Albert as a reference for out study he is tremendously abusive and 

completely lazy. Analyzing his character more thoroughly we explore the different personalities 

of Albert, because he becomes another person when he is around the beautiful Shug Avery. He 

enacts different because he is in love with her. Besides him, Harpo wants to be like his father a 

dominant figure, and abusive personality. But unfortunately, he has married opposite kind of 

woman who is Sofia. So, he cannot show his dominant behavior on her, and cannot be like his 

father that annoys him to death. He continuously attempts to overpower her but Sofia herself is a 

bold character also supported by her tall and muscular sisters who are referred as Amazonian in 

the novel. These images give a read in depth analysis of how Walker want to make a bold and 

good image out of black women.  

Epistolary form of the novel makes the character’s understanding of consciousness that 

has been excellently raised, and the initial germs of womanism and liberation have been 

established. The major themes in the novel that had plagued and tormented the characters 

throughout the novel is inside the larger context of the misery inflicted by a racist society that 

have discriminated against by the white community. Walker’s passes a message through The 

Color Purple, for the women to be strong and enjoy their lives. 

 

 

 

 

Possessing the Secret of Joy 

Walker combines the facts and fiction in Possessing the Secret of Joy for instance the 

genital mutilation has a deadly effect on the women who are subjected to the procedure. The 

protagonist, Tashi, an African tribal woman, willingly undergoes the tribal ritual of genital 

mutilation in a desire to dissolve in her culture and feel complete. This procedure leaves her 



physical and mentally scars. Tashi realizes that the procedure destroyed her emotionally as if she 

is something aside than her true self. After her mutilation, she marries Adam Johnson and moves 

to America. She is renamed Evelyn Johnson, and her chapter headings shift from “Tashi” to 

“Evelyn” to demonstrate the conflict within her as she struggles to seek out identity. The conflict 

leads her to madness.  

Tashi craves to know her insanity and to interpret her recurring nightmares of a tower. 

With the therapist’s assistance, Mzee and Raye, and therefore members of her family, Tashi 

realizes the explanations for her insanity and gradually becomes stronger and ready to face her 

nightmares and what they represent. The chapters are told through the eyes of all the most 

characters, a way that gives insight into the effect that Tashi has on those round her. Through its 

main characters, Tashi, Olivia, and Adam, Possessing the key of Joy is connected to, but isn’t a 

sequel to, Walker’s previous novels the Color Purple and therefore the Temple of My Familiar. 

Tashi voluntarily gives herself to the normal practice. As per the Olinka culture, every woman 

should be circumcised, without knowing the pain and suffering Tashi feels that she is incomplete 

from her tradition because she isn’t circumcised. In Olinka tribe culture there is a proverb that if 

women from the community aren’t getting circumcised are considered to be unclean and 

unfulfilled as a lady. Tashi is introduced as a toddler, crying uncomprehendingly over the death 

of her sister Dura. When she later decides to be circumcised herself as an act of her tribal culture, 

she does so as in defiance of colonial rule and missionary teaching, but also, she has forgotten or 

rather repressed that she had witnessed as a really young child her sister’s death in consequence 

of an equivalent initiation rite. The novel tries to preserve a fragile balance between representing 

the sexually mutilated women as a victim on one hand and as a survivor who decides to act in 

her own cause on the opposite . Olivia, Tashi’s childhood friend who advised her to not undergo 

this ritual but Tashi replied to her that by undergoing this ceremony she is taken into account to 

be an African woman. The lady named Melissa, a standard circumciser start to try to the ritual 

practice. After circumcision, 

“In truth, my mother was not equipped, there was not enough of herself left to her, to 

think about me. Or about my sister Dura, who bled to death after a botched circumcision, or 

about any of her other children. She had just sunk into her role of ‘She Who Prepares the Lambs 

for Slaughter.’ Is it cruel to say this? I feel it is cruel; but that it is only the cruelty of truth, 



speakng it, shouting it, that wifl save us now. If we do not, Africa may well be depopulated of 

black people in our grandchildren’s lifetime”.  

 

Tashi faced many problems she can’t move as casual as before and, she struggles to sit on 

the floor. She has been harmed physically, she seems to be dull and unhappy. Tashi thought that 

she is going to become entire woman after undergoing this ritual but it turned negative after 

circumcision, she lost her peace and happiness. She is not been harmed physically but also 

psychologically. It even affects her marriage life, she failed to have a good relationship with her 

husband. This infibulation makes Tashi physically and mentally weak. It also affects her on 

giving birth, the baby head was too big to come out from infibulated, because of this the baby 

brain is crushed during the pregnancy due to this the baby seems to be pale yellow. After this 

incident, she has been affected psychologically. Every night at sleep she had a horrible dream 

which leads her to mental trauma. Tashi was taken to a psychiatrist to recover. Balance is 

achieved at the level of the plot through Tashi’s psychotherapeutic experience which traces her 

transformation from madwoman to warrior. As she planned she kills M’lissa and saved millions 

of future African women. She Has been executed for this cause. Though she executed, Tashi wins 

millions of heart. At the time of executed all her Relatives utter the slogan’Resistance is the 

Secret of Joy’. (Suresh and Anuradha 286) 

Conclusion:  

There is no doubt in fact that Africans were the one to suffer more than any colony under 

white empire, thus slaves traded from Africa were ill-treated and being a woman doubled the 

effect. Black woman especially mothers like celie in Walker’s Color purple and Tashi from 

Possessing The Secret of Joy present examples of dynamics of Racism, sexism, Motherism and 

Womanism depictions in Afro American writers like Walker. With strong affection for fellow 

women from the very beginning Walker acted as their advocate to safeguard from Racism, and 

sexism as proved in paper already.  

Thus, novels like The Color purple and Possessing the Secret of Joy can be considered as 

a good example of her new coined term which highlights the suffrage of women of color in 

contrast to mainstream feminism that only portrays issues in white society. Novels like The Color 



Purple and Possessing the secrets of Joy, can be said to be illustrating and elaborating on the 

concrete, specific meaning of womanism as mentioned above. 

 Since this paper lays its focus entirely on dynamism of depicting sexism, racism, 

Motherism all under the umbrella of Womanism that helped Black American woman to the 

liberation and voice. Thus, this paper concludes with recognizing the dynamics of these elements 

which were previously studied from different aspect.  

 

Thus, there are both strengths and limitations to this thesis. I addressed the gap in 

feminist literature based on the fact that there had been minute gaps to study sexism, racism, and 

Motherism as a dynamics to Womanism which is the greatest force in liberation to black 

Womanism. In this paper I have presented the same with ample evidences and examples. 

However, there are certain limitations to this paper as I have used limited resources available 

which cannot be alone justified as whole essence and justice to these terms.  

Therefore, this research cannot be generalized and I recommend further in-depth study 

and analysis of contributions by other scholars on black feminism, such as bell hooks, Evelynn 

Hammonds, Angela Davis, Evelyn Brooks Higginbotham, and Hazel V. Carby, and more recent 

studies of black feminism. Furthermore, to realize the goals of black feminism, I think that public 

debate on this topic needs to be stimulated, in order to raise awareness and attempt to embed 

black feminism more in mainstream feminist theory.  
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