REFLECTION OF UPANISADS ON WALKER’S THE COLOR
PURPLE

XXXXX

Abstract

The Color Purple narrates the story of an African American woman who became the victim of
child rape, patriarchy, sexism, racism, domestic violence and marital rape as well, eventually
found her way out and uncovered a broader aspect of spirituality instead of believing her past
Christian male God anymore. The whole novel comes to us as a series of letters. The
protagonist, Celie's letters to the God and to her sister, Nettie, portrays not only her tortured
and abused life, but also the lives of other African American women. Some letters from Nettie
were discovered in the later part of the novel which shows the lives of the tribal people
(Olinka) in Africa. Breaking the silence around sexual and domestic abuse, narrating the
women lives through the struggle and pain, growth and companionship, bravery and resilience,
The Color Purple establishes a larger aspect of spirituality through love, redemption and
support. The novel is called Bildungsroman because of the spiritual upliftment of the
protagonist who initially thought the God to be a white, male identity, ended up finding all the
elements of nature having the one source of Life, Prana and manifesting one supreme entity,
God. This paper aims to trace the Upanisadic influences on the concept of all pervasive God
instead of a God with a particular gender, portrayed by the author.
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Introduction

Pulitzer Prize winner Alice Walker, a renowned poet and novelist is famous for her
epistolary novel The Color Purple which questions the conventional belief system of
Christianity and indicates an enormous spiritual interpretation of the existence of
God. The novel specially portrays the patriarchal abuses on the black women and
their creativity, faith and spirituality being the key to their freedom from sexual and
racial oppression. To deal with this, Walker often considers a concept, named
Womanism. 1t is a form of feminism which focuses on the problems regarding anti-
black racism and sexism and against the black women specifically. In the field of
Womanism, Walker became the first and foremost author who brings this term to use
in public. Her novel The Color Purple is nothing but a novel which germinates the
seed of Womanism in readers' mind. Here the protagonist Celie who was physically,
mentally and sexually abused by the patriarchal male society initially, became an
independent woman breaking all the boundaries she was bound to follow and
uncovered a deep spiritual understanding of God. Many of the western authors used
Indian spiritual teachings, practices and traditions as the core to their literary
creations but most interesting thing about this novel is how spirituality and faith
have been portrayed by the author. Here the protagonist Celie is seen writing her
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letters to the God. Through all those letters the whole story of her being tortured and
abused came to light. Under this circumstances author introduces a charming black
woman character, Shug Avery, who became a corner stone in Celie's life. She was
the one who brings a whole new aspect to the novel. She taught Celie to overcome
all her problems with the help of Spirituality and faith. It was she who drove away
the patriarchal concept of Christian God from Celie's mind and introduced her to a
new concept of God being everything. It is a kind of a twist which connects
feminism (Womanism) and Spirituality. An African American woman who was at
her edge of tolerance, and was done with the male God whom she has been
worshiping since her childhood. Eventually she established a God who is neither He
nor She, who discriminates none and the One who doesn't oppose anything that a
woman’s heart desires. The God who was described by Shug Avery to Celie, exists
in everything that has ever been existent. This concept is very similar to the
Upanisadic concept of India and has been used as a supporting pillar of Womanism.
So it can be stated that Walker's The Color Purple reflects Indian Spiritual principles
enveloped in African sources. But Walker did not mention anything about the Asian
influences on the novel at the time of publication. Instead of any historical influence,
a found affinity with Indian spirituality developed Walker's interest in Buddhism
and Hinduism.! Later Walker mentioned about her learning a contemplative practice
called Transcendental Meditation (According to the founder of Transcendental
Meditation Maharishi Mahesh Yogi it is nonreligious. It is not about worshiping any
deity, but about focusing on transcending thought and experiencing union with
unconditioned consciousness?). Walker used Transcendental Meditation for her
mental stability after her divorce in 1976.3 Ever since she has put her active interest
in Indian spirituality.* For this Indian spirituality always has a significant impact on
Walker's writing.

In her novel The Color Purple Walker shows the gradual shift of Celie and Nettie's
spiritual belief from Christianity to a noninstitutionalized spirituality which is very
close to classical Hindu metaphysics. The belief that all phenomena manifest from
the impersonal, unconditioned God. Disguising the influence of Indian spirituality
on the spiritual themes Eastern wisdom is implemented in the characters with no
knowledge of Hinduism. Both of the sisters, Celie and Nettie realised that the
religion which they had been practicing since their childhood, is oppressing.

Celie's step father, Alphonso brutalised and silenced Celie by raping and
impregnating her and selling away her children. He also warned her,

You better not never tell nobody but God, It’d kill your mammy... when that hurt, [
cry. He starts to choke me saying you better shut up and git used to it.

So as directed, not knowing anyone to write to, Celie writes to God,

I am fourteen year old. I have always been a good girl. May be you can give me a sign

letting me know what is happening to me.®

This is nothing but a helpless prayer from a helpless girl. But later Shug Avery, a
blues singer, teaches Celie to use her spiritual dedication to her personal problems.
When the abuse and the hidden letters of Nettie puts Celie at the edge of her
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