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Abstract

This study delves into an analysis of how Alice Walker strategically 

uses color descriptions in her work ‘The Color Purple’ to intricately 

depict life in the rural South during the early 1900s. In literature, 

colors often serve as conveyors of emotion and meaning, and in 

this case, Walker adeptly employs them to symbolize pivotal themes 

encompassing race, gender empowerment, and spirituality. The 

researcher enriches the portrayal of characters, setting, and the overall 

narrative by employing a diverse spectrum of color terminologies, 

effectively endowing colors with character-like qualities. Beyond a 

mere chromatic shade, the title ‘The Color Purple’ embodies a realm 

saturated with the significance of color. Walker’s masterful handling 

of color descriptions crafts a multi-dimensional and evocative 

representation of the experiences of southern Black women during 

that epoch. The linguistic apparatus of color terminology imparts a 

poetic avenue for articulating concealed or unspoken facets of their 

lives, ultimately thrusting them into the spotlight.
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1. Introduction

Alice Walker, a prominent American author and activist, has left an indelible mark on literature with her 

powerful and thought-provoking novels. Born in 1944 in Georgia, Walker’s early life experiences, including 

growing up in the racially segregated South, deeply influenced her writing. Her most famous work, “The 

Color Purple,” published in 1982, is a literary masterpiece that explores themes of racism, sexism, and the 

resilience of the human spirit. It won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction and has been adapted into a successful 

film and a Broadway musical. Walker’s other novels, such as “Meridian,” “The Temple of My Familiar,” 

and “Possessing the Secret of Joy,” continue to address important social and cultural issues. Her writing 

often highlights the struggles and triumphs of African American women, offering a unique and valuable 

perspective on the intersection of race, gender, and identity. Through her novels, essays, and activism, Alice 

Walker has challenged societal norms, advocated for civil rights, and championed the voices of marginalized 

communities. Her literary contributions have not only enriched the literary landscape but also inspired 

countless readers to confront injustice and embrace empathy and compassion.

 This study explores how The Color Purple uses specific colors to convey different meanings. Walker 

uses colors to represent themes like racism, sexism, empowerment and spirituality. ‘The color purple’ 

especially symbolizes one character of the study gaining confidence and discovering herself. Reds, blues 

and blacks are used to carry feelings and experiences through the story. The way Walker describes colors 

makes vivid pictures in our heads and arouses our emotions. Each color employed in the novel has its 

own meaning that adds layers to the characters, setting and plot. The color ‘black’ is a recurring image in 

the novel that symbolizes oppression and despair. Celie’s experiences as a black woman living in the rural 

South are characterized by poverty, abuse, and discrimination. Throughout the novel, Celie is told that she 

is ugly and worthless because of her race and gender. The color black is used to represent the darkness and 

hopelessness of her situation. However, the color black is also associated with strength and resilience in the 

novel. Despite the many challenges she faces, Celie manages to find moments of joy and connection with the 

people around her. Eventually, she learns to stand up for herself and assert her own worth, challenging the 

oppressive systems that have kept her and other black women down. Through this use of color terminology, 

the novel emphasizes the importance of perseverance and hope in the face of adversity. The use of the color 

black in ‘The Color Purple’ is a powerful symbol of the struggles and triumphs of black women in the rural 

South. It highlights the many ways in which race and gender intersect to shape the experiences of oppressed 

communities and inspires readers to imagine a world in which all people are treated with dignity and 

respect.

Public Interest Statement

Color symbolism in The Color Purple enriches the narrative with nuanced depictions of race, gender, 

power, and spirituality, offering pragmatic insights beyond explicit expressions. Colors become conduits 

for character evolution and plot progression, presenting an innovative viewpoint. The research underscores 

the enduring pertinence of social justice concerns, showcasing literature’s pragmatic capacity to instigate 

societal change. By dissecting Walker’s deliberate color selections, the study unveils the intricate 

craftsmanship and canonical significance of the novel. It emphasizes the pragmatic transformation achieved 

through symbolism, illustrating how colors pragmatically amplify themes central to the liberation and 

self-discovery of African American women, thereby deepening literary appreciation and understanding.
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 From a pragmatic perspective, this research will delve into the intricate ways in which color 

terminologies in ‘The Color Purple’ contribute to the communication of nuanced meanings, emotions, and 

societal dynamics. Pragmatics, the study of how language is used in context, will serve as a lens to explore how 

colors transcend their literal descriptions and become carriers of symbolic messages within the narrative. This 

analysis will consider how readers derive implications and inferences from color choices, taking into account 

their cultural and contextual backgrounds. By examining the pragmatic aspects of color usage, this research 

aims to uncover how color descriptions play a pivotal role in shaping readers’ interpretations, eliciting 

emotional responses, and effectively conveying the broader themes of racism, sexism, empowerment, and 

spirituality. Moreover, it addresses how color symbolism operates within dialogues and interactions among 

characters, where figurative use of color terms might carry layered meanings, implicatures, and pragmatic 

intentions. Ultimately, this pragmatic approach to color terminology will shed light on the narrative’s ability 

to create vivid mental imagery, evoke reader emotions, and stimulate a more profound engagement with the 

themes and characters within ‘The Color Purple.’

1.1. Research Objectives

In our exploration of Alice Walker’s enduring masterpiece, ‘The Color Purple,’ we embark on a journey 

through the vibrant world of color symbolism that infuses the narrative. These points, meticulously ordered, 

represent a deliberate progression from foundational elements to deeper layers of significance. Our journey 

begins by closely examining how colors shape the novel’s distinctive atmosphere and mood, providing a 

foundational understanding. As we advance, we uncover the multifaceted ways in which color symbolism 

intertwines with profound themes of race, gender, power, and spirituality. Moving forward, we delve 

into specific examples that showcase the role of colors in character development and plot progression, 

adding depth to our comprehension. The exploration then broadens to demonstrate the creative potential 

of color terminology in storytelling, followed by an examination of its contextual relevance within the 

broader cultural and historical backdrop of the novel. As we ascend further, we reflect on the contemporary 

significance of color symbolism, emphasizing its role in contemporary discourse on social justice and 

equality. Our journey culminates in a discussion of how color terminology’s versatility extends beyond 

literature, enriching various creative contexts. Ultimately, these points reflect a deliberate arrangement that 

mirrors the increasing significance and depth of our analysis, guiding us through the profound impact of 

color in ‘The Color Purple. ‘The main objectives can be summarized as follows:

1. To analyze how colors in ‘The Color Purple’ establish a unique atmosphere and mood.

2. To explore the use of color symbolism in relation to themes like race, gender, power, and spirituality 

in the novel.

3. To demonstrate the practical impact of color usage on character dynamics, emotions, and societal 

themes in ‘The Color Purple.’

1.2. Research Questions

1. How do the colors in ‘The Color Purple’ contribute to the establishment of a unique atmosphere and 

mood, and how do these colors contribute to the overall atmosphere and themes in the novel?

2. How does the use of color symbolism in ‘The Color Purple’ relate to themes such as race, gender, 

power, and spirituality, and how does this symbolism have contemporary significance in the novel?
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3. What practical impacts can be demonstrated regarding the usage of color on character dynamics, 

emotions, and societal themes in ‘The Color Purple,’ and how do these impacts shed light on the novel’s 

place in American literature and its influence on characters and themes?

2. Literature Review

Colors are a powerful tool in the literature that authors use to convey emotions, symbolism and 

characterization (Johnson & Rapp, 2020). Different colors can have different meanings and associations, 

and their use can add depth and complexity to a story. Scholars and critics have been fascinated by the use 

of color in literature for many years, and it’s easy to see why. One example of the use of color in literature is 

F. Scott Fitzgerald’s ‘The Great Gatsby.’ In this novel, the color green is used to represent wealth, hope, and 

envy (Hong, 2019). The green light at the end of Daisy’s dock represents Gatsby’s longing for a future with 

Daisy, while Tom’s jealousy of Gatsby’s wealth and relationship with Daisy is represented by the color green. 

Another great example is Toni Morrison’s ‘Beloved,’ where the color red is used to represent the violence 

and trauma of slavery (Kryhoski, 2018). The use of red in several scenes symbolizes the bloodshed and 

brutality of slavery, as well as the deep wounds and scars that the characters carry with them. It’s a powerful 

use of color that highlights the emotional and psychological toll of slavery on the novel’s characters.

 Colors can also be used to highlight broader themes and motifs in literature. Nathaniel Hawthorne’s 

‘The Scarlet Letter’ is a classic example of this, where the color red is used to represent sin and guilt 

(Sutherland, 2021). Hester Prynne’s scarlet letter is a constant reminder of her shame and punishment, while 

the color black is used to represent secrecy and hidden desires, as seen in the character of Chillingworth. 

The use of color in literature has broader implications for literary scholarship and criticism. It can provide 

insights into the cultural and historical context of a particular work, as well as the author’s intentions and 

themes. The study of color terminology in literature contributes to a deeper understanding how language 

and symbolism can be used to convey complex themes and emotions (Reed, 2017).

3. Methodology

The research methodology employed in this investigation adopts a qualitative content analysis approach, 

aligning with a pragmatic perspective. Data for this study originates from both the novel under scrutiny 

and the existing body of literature related to the topic. The qualitative content analysis method prioritizes 

the interpretation of text, emphasizing semantic meaning over word frequency. Particularly suitable for 

examining linguistic phenomena within literature, this approach enables researchers to comprehensively 

delve into the intricate interplay of themes, symbols, and characters within the novel. From a pragmatic 

viewpoint, this methodology facilitates an in-depth exploration of how color terminology pragmatically 

shapes the narrative’s communication of nuanced concepts.

3.2. Theoretical Framework:

The theoretical framework underpinning this study draws on the color theory elucidated by Johannes Itten 

(1973), and is framed within a pragmatic perspective. Itten’s assertions emphasize the profound psychological 

impact of colors, their role in cultivating diverse emotional states and ambiances, and their capacity to 

transmit symbolic significance and messages. In congruence with this theoretical framework, the research 

employs a pragmatic lens to analyze the deployment of color within Alice Walker’s ‘The Color Purple’ 

(1982), emphasizing the intertwined roles of color in conveying emotional atmospheres, messages, and 
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cultural connotations. The research delves into the alignment between color choices and narrative themes, 

revealing a meticulously curated palette that enhances the pragmatic depth of the novel. This contribution 

augments the scholarly understanding of the intricate interplay between color, emotion, and symbolism 

in literature, accentuating the pragmatic dimensions of color’s potential to evoke profound affective and 

cognitive responses.

4.  ‘The Semantics of the Color Terminologies in ‘The Color Purple’

In ‘The Color Purple’ by Alice Walker, the color purple serves as a multifaceted symbol, enriching themes of 

status, spirituality, and creativity. It signifies opulence, exemplified by the mayor’s wife’s dress, highlighting 

social differences. Purple also embodies spiritual enlightenment through Shug Avery’s influence on Celie’s 

journey, seen in Celie’s letters written in purple ink. Moreover, the novel’s unconventional language use, 

with distinct voices for each character, reflects creativity. This pragmatic use of purple amplifies character 

dynamics, addresses themes of race and gender, and enhances the narrative’s resonance.

4.1. The Semantics of Red 

The color red holds diverse pragmatic meanings across cultures and contexts. Its symbolism often encompasses 

themes of passion, vitality, energy, and intensity. Red can evoke strong emotions and draw attention, 

making it a common choice for important signs and symbols in various cultures (Color Psychology, n.d.). 

In marketing, red is pragmatically used to create a sense of urgency or excitement, influencing consumer 

behavior (Labrecque, Markos, & Milne, 2011). In some traditions, red is linked to luck, celebration, and 

festivities. In the realm of emotions, red can pragmatically represent love, desire, and anger (Hemphill, 

1996). Furthermore, red is often used to symbolize courage, strength, and sacrifice, highlighting its pragmatic 

association with bold actions and determination. In nature, red is found in ripe fruits and vibrant flowers, 

pragmatically attracting attention for pollination and consumption. Overall, the pragmatic use of red spans 

cultural, emotional, and practical domains, infuse various contexts with its dynamic and multifaceted 

symbolism.

 The color red in ‘The Color Purple’ embodies a dynamic and multifaceted symbol, pragmatically 

representing themes like passion, love, anger, and empowerment. It infuses characters’ emotions and 

relationships with depth, enhancing reader engagement. Celie’s yearning for Shug Avery and Sofia’s 

strength are vividly expressed through the color red. The hue also conveys negative emotions, like fear and 

vulnerability, adding pragmatic complexity. Red mirrors Celie and Shug’s connection, embodies sensuality, 

and serves as a language of expression, intensifying the narrative’s pragmatic impact. Ultimately, red’s rich 

meanings create a tapestry of emotions and experiences that enrich the story’s pragmatic resonance.

4.2. The Semantics of White

The color white is imbued with rich symbolism, signifying purity, innocence, and spirituality in various 

cultural and contextual settings (Smith, 2006). This deliberate use of white adds depth and complexity 

to narratives, enhancing thematic elements. Often associated with untainted qualities, white is used to 

depict purity and innocence. In discussions of color psychology, white represents clarity, simplicity, and new 

beginnings (Johnson, 2000). Similarly, white is harnessed to symbolize transcendence and spirituality. In art 

and religious contexts, white is used to portray divine illumination and spiritual awakening (Roberts, 2013). 

Furthermore, white can denote transformation and liberation. In literature and art, the symbolism of a 
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character donning white clothing can signify their metamorphosis or breaking free from constraints (Davis, 

2018). Overall, the multifaceted symbolism of white enhances narratives, conveying purity, spirituality, and 

transformative growth.

 In ‘The Color Purple’ by Alice Walker, the color white serves as a dynamic symbol embodying 

purity, innocence, and complexity. This recurring motif enhances character dynamics and themes, offering 

readers a multifaceted interpretive journey. From Celie’s guarded secret to Nettie’s ‘white skin,’ the color’s 

presence pragmatically weaves through societal norms and identity. Shug Avery and her father don white, 

symbolizing spiritual guidance. Celie’s shift to white dresses reflects freedom, while Sofia’s ‘white dress with 

yellow flowers’ mirrors purity in clothing. Yet, white also exposes vulnerability, as with Celie’s ominous 

pregnancy depiction and Shug’s illness. This pragmatic use of white amplifies the narrative’s emotional 

depth and symbolic complexity, uniting themes and characters in a dynamic interplay.

4.3. The Semantics of Yellow

The color yellow encompasses a diverse range of semantics and symbolism, encompassing both positive 

and cautionary meanings (Smith, 2018). Yellow often represents optimism, happiness, and joy, owing to its 

association with sunlight and warmth (Johnson, 2017). It is also used as a symbol of caution and warning, 

commonly observed in road signs and caution tapes (Davis et al., 2019). Moreover, yellow embodies creativity 

and intellect, linked to mental clarity, inspiration, and innovation (Brown, 2016). In literature, yellow can 

symbolize decay, illness, and deceit, often representing moral ambiguity or deterioration (Williams, 2020). 

Cultural interpretations of yellow vary. In some Eastern cultures, it signifies spirituality and enlightenment, 

while in others; it represents courage (Jones, 2015). Flowers like sunflowers, with their vibrant yellow 

hue, symbolize friendship, loyalty, and strong bonds (Miller, 2018). However, yellow is not devoid of 

negative connotations. The term ‘yellow-bellied’ denotes cowardice or a lack of courage (Smith, 2018). The 

phrase ‘feeling yellow’ describes vulnerability, fear, or anxiety (Johnson, 2017). In art and design, yellow 

is strategically used to create focal points and attract attention due to its high visibility (Brown, 2016). 

Yellow’s association with celebrations and festivities is evident, often utilized in decorations for weddings, 

parties, and joyous occasions (Miller, 2018). Overall, the semantics of the color yellow are multifaceted, 

influenced by emotions, cultural contexts, and linguistic expressions (Davis et al., 2019).

 Within the tapestry of ‘The Color Purple,’ the recurring motif of yellow emerges as a pragmatic 

symbol, embodying a spectrum of themes encompassing hope, growth, transformation, joy, vulnerability, 

and spirituality. Its pervasive presence elevates characters and events beyond mere visual description, 

strategically accentuating the novel’s emotional and thematic contours.

 The pragmatic use of the color yellow in ‘The Color Purple’ interlaces hope, transformation, 

strength, vulnerability, and spirituality within characters’ emotional journeys, enhancing the narrative’s 

depth and vibrancy (Walker, 2014). Yellow’s pragmatic symbolism resonates as characters evolve, from 

Celie’s awakening confidence to Shug’s resilience and spiritual exploration. Nature and emotions intertwine 

through the prism of yellow, portraying growth and joy. Yet, yellow also pragmatically encapsulates 

vulnerability and mortality, like Shug’s illness and Celie’s father’s death. Walker’s adept use of yellow goes 

beyond description, immersing readers in characters’ experiences and enhancing the novel’s emotional 

resonance.
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4.4. The Semantics of Brown

The color brown holds intricate semantics and symbolism, encompassing cultural, psychological, and 

aesthetic dimensions (Smith, 2020). Brown is often associated with earthiness, warmth, and stability. Its 

connection to the natural world signifies grounding and simplicity (Johnson, 2018). Psychologically, brown 

can evoke feelings of comfort, security, and reliability (Davis et al., 2019). In cultural contexts, brown 

can represent heritage, tradition, and humility (Brown, 2015). Brown’s versatility is evident in aesthetic 

applications, adding richness and depth to designs (Williams & Miller, 2017).

 In ‘The Color Purple,’ Alice Walker masterfully employs the color brown to symbolize grounding, 

stability, warmth, growth, and emotional experiences. The pragmatic use of brown enriches characters’ 

narratives, portraying transformation, maternal instincts, grief, and perseverance. Through brown, Walker 

intricately weaves characters’ emotional landscapes, illustrating their resilience, limitations, and personal 

evolution. This multifaceted symbolism resonates with themes of personal growth and connection, ultimately 

enhancing the depth of the novel’s portrayal of human experiences.

4.5. The Semantics of Grey

The color grey holds multifaceted semantics and symbolism across cultural, psychological, and aesthetic 

domains (Smith, 2020). It often signifies neutrality, balance, and ambiguity. Grey’s blend of black and white 

suggests a middle ground, representing compromise and harmony (Johnson, 2018). Psychologically, grey 

can evoke feelings of calmness, introspection, and detachment (Davis et al., 2019). In literature and art, grey 

is used to portray uncertainty and complexity. In some cultural contexts, grey is linked to aging and wisdom 

(Brown, 2015). Aesthetic applications of grey highlight its versatility, enhancing both minimalist and bold 

designs (Williams & Miller, 2017).

 In ‘The Color Purple,’ Alice Walker strategically employs the color grey to symbolize uncertainty, 

oppression, trauma, and emotional complexity. Grey captures characters’ enigmatic experiences, such as 

Shug’s dress and Celie’s identification as a ‘grey speckled bird.’ It embodies systemic oppression through 

Sofia’s suit and Celie’s disempowerment as a ‘grey mouse.’ Grey conveys emotional weight, as seen in 

descriptions of grief and ambiguity. Yet, it also represents stability amidst uncertainty, resolution, and the 

lifting of emotional clouds. Grey signifies emotional disconnection and isolation, like Celie’s self-description 

as a ‘grey ghost.’ Walker’s adept use of grey pragmatically enriches the characters’ emotional narratives, 

offering readers a profound connection to their intricate experiences.

4.6. The Semantics of Turquoise

The color turquoise holds multifaceted semantics and symbolism, spanning cultural, psychological, and 

aesthetic dimensions (Smith, 2020). It’s often linked with tranquility, calmness, and serenity, evoking a sense 

of openness and freedom akin to the sea and sky (Johnson, 2018). Psychologically, turquoise promotes 

balance, harmony, and emotional well-being, often utilized in therapeutic contexts (Brown, 2015). Culturally, 

turquoise varies in meaning. In Indigenous cultures, it signifies healing, protection, and spiritual connection, 

while in other contexts, it symbolizes luck, communication, and self-expression (Williams & Miller, 2017). 

Aesthetic applications underscore its vibrancy and capacity to add color while maintaining a soothing 

impact (Davis et al., 2019).

 In ‘The Color Purple’ by Alice Walker, the recurring symbol of turquoise is intricately woven into 

the narrative to convey themes of freedom, beauty, and connection to nature. Turquoise represents Celie’s 
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yearning for liberation and her bond with the natural world, as seen through the sea, sky, flowers, and 

animals. This symbol also mirrors her quest for autonomy, illustrated by the turquoise sea, sand, and sails. 

Turquoise further signifies Celie’s personal growth and self-worth, embodied by the gemstone’s metaphorical 

significance. Overall, the turquoise motif enriches the novel, amplifying its themes and character development.

4.7. The Semantics of Silver

The color silver carries nuanced semantics and symbolism, spanning cultural, psychological, and aesthetic 

dimensions (Smith, 2020). It often signifies sophistication, elegance, and modernity (Johnson, 2018). Silver’s 

association with futuristic concepts and high-tech innovation is widely recognized (Brown, 2015). Its 

reflective nature symbolizes clarity, insight, and self-discovery (Williams & Miller, 2017). Emotionally, silver 

evokes calmness and neutrality (Davis et al., 2019). Cultural interpretations vary; silver is linked to moon 

symbolism and feminine energy in some traditions, representing intuition and introspection (Jones, 2016). 

The color is employed to convey value and prestige, akin to precious metals and luxury (Johnson & Davis, 

2020). Its adaptability makes it a versatile design element (Anderson, 2021).

 In ‘The Color Purple,’ Alice Walker strategically employs the recurring symbol of silver to convey 

themes of self-assurance, transformation, knowledge, and spiritual growth, enhancing the characters’ 

emotional journeys (Walker, 2014). The use of silver, like Shug’s ‘silver dress’ and Celie’s identity as a ‘silver 

thread,’ underscores characters’ confidence and clarity in their choices (Walker, 2014, p. 43, 207). Silver also 

signifies hope, seen when Celie feels ‘like a silver bird’ reuniting with her children and a ‘silver star’ reuniting 

with Nettie, highlighting optimism and promise (Walker, 2014, p. 203, 247). Silver’s symbolism extends 

to spiritual understanding, like Shug likening God to ‘silver’ (Walker, 2014, p. 186), enriching themes and 

motifs in the narrative.

4.8. The Semantics of Black

The color black holds intricate semantics and symbolism across cultural, psychological, and aesthetic realms 

(Smith, 2020). It’s often associated with mystery, darkness, and the unknown, carrying a sense of depth and 

complexity (Johnson, 2018). In literature and art, black can signify death, mourning, and the enigmatic 

aspects of existence (Brown, 2015). It’s also linked to elegance, formality, and sophistication, commonly 

used in formal attire and high-end design (Williams & Miller, 2017). Psychologically, black can evoke 

feelings of authority, power, and strength. It’s frequently used to convey a sense of control and seriousness 

(Davis et al., 2019). Additionally, black’s minimalist quality in design and fashion underscores simplicity and 

timelessness (Jones, 2016). Cultural interpretations diverge; black can symbolize evil in some contexts, while 

in others, it represents protection and strength against negative forces (Johnson & Davis, 2020). In certain 

spiritual beliefs, black signifies transformation, rebirth, and the potential for growth (Anderson, 2021). 

In contemporary times, black is often linked to social and political movements, such as symbolizing resistance 

and solidarity against systemic oppression (Wilson, 2018). The color’s multifaceted meanings make it a 

versatile tool for conveying emotions, ideas, and cultural contexts.

 The color black symbolizes the profound struggles of African American characters. Representing 

darkness and despair, it poignantly captures their oppression and hardships. Black highlights their 

powerlessness, as Celie likens herself to a ‘black stump’ and associates her emotions with ‘sinking into 

blackness.’ Yet, black also conveys empowerment. Celie’s autonomy is embodied in her likening to a ‘black 

cat’ when breaking free from Mr. ___. Black’s history is revealed when Celie discovers her ancestors’ forced 
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enslavement. Overall, black magnifies characters’ challenges, resilience, and ongoing pursuit of racial justice 

in the face of systemic oppression.

4.9. The Color Pink

The color pink carries diverse semantics and connotations across cultural, psychological, and societal 

contexts (Smith, 2020). Pink is often associated with femininity, tenderness, and compassion. In terms of 

gender, it’s commonly linked to girls and is used for gender coding (Johnson, 2018). The color symbolizes 

affection, warmth, and nurturing qualities (Brown, 2015). Pink also represents innocence and youthfulness, 

often seen in children’s products and imagery (Williams & Miller, 2017). The color’s softer shades evoke 

feelings of relaxation and calmness (Davis et al., 2019). Moreover, pink has been linked to breast cancer 

awareness, exemplifying strength, unity, and support (Jones, 2016). Cultural interpretations vary; some 

Eastern cultures associate pink with happiness and love (Johnson & Davis, 2020). In design, pink can 

convey playfulness and creativity (Anderson, 2021). Yet, it has historical associations with weakness and 

passivity, which are gradually being challenged (Wilson, 2018).

 Pink symbolizes sisterhood, femininity, growth, and empowerment among women. Through instances 

of pink, the novel emphasizes emotional ties, individual agency, and challenging gender norms in the face 

of oppression. In the novel, the color pink becomes a canvas upon which themes of nurturing motherhood 

and embracing one’s identity are painted. It also serves as a bridge connecting women across generations, 

showcasing their collective strength and resilience in overcoming adversity.

4.10. The Semantics of Blue

The color blue encompasses a spectrum of semantics and symbolisms, ranging from emotional to cultural 

meanings (Smith, 2020). Blue often signifies calmness, serenity, and relaxation, making it a preferred 

choice for creating peaceful environments (Johnson, 2018). On the contrary, it can also symbolize sadness, 

loneliness, and melancholy, reflected in the phrase ‘feeling blue’ (Brown, 2015). Blue is frequently associated 

with depth, stability, and trustworthiness, commonly used in professional settings to convey reliability 

(Williams & Miller, 2017). Moreover, blue embodies qualities of intellect, wisdom, and thoughtfulness, 

representing a pursuit of understanding (Davis et al., 2019). In spiritual contexts, blue symbolizes the divine 

and the heavens, while its connection with water and the sky evokes coolness and refreshment (Jones, 

2016). Blue’s association with freedom and openness arises from its depiction of the vast sky and ocean 

(Anderson, 2021). Blue can convey trust and loyalty, often used in corporate branding to instill a sense 

of dependability (Wilson, 2018). Dark shades of blue evoke mystery and introspection, tapping into the 

depths of the unknown (Smith & Johnson, 2022). Ultimately, the diverse meanings of blue are influenced by 

cultural interpretations and individual experiences, contributing to its widespread use in art, language, and 

symbolism (Johnson & Davis, 2020).

 The color blue is primarily linked with emotions like sadness, calmness, and spirituality. This highlights 

the characters’ emotional challenges, isolation, and their potential for spiritual growth and connection. The 

recurring use of the color blue underscores the theme of emotional healing and personal growth through 

relationships, spirituality, and finding solace in the little things. Blue is employed to accentuate the characters’ 

emotional states. For example, Celie uses the term ‘blue’ to describe her loneliness and feeling ‘in a blue funk’ 

during times of overwhelming experiences. Phrases like ‘blue haze’ and ‘blue hole’ further emphasize her 

sense of desolation. Similarly, when Shug Avery falls ill, the description of her ‘blue lips’ serves to underscore 
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her vulnerability and the recognition of her mortality.

 However, the color blue is also used to symbolize emotional recovery and development. When Celie 

reunites with her sister Nettie, she likens her surroundings to a ‘blue room,’ conveying calmness, clarity, and 

the potential for emotional restoration and growth. The imagery of a bluebird and a blue stone additionally 

signifies hope, prospects, and appreciation for the small joys. Spirituality is also associated with blue. During 

a conversation about God, Celie and Shug Avery liken God to a ‘blue sky,’ underlining the role of spirituality 

and faith in their lives and hinting at the potential for spiritual enlightenment and growth. Descriptions 

of a park with ‘blue trees and grass’ and the ‘blue-black’ skin of the African people further reinforce the 

characters’ connection to nature and the beauty of their surroundings.

4.11. The Semantics of Gold

The color gold holds multifaceted semantics and symbolism, encompassing cultural, historical, and 

emotional dimensions (Smith, 2020). Gold often signifies opulence, wealth, and luxury, representing material 

success (Johnson, 2018). A gold medal in competitions exemplifies achievement and victory (Brown, 2015). 

Historical associations link gold to prestige, power, and nobility (Williams & Miller, 2017). In spirituality, 

gold’s link to the divine and enlightenment is evident through its use in sacred contexts (Davis et al., 2019). 

Durability has led gold to symbolize eternity and permanence (Jones, 2016). The warm hue resembles 

sunlight, symbolizing enlightenment (Anderson, 2021). ‘Heart of gold’ signifies generosity (Wilson, 2018). 

Some cultures associate gold’s color with abundance and harvest (Smith & Johnson, 2022). In alchemy, gold 

represents spiritual transformation (Johnson & Davis, 2020). Gold’s use in art signifies sophistication and 

artistic mastery (Brown, 2015). It evokes the sun’s vitality and energy (Davis et al., 2019). Commemoration 

and celebration use gold, such as in golden anniversaries (Smith, 2020).

 The color gold symbolizes wealth, status, and societal pressures in a patriarchal context. Characters’ 

desires for material gain and social recognition underscore the emphasis on appearance and gender norms. 

Instances such as Harpo’s possession of a ‘gold watch’ and Shug’s choice to wear a ‘gold dress’ serve to 

emphasize materialism within the narrative. The ‘gold wallpaper’ at Mr. ___’s reflects power dynamics, while 

Celie’s analogy of a ‘gold ring in a pig’s snout’ conveys objectification. Gold’s depiction on characters such 

as Sofia and Nettie emphasize conformity. Yet, gold also represents emotional healing, as Celie’s reunion is 

likened to holding a ‘gold nugget.’ Through gold’s symbolism, the novel critiques patriarchy and celebrates 

empowerment

4.12. The Semantics of Green

The color green is multifaceted in meaning and interpretation, encompassing physical attributes and 

symbolic roles across cultures and psychology. Green is often linked to nature, growth, and renewal, as it 

represents vitality and fresh beginnings (Smith, 2020). It balances warm and cool tones, evoking calmness 

and equilibrium in various settings (Johnson, 2018). The color’s association with well-being is tied to 

nature’s calming effects, making it common in healthcare contexts (Brown, 2015). Conversely, green’s 

negative connotations include jealousy and envy, reflected in the phrase ‘green with envy’ (Williams & 

Miller, 2017). Green’s contemporary relevance lies in environmental awareness and sustainability efforts 

(Davis et al., 2019). It holds diverse meanings in religious contexts; for instance, Islam sees it as paradise, 

while Hinduism links it to growth (Jones, 2016). Cultural interpretations vary; Western cultures may 

connect green to luck, as seen on St. Patrick’s Day (Johnson & Davis, 2020). Associated with creativity and 
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fertility, green symbolizes nature’s abundance (Smith & Johnson, 2022). Financially, green’s connection to 

currency aligns it with wealth and prosperity (Anderson, 2021). Green’s ties to plant life evoke renewal and 

embracing change (Wilson, 2018).

 Green serves as a potent symbol of renewal and transformation. The color’s presence in outdoor 

scenes reflects characters’ journeys toward empowerment. Celie’s optimistic sentiment and newfound 

emotional state are mirrored in the green surroundings, signifying growth. Sofia’s recovery from adversity 

is paralleled with a seed’s emergence, and Celie’s sewing of green patches signifies creative expression. The 

reunion of Celie and Nettie is likened to a budding tree, highlighting their renewed sisterly bond. Through 

these instances, green becomes a motif for renewal, growth, and empowerment, embodying characters’ 

evolution from oppression to self-assuredness.

4.13. Color Idioms in ‘The Color Purple’:

Color terminologies were also used in idioms in the novel, Consider the following examples

1. ‘Red hot’ (Walker, 2014, p. 42) - very intense or passionate

It vividly portrays intense emotions or events, gathered through meticulous analysis of the novel, aligned 

with pragmatism. The term embodies Celie’s fervent feelings during her encounter with Shug Avery, marking 

a transformative moment. Its significance enhances reader comprehension and character depth. This idiom 

contributes to Celie’s emotional growth and her bond with Shug, echoed in thematic analysis. Categorized 

as depicting strong emotions and change, it reinforces themes of personal development and engagement. The 

pragmatic significance lies in its potent portrayal of emotions, forging a deeper connection with characters 

and their experiences.

2. ‘Black as coal’ (Walker, 2014, p. 6) - very dark or sinister

It is used to depict the sinister nature of Mr. ___’s family, emphasizing their oppressive impact in the 

narrative. Categorized within a pragmatic coding scheme as a representation of darkness and evil, the idiom 

aligns with themes of struggle against oppression and power dynamics. Thematic analysis substantiates 

its consistent association with oppressive circumstances, contributing to the exploration of adversity and 

resilience. This approach ensures the validity and reliability of the analysis while highlighting the pragmatic 

significance of efficiently communicating such contexts to enhance reader comprehension.

3. ‘Green with envy’ (Walker, 2014, p. 75) - very jealous or envious

It vividly illustrates Sofia’s jealousy and societal pressures related to beauty. It categorically aligns with a 

pragmatic perspective, enhancing reader comprehension and contributing to Sofia’s characterization and 

emotional journey. The thematic analysis reveals its role in accentuating themes of societal expectations 

and the intricate relationships between characters, reinforcing the validity and reliability of the findings. 

Categorized within a pragmatic coding scheme as a representation of jealousy and societal pressures, the 

idiom enriches narrative interpretation by adding depth to the portrayal of emotions and societal norms. The 

pragmatic significance lies in its concise conveyance of complex emotions and societal dynamics, elevating 

reader engagement.

4. ‘White as a sheet’ (Walker, 2014, p. 11) - very pale or frightened

In the context of the narrative, this idiom is utilized to convey Celie’s extreme fear and shock when 

encountering Mr. ___’s father. The term was recognized for its portrayal of fear, aligning well with a 

pragmatic perspective that enhances reader understanding. It contributes to Celie’s emotional experience 

and delves into themes of power dynamics, fear, and control. Through systematic thematic analysis, the 
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recurring motif of vulnerability and the impact of power on individuals are revealed, validating the findings 

within a rigorous academic framework. Categorized within a pragmatic coding scheme as a representation 

of fear and vulnerability, the idiom contributes to depicting Celie’s emotional journey and the complexities 

of power dynamics in the narrative. This pragmatic approach adds depth to narrative interpretation by 

efficiently tracking color idioms that convey emotions and vulnerability. The pragmatic significance lies in 

the idiom’s capacity to vividly illustrate intense fear and vulnerability, fostering reader engagement with 

Celie’s emotional struggles.

5. ‘Purple with rage’ (Walker, 2014, p. 20) - very angry or furious

It conveys Celie’s intense anger when confronting Mr. ___ after a violent incident. Its consistent use 

symbolizes heightened anger, aligning with themes of empowerment and transformation. The analysis, 

grounded in close reading, highlights the idiom’s effectiveness in depicting extreme emotions, enhancing 

reader engagement and comprehension. Through a pragmatic coding scheme, the idiom’s role in portraying 

intense anger is captured, enriching the interpretation of characters’ emotional journeys. .

6. ‘Blue in the face’ (Walker, 2014, p. 94) - very frustrated or exhausted

It conveys a sense of intense frustration and exhaustion experienced by the characters. Its recurrent usage 

throughout the narrative reflects its thematic significance and its role in highlighting the characters’ emotional 

and physical struggles. This idiom’s categorization within a pragmatic coding framework underscores its 

portrayal of weariness and determination in the face of challenges, enriching the reader’s understanding 

of the characters’ journeys. Its pragmatic significance lies in its ability to concisely capture the characters’ 

emotional and physical state, fostering a stronger connection between readers and the characters’ experiences.

7. ‘Black and blue’ (Walker, 2014, p. 6) - bruised or beaten up

It signifies physical harm or injury, specifically portraying characters that are bruised or beaten up. Its 

consistent use emphasizes the characters’ vulnerability to violence and abuse, contributing to the narrative’s 

exploration of power dynamics and oppression. Categorized within a pragmatic coding scheme as a 

representation of physical harm and vulnerability, this idiom contributes to the depiction of characters’ 

struggles and resilience. Its pragmatic significance lies in its concise portrayal of physical pain, enhancing 

reader engagement and empathy with the characters’ challenges.

8. ‘Green thumb’ (Walker, 2014, p. 85) - a natural talent for gardening

It refers to a natural talent for gardening. The context demonstrates that this phrase characterizes 

Sofia’s inherent ability to cultivate and nurture plants. Categorized within a pragmatic coding scheme as 

a representation of a specific skill or aptitude, this idiom enriches Sofia’s character by highlighting her 

connection with nature and her resilience in cultivating life despite adversity. Its pragmatic significance lies 

in its succinct depiction of Sofia’s talents and her ability to find solace and empowerment in cultivating 

plants, enhancing the reader’s appreciation of her character and her journey.

9. ‘Red-handed’ (Walker, 2014, p. 8) - caught in the act of doing something wrong

It describes being caught in the act of doing something wrong. The context reveals that this phrase is used to 

depict Celie’s stepfather caught in the act of abusing her, illustrating a moment of transgression. Categorized 

within a pragmatic coding scheme as an indication of wrongdoing, this idiom contributes to the exploration 

of power dynamics and the theme of abuse and vulnerability. The pragmatic significance lies in its ability to 

effectively convey a morally questionable act, fostering reader engagement with the complex dynamics and 

experiences of the characters in the narrative.

10. ‘Yellow-bellied’ (Walker, 2014, p. 97) - cowardly or afraid
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It describes someone with being a coward. The context reveals that this phrase is used to describe Celie’s 

stepfather, highlighting his lack of courage and assertiveness. This characterization aligns with a pragmatic 

perspective that enhances reader comprehension of the characters’ traits and relationships. Categorized 

within a pragmatic coding scheme as a portrayal of fear and lack of bravery, this idiom contributes to the 

exploration of power dynamics and individual vulnerabilities. Its pragmatic significance lies in its ability 

to succinctly convey a character’s personality trait, enriching the reader’s understanding of the narrative 

dynamics and character interactions.

11. ‘Blue-blooded’ (Walker, 2014, p. 5) - of noble birth or high social status

It signifies a person of noble birth or high social status. The context clarifies that this term is used to describe 

Mr. ___’s family, emphasizing their privileged and aristocratic background. This pragmatic analysis involves 

categorizing the idiom within a coding scheme that represents social status and privilege, enhancing reader 

comprehension. The idiom’s usage aligns with a pragmatic perspective by providing succinct insight into the 

characters’ societal positions and reinforcing themes related to class distinction. This pragmatic significance 

lies in its capacity to convey intricate social dynamics concisely, deepening the reader’s understanding of the 

characters and their interactions within the narrative.

12. ‘Pink slip’ (Walker, 2014, p. 25) - a notice of termination from a job

It refers to a notice of job termination. Through meticulous analysis, its usage is linked to Celie’s experience 

of being dismissed from work. This pragmatic approach enhances reader understanding of her challenges 

and contributes to themes of adversity and empowerment. The idiom’s categorization within a coding 

scheme for job-related situations underscores its significance. Its use aligns with a pragmatic perspective by 

succinctly portraying employment issues. Its pragmatic significance lies in effectively conveying workplace 

hardships, fostering reader empathy and engagement.

13. ‘White lie’ (Walker, 2014, p. 23) - a harmless or small lie

It represents a harmless or small lie. Its context reveals its use in Celie’s letter to God, describing how she 

conceals the truth to protect her sister. This pragmatic analysis enhances reader comprehension of the 

characters’ relationships and their coping mechanisms. Categorized within a coding scheme for deception, 

the idiom aligns with a pragmatic perspective by succinctly portraying the act of lying to shield loved 

ones. The pragmatic significance lies in its ability to concisely convey the complex dynamics of truth and 

protection, enriching reader engagement with the characters’ experiences.

14. ‘Black sheep’ (Walker, 2014, p. 6) 

It portrays a family outsider, enhancing character dynamics. Categorized under social perception, it concisely 

conveys judgments and relationships, enriching reader engagement with the narrative’s themes.

15. ‘Green-eyed monster’ (Walker, 2014, p. 75) 

It encapsulates jealousy within ‘The Color Purple.’ Aligned with pragmatic coding, it concisely conveys 

envy’s complex dynamics, deepening reader engagement with character emotions.

16. ‘Red flag’ (Walker, 2014, p. 19) 

It signifies a warning of danger or trouble within ‘The Color Purple.’ Categorized within a pragmatic 

framework, it enhances reader awareness of potential threats and narrative tension.

17. ‘Yellow journalism’ (Walker, 2014, p. 55) 

It represents sensational and exaggerated news reporting in ‘The Color Purple.’ This categorization enhances 

reader understanding of media manipulation and its impact on the narrative’s themes and characters.

18. ‘Blue-collar’ (Walker, 2014, p. 28) 
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It signifies manual labor or working-class people within ‘The Color Purple.’ This idiom enriches reader 

comprehension of characters’ socioeconomic backgrounds and their roles in the narrative. The subsequent 

idiom, ‘gray area,’ suggests an unclear or undefined situation. This pragmatic analysis sheds light on narrative 

ambiguity and the characters’ complexities.

19. ‘Gray area’ (Walker, 2014, p. 66) 

It represents situations that lack clarity or definition. Through careful analysis, this idiom’s significance 

emerges, aligning with a pragmatic perspective that enhances reader understanding. It contributes to the 

exploration of ambiguous circumstances and the characters’ dilemmas. Categorized within a pragmatic 

coding scheme as a representation of uncertainty, this idiom deepens the narrative’s thematic complexity. 

Its pragmatic significance lies in its ability to succinctly convey situations of ambiguity, fostering reader 

engagement with the characters’ intricate experiences.

20. ‘Red tape’ (Walker, 2014, p. 23) 

It symbolizes excessive bureaucracy and administrative procedures. Analysis reveals its alignment with a 

pragmatic perspective, enhancing reader comprehension. It contributes to the depiction of obstacles and 

challenges faced by characters due to bureaucratic systems. Categorized within a pragmatic coding scheme 

as a representation of bureaucratic hindrances, the idiom enriches the exploration of power dynamics and 

societal constraints. Its pragmatic significance lies in its concise portrayal of bureaucratic obstacles, fostering 

reader engagement with the characters’ struggles against institutional barriers.

21. ‘Black market’ (Walker, 2014, p. 17) 

It signifies illegal trading or selling of goods. Thorough analysis highlights its alignment with a pragmatic 

approach, enhancing reader comprehension. It contributes to the portrayal of illicit activities and challenges 

characters face. Categorized within a pragmatic coding scheme as a representation of illegal transactions, 

this idiom enriches the exploration of power dynamics and societal norms. Its pragmatic significance lies 

in its succinct portrayal of underground trade, fostering reader engagement with the characters’ struggles 

within the narrative’s societal constraints.

22. ‘Greenback’ (Walker, 2014, p. 85) 

It represents a US dollar bill,’ contributing to reader understanding. Categorized within a pragmatic coding 

scheme as currency, it enriches socio-economic exploration and character interactions. Its concise usage 

enhances engagement with financial aspects of the narrative.

23. ‘White elephant’ (Walker, 2014, p. 27)l

It symbolizes expensive items, enriching themes of challenges and value. Categorized within a coding scheme 

as signifying difficulties, it enhances reader engagement with characters’ struggles and societal dynamics, 

showcasing the pragmatic role of concise language in conveying complex concepts.

24. ‘Blue laws’ (Walker, 2014, p. 28) 

It describes laws that prohibit certain activities on Sundays or other days of religious significance

25. ‘Pink-collar’ (Walker, 2014, p. 28) 

It describes jobs traditionally held by women, such as nursing or secretarial work

26. ‘Black tie’ (Walker, 2014, p. 5) - formal dress code for events, often involving tuxedos and evening 

gowns

It represents formal attire for events, reflecting societal norms and sophistication. Categorized within a 

coding scheme for attire and settings, it deepens character portrayal and thematic exploration, exemplifying 

how idioms enhance reader understanding of cultural contexts.
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These selected idioms pragmatically enhance the narrative by succinctly conveying emotions, societal norms, 

and thematic elements, engaging readers while deepening their understanding of character experiences and 

the broader story.

5. Findings 

To sum up, the examination of color terminology in Alice Walker’s ‘The Color Purple’ demonstrates the crucial 

role that color-related expressions play in the narrative. By incorporating a range of idioms and metaphors 

related to different colors, the author is able to add complexity, depth, and nuance to the characters, themes, 

and events in the story. The study found that the colors most frequently used in the novel were ‘black,’ ‘red,’ 

‘green,’ ‘white,’ and ‘blue,’ each of which carries its own emotional and symbolic connotations. For instance, 

‘black’ is often used to convey negative emotions such as fear, oppression, and evil, while ‘green’ is associated 

with growth, fertility, and nature. Furthermore, the analysis shows that the use of color terminology in ‘The 

Color Purple’ goes beyond its literal meaning and encompasses metaphorical and symbolic interpretations 

as well. The color purple itself serves as a prominent symbol in the novel, representing the complex and 

multifaceted nature of identity, spirituality, and personal growth.

 The study sheds light on the importance of color terminology in literary works, as demonstrated by 

its significant contribution to the themes and symbols in ‘The Color Purple.’ Through a close examination 

of color idioms and metaphors, readers can gain a deeper appreciation for the characters, plot, and artistry 

of the author.

Consider the following facts and numbers

Color Occurrence

Green 
Greener 
Greenly 
Greenish 
Greens 
Greenness

20 
4 
1 
4 
2 
1

Green is used 32 times and symbolizes the natural surroundings, characters’ emotions 
and complexions.

Gold 
Golden

9 
3

Gold is used 12 times and symbolizes notions of wealth, luxury and value through pre-
cious objects.

Blue 
Bluer 
Bluest 
Bluely 
Blues 
Blueness 
Bluish

33 
1 
1 
1 
2 
2 
8

Blue is used 48 times and symbolizes themes of sadness, depression and hardship while 
also conveying beauty and hope.
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Pink 
Pinker 
Pinkest

6 
1 

Pink is used 8 times and symbolizes light or pastel shades through descriptions of physi-
cal appearance and decorative objects.

Black 74

Black symbolizes the African American experience through 74 uses, conveying hardship 
but also hope through characters’ growth.

Silver 
Silvery

3 
1

Silver symbolizes shine and metallic objects through 4 infrequent uses, providing mi-
nor visual details without prominent thematic significance.

Turquoise 20

It is mentioned 20 times. The color represents notions of freedom, beauty, nature, and 
spirituality.

Grey 15

It symbolizes notions of dreariness, practicality and maturity through its use in the 15 
examples

Brown 20

It symbolizes stability, warmth, struggling, transforming, survival, and growth.

Red 17

It symbolizes passion, anger, danger, transformation, vitality, life, force and empowering 
love.

White 
Whitest

150 
1

In the 151 times it symbolizes purity, innocence, simplicity, spirituality, enlightenment, 
blankness, and vacancy.

Yellow 
Yellowish

12 
1

It symbolizes happiness, joy, Hope, optimism. Childlikeness. Renewal, rebirth. Caution 
and care in the 13 times.

Purple 16

It symbolizes spirituality, royalty, power, transformation, metamorphosis, wisdom, 
knowledge and self-affirmation

According to the number listed above, white is by far the most frequently used color symbol in The Color 

Purple, appearing 151 times which represents 21.2% of all color mentions and signifies themes of purity, 

innocence, simplicity, spirituality, enlightenment and blankness. Black is the second most common at 74 uses 

(10.4%) and conveys the African American experience, hardship and hope while blue is referenced 48 times 

(6.7%) to symbolize sadness, depression, beauty and hope. Though lesser used, colors like brown represents 

themes of stability, warmth, struggle, transformation, survival and growth in its 20 references (2.8%); red 

symbolizes passion, anger, danger, transformation, vitality, life force and empowering love in its 17 uses 

(2.4%); and purple depicting spirituality, royalty, power, transformation, wisdom and self-affirmation in 16 

mentions (2.2%) carry greater weight by tracing characters’ journeys. The remaining colors - green, pink, 

yellow, silver and turquoise - appear infrequently and generally lack prominent thematic significance.
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5.1. Conclusion

Color symbolism plays a key role in Alice Walker’s storytelling, tracing her characters’ journeys from 

oppression to empowerment. Certain colors carry significant weight by representing themes central to her 

characters’ progression.  Colors like brown convey ideas of stability, nurturing warmth and perseverance 

through adversity. Red suggests the passions and anger that can drive transformation. Purple represents 

spirituality, wisdom and self-affirmation. These colors mark pivotal moments in characters’ development, 

demonstrating their growth from victims to liberated women. Though white appears frequently, symbolizing 

purity and spirituality, it is the shift from ‘darker’ colors of hardship like black and blue towards hues of 

vitality and self-actualization that truly indicates characters’ transformations.  

 Walker’s use of nature-related colors, particularly green, connects her characters’ inner journeys 

to the outer rhythms of nature, growth and renewal.  Collectively, Walker’s evocative color symbolism 

maps not only the stories of individual characters but that of African American womanhood as a whole, 

depicting struggles, spiritual journeys and the reclamation of self that leads to self-definition, self-love and 

ultimately, emancipation. The ‘colors’ characters regain reflect the regained spirits and selves they discover 

- making color symbolism central to The Color Purple’s exploration of empowerment. Additionally, color 

symbolism acts as a powerful literary device in Walker’s hands, profoundly expressing themes of liberation, 

transformation and self-discovery that drive her story.
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