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Abstract 

The paper analyzes the reproduction of violence in three novels written by Alice Walker (The Color Purple, 

Meridian, The Third Life of Grange Copeland). This physical and psychological abuse is not blamed on a certain 

race or ethnicity. More specifically, this system of injustice is reiterated by African Americans who have been 

submitted to it during and after slavery. Calvin Hernton, for instance, observes how the roles of masters and 

slaves are reassigned in Walker’s novels as African American men are “masters” while the women are still 

oppressed. The paper focuses especially on African American women and the suffering they endure on 

account of the fact that before and after freedom they are still in chains. The main instrument of oppression is 

that of rape, reason why Martha Cutter, for example, states that the myth of Philomela has greatly influenced 

the writing of African American women. However, a conflict is born as Alice Walker depicts black men as both 

peaceful and violent, description with which Angela Davis disagrees because the negative examples might 

create fake stereotypes as they did in the past such as that of the black rapist and black whore. 
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Introduction 

Violence appears to be a vicious circle one cannot escape regardless of race, ethnicity, gender, or 

even culture. The oppressors and the oppressed are timeless roles played by different actors 

throughout history. One finds it difficult to imagine a peaceful world without having a common 

enemy or some sort of threat to bring people together. Alice Walker has tried to reveal the 

repetition of abusive systems through her novels and achieve some type of understanding of her 

own self and of the world. Walker has stated that, while being in the South and fighting for equal 

rights, she was tempted to surrender to violence as her philosophy of peace appeared useless and 

without consequences. Often she desired to fight fire with fire, but the act of writing rescued her. 

She oscillated between constructing and destroying the world, but she confesses in “One Child of 

One’s Own: A Meaningful Digression within the Work(s)”, an article which was included in her well-

known In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens, that “writing saved me [her] from the sin of 

inconvenience of violence – as it saves oppressive times and are not afflicted by personal immunity” 

(Walker, In Search of 379). She escaped this cycle of brutality and embarked on a mission to disrupt 

it. In her fiction, Walker deals with rape and domestic violence. The problem she confronts is that 

African American women were subjected to abuse during slavery and this has not stopped after the 

Proclamation of Emancipation. On the contrary, the system of violence has been propagated 

preserving the same roles of villains and victims and simply changing the actors. 

 

Analysis 

In order to better explain the new façade of the slavery system, Calvin Hernton states, in “Who’s 

Afraid of Alice Walker?”(1987), that the novel The Color Purple (1982)depicts a situation in which the 

white people have disappeared only to leave their form of organization behind, the black men have 

become the oppressors and the black women the oppressed. The novel actually begins with a 

detailed description of Celie’s unfortunate experience, i.e. her father habitually raping her. This is a 

reminder of the times when white men raped their slaves without caring about their feelings: ”He 
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never had a kine 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 sort of wiggle it around. Then he grab hold my titties. Then he push 

his thing inside my pussy. When that hurt, I cry. He start to choke me, saying You better shut up and 

git used to it” (Walker, The Color Purple 1). 

Celie was being treated like an animal which had to be obedient. She could not find relief and 

understanding in African American men. In fact, the only distinction between the former white 

masters and black men is racial. What is more, Celie’s situation is more aggravating as the man who 

was supposed to protect her from danger is actually a physical and psychological threat to her. 

In Race, Gender, and Desire (1989), Elliott Butler-Evans finds that Walker uses a defamiliarizing 

strategy by presenting the family as a place where such violent episodes take place. Later on in the 

novel, Celie experiences abuse in her marriage as well. Her husband is her stepfather’s double: ”My 

mama die, I tell Shug. My sister Nettie run away. Mr.??? come git me to take care his rotten children. 

He never ast me nothing bout myself. He clam on top of me and fuck and fuck, even when my head 

bandaged. Nobody ever love me, I say” (Walker, The Color Purple 35). 

Both Mr. and her stepfather are men interested in having sex only to please themselves while 

completely disregarding Celie. Neither of them cares about her feelings or thoughts. Butler- Evans 

continues to specify that the detailed description of these sexual scenes contributes to an anti-erotic 

novel as they are the signs of pornography: “Rape, within or outside marriage, is totally demystified 

and seen as an instrument of oppression” (167). The language used in the novel helps emphasize 

“the dehumanizing aspects of the act” (Butler 167). Celie’s rape stole her self-confidence. There is no 

romance, no passionate intense feelings, and no exchange of lustful looks. There barely are any 

relationships in which both people get involved voluntarily without being pressured into it, but 

threatened and forced to participate in it. Through rape, men succeed in controlling women’s bodies 

and, consequently, their lives. Moreover, by ignoring women’s complexity, men are reducing black 

women to subhuman creatures. However, Shug Avery reminds Celie that men’s rape is not only 

physical, but also intellectual and spiritual: ”Man corrupt everything, say Shug. He on your box of 

grits, in your head, and all over the radio. He try to make you think he everywhere. Soon as you think 

he everywhere, you think he God. But he ain't. Whenever you trying to pray, and man plop himself 

on the other end of it, tell him to git lost, say Shug. Conjure up flowers, wind, water, a big rock” 

(Walker, The Color Purple 62). 

What could this constant fear of rape do to a woman? To start with, she would probably be afraid 

of being herself or ashamed of her gender. Furthermore, she might believe that only men make the 

right decisions and know what is normal. This may explain Celie’s behavior towards Sophia, who is 

stronger and more independent than her mother-in-law. Sophia refuses to be controlled by any 

man, including her husband, which stirs quite a commotion around the house when she arrives. 

When Sophia’s husband asks Celie for advice that could help him control his wife who was making a 

fool out of him by being manlier, Celie simply tells him to beat her up. She has, thus, successfully 

internalized the patriarchal ideas regarding how a woman should behave, and what should be done 

in order to educate her into submission. Celie described her feelings for Sofia as positive, the only 

problem being that “she don’t act like me [her] at all. If she talking when Harpo and Mr. ____ come 

in the room, she keep right on. If they ast her where something at, she say she don’t know. Keep 

talking” (Walker, The Color Purple 36). This conduct surprised Celie and, according to her, should 

have been corrected. Eventually, she realized she sinned against Sofia’s spirit and became afraid of 

this being discovered. When Sofia confronted her, she explained she said it because “I’m a fool, I say. 

I say it cause I’m jealous of you. I say it cause you do what I can’t […] Fight” (Walker, The Color Purple 

40). Sofia’s anger subsided as it was gradually replaced by sadness. Fortunately, the two women 

manage to overcome this incident and bond is formed between the two of mutual understanding. 

Furthermore, Celie makes it clear that she finds any sexual contact with her husband a domestic 

chore from which she derives no pleasure: ”Naw, I say. Mr. can tell you, I don't like it at all. What is it 

like? He git up on you, heist your nightgown round your waist, plunge in. Most times I pretend I ain't 
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there. He never know the difference. Never ast me how I feel, nothing. Just do his business, get off, 

go to sleep” (Walker, The Color Purple 24). 

Mr.’s entire attitude throughout intercourse is off-putting. A blow-up doll would not have been 

treated with such violence and speed because it might have burst. Not to mention that its presence 

would have been acknowledged more tenderly. This failure in heterosexual relationships is not only 

characteristic of Celie. Susannah in Possessing the Secret of Joy (1992) divorced her husband only to 

find fulfillment in a relationship with Pauline. In addition to two women, Sophia, the woman who 

married Harpo, Albert’s son, relates to this sudden disgust in sexual relationships later on in her 

marriage when she confesses: 

 

I don’t like to go to bed with him no more, she say. Used to be when he touch me I'd go all out 

my head. Now when he touch me I just don't want to be bothered. Once he git on top of me I 

think bout how that's where he always want to be. She sip her lemonade. I use to love that part 

of it, she say. I use to chase him home from the field. Git all hot just watching him put the 

children to bed. But no more. Now I feels tired all the time. No interest (Walker, The Color Purple 

21). 

 

To be more exact, Sophia is no longer head over heels because she was physically abused. In both 

cases, women have stopped connecting to men after having been physically and sexually abused. 

Sophia had actually enjoyed being with Harpo but after he was taught by his father and Celie that 

men and women are not equal and that wives should be beaten in order to remember their place in 

the house, Harpo drained all the energy out of Sophia and killed her desire of becoming intimate. 

Celie, on the other hand, has not even experienced the pleasure of sexual intercourse with a man. 

Martha J. Cutter examines the relationship between the two sisters in The Color Purple, Celie and 

Nettie, in her article “Philomela Speaks: Alice Walker’s Revisioning of Rape Archetypes in The Color 

Purple” (2008). She states that the story of Philomela has had an impact on African American women 

writers who have a “powerful archetypal narrative explicitly connecting rape (a violent inscription of 

the female body), silencing, and the complete erasure of feminine subjectivity” (Cutter 145). In 

Ovid’s Metamorphosis, Philomela is raped by Tereus, her sister’s husband, and has her tongue 

removed so as to keep silent. Celie is similarly raped by her mother’s husband and is threatened to 

keep quiet otherwise her mother would die. These in fact are the first words of the novel: “You 

better not never tell nobody but God. It’d kill your mammy” (Walker, The Color Purple 1). Celie is 

quiet especially because she also wants to protect her sister’s innocence. She attempts to do the 

same thing when Mr. desires Nettie as more than a sister-in-law. Towards the end of the myth, 

Philomela and Procne yield to violence, thus transforming into oppressors in their own right: they 

sacrifice Procne’s son, Itys, for the sake of revenge. However, Celie is offered a voice at the end of 

The Color Purple. Unfortunately, in The Temple of My Familiar (1990), the sequel which focuses on 

their grandchildren reveals a violent side which emerges in Celie. Olivia, Celie’s daughter, confesses 

that “a more gentle, loving person it would be hard to imagine”, referring to her mother. On the 

other hand, the daughter notices “about black people in the South, when [she] returned home near 

the end of the war, was the mistreatment – casual, vicious, unfeeling – of animals” (Walker, The 

Temple of My Familiar 311). Celie is no exception. She had a dog, Creighton, which loved  Celie and 

behaved like a complete slave: “He had the most wounded, pained, saddened, completely 

expressive eyes […]” (Walker, The Temple of My Familiar 311). Celie never petted him but physically 

abused him and even mocked him while the dog constantly wanted to lick her hand. This stopped 

one day after Shug Avery took Creighton some place for a while. When they both returned, the dog 

was changed and no longer accepted Celie’s behavior. It was as if he had gained self-respect and 

knowledge of how to defend himself. Like Philomela and Procne, Celie has internalized the violence 

she was subjected to, and because she is the weakest in this hierarchy of violence, she lashes out on 

animals. Nevertheless, abusing animals should not be considered less important than abusing 

people. A further similarity to the myth is that the sole defense women have against rape and abuse 
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is annihilating their selves, souls and bodies. Celie herself takes refuge in such a way by abandoning 

her personhood: “He beat me like he beat the children. Cept he don’t never hardly beat them. He 

say, Celie, git the belt. The children be outside the room peeking through the cracks. It all I can do 

not to cry. I make myself wood. I say to myself, Celie, you a tree” (Walker, The Color Purple 22). Celie 

prefers to identify with wood so as to stay strong and not break down. She rejects the idea of being 

a person with a soul and body because that would imply she also had emotions and she fears having 

emotions which might be too strong to handle. Coincidentally, the marks left on Celie’s skin after the 

beating are similar to the marks one can find on the bark of a tree. What is also specific to the 

Philomela myth is the repeated rape pattern. Tereus rapes Philomela, cuts out her tongue so as to 

silence her, and rapes her again. The same is, in fact, reflected in the texts written by contemporary 

African American women writers. In The Color Purple, Celie is repeatedly raped by her stepfather 

with whom she has two children, Adam and Olivia. Albert, like Tereus, wants to rape both sisters but 

fails to abuse Nettie. That is why he turns to discursive rape by forbidding Celie and Nettie from 

communicating with each other by hiding the letters sent by Nettie. Men desire to be in control of 

women so as to get the feeling of being masters/gods and if they cannot subdue their body, they will 

be the ones who decide whether or not women talk. What is more, they do not want to hear them 

complaining when adulation is better even if presumed in silence. When Albert prevents the two 

sisters from communicating, one could think of the times black slaves were not allowed to talk to 

each other or be found in large groups. This privilege of being part of a community and identifying 

with others might lead to a rebellion the moment a wrong is discovered. Perhaps Albert considered 

it was much simpler dividing and conquering. 

However, both Philomela and Celie find other channels of expression despite the patriarchal 

interdiction: “. . . no power of speech/ To help her tell her wrongs. . . . / She had a loom to work 

with, and with purple/ On a white background, wove her story in,/ Her story in and out …” (Cutter 

152). African American women have also chosen quilts as a channel of expression. When Alice 

Walker was in search of her mother’s gardens, she found quilts which, though they were made by 

anonymous women, conveyed a message. Sewing, in fact, helps communication better than 

language: ”Celie sews curtains to welcome Sofia, and when Sofia is angry at Celie, she cuts down 

these same curtains and returns them. When they reconcile their differences, Celie and Sofia use the 

spoiled curtains as part of a quilt (Cutter 154)”. 

Celie and Sofia in fact succeed in surpassing their differences. Whenever they have something on 

their minds and they do not know how to say it, they sow it. This is how they can express their 

disappointment, their anger, and, finally, their love. 

In “Rape, Racism and the Myth of the Black Rapist” (1983), Angela Davis states that “in the United 

States and other capitalist countries, rape laws as a rule were framed originally for the protection of 

men of the upper classes, whose daughters and wives might be assaulted” (172). The white 

mistresses were protected from their black slaves’ animal urges to possess them. This, in fact, placed 

them in a higher position and offered them the ability to control the men and turn them from 

potential rapists to sure victims. The black slaves had to respond to their mistress’ every need, even 

physical, which in fact meant that they were the ones raped, even though miscegenation has more 

often been blamed on the African Americans. The black women slaves who were sexually abused by 

their masters were also found guilty by the mistresses for seducing their husbands and bearing their 

children. This only supports Davis’s point of view: the laws are aimed to protect those of the upper 

class, those who are powerful, and who lead: the very lawmakers. Consequently, white women were 

protected from black men though not from white men, while black women were not protected from 

black or white men. 

The roles of the victim and the oppressor have been overturned in the 20th century. “While the 

rapists have seldom been brought to justice, the rape charge has been indiscriminately aimed at 

Black men, the guilty and innocent alike. Thus, of the 455 men executed between 1930 and 1967 on 

the basis of rape convictions, 405 of them were black” (Davis 172). More black men were involved in 
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cases of rape, and African Americans believed this was just a reiteration of slavery. They did not 

believe the majority of rapists could be black so they viewed it as racism. They were always wrongly 

accused during slavery and history now repeated itself. Once again they were the innocent ones, and 

the law was not on their side. Angela Davis believes that the myth of the black rapist has been 

created using historical oppression as an explanation. This excuse has been invoked repeatedly to 

account for the violent behavior in black neighborhoods, for instance. Susan Brownmiller herself 

contributed to “the contemporary literature on rape” (Brownmiller 178), as Davis puts it. This has 

been so commonly used to excuse past victims, that people expect former slaves to respond with 

hatred after having lived in such horrid conditions
1
. I believe that when somebody is expected to be 

violent or stupid, sometimes that person lowers the standards he or she has of himself or herself 

and acts accordingly. They see themselves as others see them and maybe they do not want to 

disappoint. Or, perhaps, one pretends to be stupid or acts violently out of spite. 

In Walker’s novel, Meridian (2004), the protagonist, Meridian Hill, was raised to blame white 

women for the white men’s aggression. The abuse of black women was believed to occur because 

“white women were considered sexless, contemptible and ridiculous by all” (Walker, Meridian 109). 

Black women, by contrast, were voluptuous beings with vast sexual experience. While black women 

were considered to be erotic, white women were covered in clothes whose symbolical meaning 

Yasmil Raymond discusses, in Maladies of Power: A Kara Walker Lexicon (2009), in connection with 

Kara Walker’s cutpaper silhouettes: ”The hoop skirt, a symbol of morality and the quintessential 

fashion statement of Southern women before the Civil War, is an ever-present motif in Walker’s 

imagery; both mistresses and slave women don such garments not to protect their virtue but to 

disguise their own repressed desires” (Yasmil 349). 

Thus, white women were not as sexless as it was commonly believed. They had their own desires 

and fantasies but society forced them to hide them. This was considered a sign of superiority. 

However, this did not mean black women wanted to share their sex life with the entire world. An 

interesting parallel is drawn in the novel Meridian between a black and a white woman. Meridian 

meets a white woman called Lynne, who marries Truman Held, an old friend and love of Meridian’s. 

The couple goes to the South in order to contribute to the struggle for equal rights. However, Lynne 

is not generally accepted as an ally as “they did not even see her as a human being, but as some kind 

of large, mysterious doll” (Walker, Meridian 146). By “they” I mean both black men and women. If 

she did not wear a hoop skirt or hold a whip, her purpose around them was blurry. She was as 

useless as a doll. There is this fascination with the Other, (italics mine) and even if Truman and Lynne 

are trying to bridge this gap between the two races they are soon separated by those surrounding 

them. They could no longer stand the pressure of the multitude of eyes around them, black and 

white, forcing them to define their relationship as something abnormal. 

Miscegenation is yet to be considered ordinary, especially in the South, and the newlyweds begin 

seeing themselves as the rest of the people do: strange. What is more, the beginning of their 

relationship is not a promising one for lack of communication and understanding of each other. The 

burden of the past and the present weighs hard on their shoulders, and they cannot view 

themselves as individuals but as two cultures coming together. Lynne married Art, not a man, and 

Truman married a doll, not a woman. Lynne is fascinated with everything connected to the African 

                                                 
1
This would also explain the fear inhabiting white people’s souls after the freeing of slaves. This is very well 

represented in the film The Birth of a Nation, directed by D. W. Griffith, which was released in 1915. The movie 

focuses on the Civil War and much more on the period following the war when blacks and whites alike were 

trying to adapt to the new world, and Southerners and Northerners were attempting to be united once more. 

It was a time of anarchy and violence. Former slaves (in the movie, white men wearing black faces like in 

minstrel shows) were behaving like animals and a bit too excited about the right of holding guns. Blacks began 

a regime of terrorism against the whites, driving them out of their houses, beating them, shooting them, and 

raping the women. It is no wonder that the film was used as a propaganda instrument to draft white people 

for the KKK. They were depicted as superheroes were in comics. 
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American culture: music, dancing, character and so on. Truman, though, perceives her as a thing he 

can display as a symbol of his conquest, a victory against his oppressors. When Lynne is raped by a 

black man, her husband tells her that “one of [her] fantasies was being raped by a black man. That 

was what he reduced everything to” (Walker, Meridian 164). He thought she dreamt of being 

punished for the past mistakes of her ancestors. She is blamed for it and the black man faces no 

accusations for the rape. She seduced him and, like her white ancestors on the plantation, desired a 

strong and healthy black man while, at the same time, preserving her purity and honor. The loss of 

any one of them would result in her screaming rape. I believe this meant having your cake and 

eating it too. The women wanted to obey society and be virtuous but they also desired a healthy sex 

life. If anyone blamed them of having a sexuality, they simply moved the blame to somebody else. 

When she confesses her ordeal to Meridian, the African American woman refuses to listen to this 

story. At this point, Lynne has an epiphany: “I know you’re thinking about lynchings and the way 

whites have always lied about black men raping them. Maybe this wasn’t rape. I don’t know. I think 

it was. It felt like it was” (Walker, Meridian 164). Is it possible African Americans assume that by 

every black person saved from prison/punishment, one slave is redeemed? There had been so many 

false rapes and true lynching that it required a reversed situation. But the issue at stake was not 

whether or not Meridian believed Lynne. She simply and clearly stated that there were certain 

things which she did not want to know because it would make her rearrange her view on life and 

perhaps side with Lynne. This in turn would lead to Meridian’s being considered an enemy to her 

own race and cause they were fighting for, i.e. equal rights among races, was above women rights: 

”For of course it was Tommy Odds who raped her. As he said, it wasn’t really rape. She had not 

screamed once, or even struggled very much. To her, it was worse than rape because she felt 

circumstances had not permitted her to scream” (Walker, Meridian 171). 

What could be more awful than the feeling that you do not have the right to defend yourself 

against others and that you deserve to be hurt? It was guilt which stopped Lynne from fighting 

against the rape: 

 

There was a moment when she knew she could force him from her. But it was a flash. She lay 

instead thinking of his feelings, his hardships, of the way he was black and belonged to people 

who lived without hope; she thought about the loss of his arm. She felt her own guilt. And he 

entered her and she did not any longer resist but tried instead to think of Tommy Odds as he 

was when he was her friend – and near the end her arms stole around his neck, and before he 

left she told him she forgave him and she kissed his slick rounded stump that was the color of 

baked liver, and he smiled at her from far away, and she did not know him (Walker, Meridian 

173). 

 

Could it be Lynne thought rape is nothing compared to what Tommy suffered? Or did she want to 

identify with his pain so that she could claim she also had the experience of a victim? Either way, she 

was allowing him to feel like a man with rights for once in his life. Afterwards, Tommy Odds 

considered Lynne a conquered territory and urged other black men to do the same in the name of 

revenge. In fact, he considered his approach kind as compared to that of the white man who had 

raped and thrown into the river a nine year old black girl. Nevertheless, his act of rape, though less 

violent from his perspective, is still an act of war. He believes he is kinder as he shows more mercy to 

women who have to be their weapons irrevocably. Men are marking their territory through women 

as they would do through land. It comes as no surprise that America and Africa have been described 

as women conquered by Europeans and the two representatives of the continents were Pocahontas 

and Saartje Baartman. That was his definition of rape. Lynne had done nothing to claim she disliked 

their sexual encounter. The rest of the black men agreed with Tommy because all their lives they 

associated rape with death and since Lynne was alive, there was no rape. Tommy ordered others to 

follow him because “Crackers been raping your mamas and sisters for generations and here’s your 

chance to get off on a piece of their goods” (Walker, Meridian 175). If a child plays with your toys, 
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you have no choice but to play with his toys and perhaps even break them in order to prove a point. 

Women have thus been turned into weapons – or objects more precisely – that men used in their 

race war. The fact that women are used implies that they are not in control of their own lives and 

have lost their prerogative of being agents/subjects. Truman, though, eventually realized that his 

wife did not willingly have sex with Tommy: “She ain’t been fucking you, she’s been atoning for her 

sins” (Walker, Meridian 179). As a consequence, Tommy did not make any conquest. She simply 

gave herself which takes some of the pleasure out of the act seeing that black women did not offer 

themselves to their masters to atone for everything. 

In Against Our Will: Men, Women and Rape (1992), Susan Brownmiller reappraises the issue of 

rape and concludes that men do no evaluate it realistically. On the contrary, they romanticize the 

image of the rapist and believe it is what women desire in real men: ”The myth of the heroic rapist 

that permeates false notions of masculinity, from the successful seducer to the man who takes ’what 

he wants when he wants it’, is inculcated in young boys from the time they first become aware that 

being a male means access to certain mysterious rites and privileges, including the right to buy a 

woman’s body” (Brownmiller 72). 

This is exactly what Tommy Odds does with Lynne. He honestly believes she is exaggerating the 

facts and lying by depicting them grimly. He tries to demonstrate this to her and convince her that 

she, in fact, enjoyed every moment of it because of her unambiguous gestures throughout: 

 

‘Tell us, bitch, what did you do when it started getting good to you?’ 

‘It was never good”, said Lynne. Then, ‘I kissed your arm’. 

‘My stub’, he corrected her. ‘You hugged me and you kissed my stub. And what else did you do?’ 

He was holding her neck in the crook of his elbow, her chin was pointed at the ceiling. He 

squeezed. 

‘I forgave you’, said Lynne (Walker, Meridian 174). 

 

This description demonstrates that women no longer seem to be in control of their own bodies 

and sexuality. Men know better when women feel pleasure or pain. Nonetheless, when Lynne 

forgave Tommy and even told him so, she positioned herself above him as a god forgiving of his/hers 

unknowing children. Andrea Dworkin supports Brownmiller’s point of view in her work, 

Pornography: Men Possessing Women (1992). According to her, women’s body being sexually 

colonized is a material reality. The reality of “male sexual domination is that women are whores”. 

Therefore, “neither rape nor prostitution is an abuse of the female because in both the female is 

fulfilling her natural function; that is why rape is absurd and incomprehensible as an abusive 

phenomenon in the male system […]” (Dworkin 89). Men take control of the women’s reproductive 

and sexual uses of their bodies. This is supported by the fact that Celie’s father sells her children. Her 

right as a mother stops after she gives birth to them. Afterwards she no longer has any say in their 

future. 

Seeing the predominant image Alice Walker creates for black men, it is understandable that other 

African American writers may disagree. But this is the point of a global, multicultural world. No one 

person can be credited with holding the Truth (italics mine). Everyone is merely presenting their 

version of reality of which they have a limited amount of knowledge. If understanding and empathy 

prevailed, then the pieces of the puzzle could fall together and offer answers regarding the present. 

Drawing on Gerda Lerner, Davis reminds readers of the consequences of stereotyping and 

generalizations: ”The myth of the black rapist of white women is the twin of the myth of the bad 

black woman – both designed to apologize for and facilitate the continued exploitation of black men 

and women. Black women perceived this connection very clearly and were early in the forefront of 

the fight against lynching” (Gerda qtd. in Davis 174). 

These stereotypes were also connected to the fertility statues discovered by the Europeans in 

Africa on the basis of which they drew the conclusion of excessive sexuality. In the case of the men, 

this sexuality is associated with aggression as well, while the women remain temptresses. Besides 
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Brownmiller, Davis also refers to Jean MacKellar while referring to the perpetuation of the image of 

the black man as the rapist: ”Blacks raised in the hard life of the ghetto learn that they can get what 

they want only by seizing it. Violence is the rule in the game for survival. Women are fair pray: to 

obtain a woman one subdues her” (MacKellar qtd. in Davis 179). 

If one is raised in an environment which promotes violence, one has no choice but to turn to 

violence as a solution to most problems. Perhaps this thirst for aggression is another way in which 

black men are said to imitate white men’s behavior in order to have the same power and control 

over others. Whatever masters wanted, they obtained by taking advantage of their black slaves 

without having to ask for permission. Black men want to experience this role of the dominating male 

as they are already familiar with that of the dominated. 

In Walker’s novel, The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970), the focus is entirely on the black 

men’s search for atonement. Grange Copeland desires to escape the pressure of racism, poverty, 

and despair, by abandoning Georgia for the North. Unfortunately, he also abandons his wife and his 

son, Brownfield. When he returns, his wife is dead, and his son appears to have issues when 

prioritizing his values because of his father’s abandonment. Yet Copeland does attempt to undo his 

mistakes. The writer confessed that it was a very difficult novel for her to write because she had to 

discuss the violence which exists among black people in the Southern black community at that time, 

which was mostly due to the fact that they also had to endure a lot of psychological and physical 

violence. Fortunately for Walker, “people involved in the liberation of black people in the South 

almost never spoke of expediency, but always of justice, of telling the truth, of standing up and 

being counted, of fighting for one’s rights, of not letting nobody turn you round” (Walker, Third Life 

of 249) In The Third Life of Grange Copeland, Walker tries to explain Grange Copeland’s 

mistreatment of his family by referring to the hardship he has experienced. Brownfield notices as a 

little boy the toll the white oppression has on his father. Unable to understand it at that time, after 

growing up, the son not only deciphers Grange’s behavior but he also emulates it: ”Brownfield was 

afraid of his father’s silence, and his fear reached its peak when the truck came. For when the truck 

came his father’s face froze into an unnaturally bland mask, curious and unsettling to see. It was as if 

his father became a stone or a robot. A grim stillness settled over his eyes and he became an object, 

a cipher, something that moved in tense jerks if it moved at all” (Walker, The Third Life 8). 

Brownfield was afraid of this mask because he felt he was losing his father. Moreover, he began 

fearing white people thinking that one day he would be forced to act like a robot in front of them as 

well. It is ironic how the writer used these words exactly. Grange behaves like an object as if he has 

internalized the view whites have of blacks and now only responds to expectations. Nevertheless, 

Grange seems more likely to create a barrier for the sake of self-preservation by wearing “the mask 

[which] was as tight and still as if [Brownfield’s] father had coated himself with wax” (Walker, The 

Third Life 9). After a few years, “Brownfield slid down from the truck knowing his face was the mask 

his father’s had been” (Walker, The Third Life 22). He finally turned into his father and, what is 

sadder, he probably did not realize it. Furthermore, not only does the son create a wall between 

himself and the rest of the world like his father, but he also assimilates the same approach to 

women. People said Grange, on top of cheating and never having loved his wife, attempted to 

convince his wife to sell herself so as to help him escape his debt. Thus, seeing that Brownfield 

perceived his father as a role model of masculinity, the objectification of women is reproduced and 

passed down from generation to generation. 

However, Brownfield does not see the way his father treats Josie, his secret lover, humanely. He 

only observes his disrespectful and distant father around his mother. Consequently, Brownfield 

beats up his wife regularly to make himself feel good: “Every Saturday night he beat her, trying to 

pin the blame for his failure on her by imprinting it on her face” (Walker, The Third Life 55). 

However, it would be a reminder of his guilt no matter how hard he tried to lash it out on her. It also 

bothered him that his wife was intellectually superior to him. Brownfield transforms into a different 

type of Pygmalion as instead of creating perfect beauty, he is destroying it, more precisely “beat[ing] 
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the ugly” into it. He tortures his wife hoping to beat the knowledge out of her by forcing her to stop 

speaking standard English: “Only way to treat a nigger woman!” (Walker, The Third Life 56). 

Brownfield is not only aware of the image black men have in the world, which undoubtedly hates, 

but he also knows how black women are described. Thus, if he responds to expectations, he expects 

his wife to do the same and resents her for wanting to overstep her boundaries. That is why, like a 

sculptor with his chisel, he uses his fists to shape the “desired” black woman in a horror Pygmalion 

version. The son assimilates the identity of his male ancestors, the men who rape and beat their 

sisters, mothers, wives, and daughters, while others idly stand by and watch evil being done unto 

the innocent without doing anything about it. Violence is then passed down from one generation to 

another in a neverending cycle. Perhaps they, African American men, are reminded of times when 

white men could rape black women in broad daylight and all black men could do was run faster than 

the women. If they had tried to lift one finger in their defense, they would have definitely been 

murdered. They did not have the freedom to be aggressive even in self-defense. It was something 

which they had to repress and after the Proclamation of Emancipation, the repression had been so 

great, violence spilt everywhere like a volcano. Brownfield cannot relate to any woman in his life. He 

simply becomes an oppressor of his own family. A painful scene in the novel is when he grudgingly 

tells his wife: “I ought to make you call me Mister” (Walker, The Third Life 77); the line anticipates 

Albert in The Color Purple. Black men lose their individuality and simply become “mister”, 

transforming into their former masters. This is a sad fact as, apparently, black men’s idols in life are 

their former white masters and they now dream of owning slaves even if it means losing wives. As a 

consequence, Brownfield’s three daughters begin fantasizing about their father’s death. After their 

mother’s death, they are offered to other male relatives so as to be taken care of. The older ones, 

Ornette and Daphne, are taken North by Mem’s father, while the youngest one, Ruth, is in 

Copeland’s care and thus offers Grange his second chance for atonement. This can also account for 

the title of the novel. Grange Copeland has the opportunity of living three lives. His first life was by 

his wife’s side; yet he considers Margaret his possession: “If I can never own anything, he had told 

her, I will have women” (Walker, The Third Life 177). Then what are women but objects to be 

possessed and signs of a man’s fortune? No wonder that in Islam God rewards men with 72 virgins 

after they die. He opted for a second life in the North and, according to him, “he was on his third or 

fourth and final” (Walker, The Third Life 176). Grange believed he had gathered enough wisdom in 

his lifetimes so as to understand life itself and share it with his loved ones. He now considered 

himself a wise old man. Eventually, Daphne ends up in a mental institution in the North and, most 

interestingly, Ornette becomes a “lady of pleasure” (Walker, The Third Life 218). That is to say, 

Ornette became a slave who had to satisfy men’s sexual pleasures. Ironically, she was called a lady. 

Ruth blames her father for this: “You were the one who said Ornette would be a woman of pleasure, 

a tramp! That’s all you used to call her. Just ‘tramp’. ‘Come here, tramp’, you used to say” (Walker, 

The Third Life 218). Just like black men were expected to be violent, she was expected by her father 

to become a whore. She defined herself through his words and did not fail to rise up to the 

expectations. Grange’s approach to his youngest granddaughter, Ruth, is not in her best interest. 

She finds herself drawn between two extremes: because of her father, she has been exposed to 

violence; in order to protect her from that, her grandfather isolates her from the world. Grange fears 

that a man may abuse her, beat her, or rape her. He wants to ensure her situation and create a 

heritage for her, which will offer her a better life. However, even if Copeland is trying to help his 

granddaughter, he is still controlling her body and mind and forcing her to do what he thinks is best 

for her. She is still a slave, the only difference being that she is obeying a master who does not abuse 

her physically, but just psychologically. 

 

Conclusion 

To conclude, Walker writes in the afterword of The Third Life of Grange Copeland that African 

Americans have become more and more like their oppressors despite the fact that they do not want 
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to admit this. She believes that the blame should no longer fall on past events, and that people 

should take responsibility for their own deeds. “The white man’s oppression of me will never excuse 

my oppression of you, whether you are a man, woman, child, animal or tree, because the self that I 

prize refuses to be owned by him. Or by anyone” (Walker, The Third Life 252). However, in The Color 

Purple and The Third Life of Grange Copeland the black men prefer to reproduce the violence they 

witnessed during slavery or in ghettos. Albert, Grange, and Brownfield understand that by being 

powerful one is no longer abused and can raise their heads proudly. However, this power is 

demonstrated through violence and oppression of those who can be oppressed, those who are 

weaker, in this case, Celie, Ruth, Lynne and other black women. These men choose to be in control 

of women’s bodies and minds, as Dworkin and Brownmiller affirmed, thus, being in control of their 

own lives. 
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