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The Color Purple

Black Women as Cultural Readers

JACQUELINE BOBO

... The Color Purple was a small quiet book when it emerged on the literary
scene in 1982. The subject of the book is a young, abused, uneducated Black
girl who evolves into womanhood and a sense of her own worth gained by
bonding with the women around her. When Alice Walker won the American
Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1983, the sales of the novel
increased to over two million copies, placing the book on the New York Times
best-seller lists for a number of weeks.! Still the book did not have as wide an
audience or the impact the film would have. In December 1985 Steven Spiel-
berg’s The Color Purple exploded with the force of a land-mine on the land-
scape of cultural production. Many commentators on the film have pointed
out that the film created discussion and controversy about the image of Black
people in media, the likes of which had not been seen since the films The Birth
of a Nation (1915) and Gone With the Wind (1939).

One of the reasons Alice Walker sold the screen rights was that she
understood that people who would not read the book would go to see the
film. Walker and her advisers thought that the book’s critical message
needed to be exposed to a wider audience. The readership for the novel was
a verv specific one and drasticallv different from the mass audience toward
which the film is directed. However, the film 15 a commercial venture pro-
duced 1n Hollywood by a white male according to all of the tenets and

NOTE: Excerpts reprinted from Female Spectators: Looking At Film and Television,
edited by E. Deirdre Pribam (London: Verso, 1988), by permission. © 1988 Verso.

52




Black Women as Cultural Readers 53

conventions of commercial cultural production in the United States. The
manner in which an audience responds to such a film is varied, diverse and
complex. I am especially concerned with analysing how Black women have

responded.
My aim is to examine the way in which a specific audience creates

meaning from a mainstream text and uses the reconstructed meaning to
empower themselves and their social group. This analysis will show how
Black women as audience members and cultural consumers have connected
up with what has been characterized as the “renaissance of Black women
writers.” 2 The predominant element of this movement is the creation and
maintenance of images of Black women that are based upon Black women'’s
constructions, history and real-life experiences.

As part of a larger study I am doing on The Color Purple I conducted a
group interview with selected Black women viewers of the film 3 Statements
from members of the group focused on how moved they were by the fact
that Celie eventually triumphs in the film. One woman talked about the
variety of emotions she experienced: “I had different feelings all the way
through the film, because first I was very angry, and then I started to feel so
sad [ wanted to cry because of the way Celie was being treated. It just upset
me the way she was being treated and the way she was so totally dominated.
But gradually, as time went on, she began to realize that she could do
something for herself, that she could start moving and progressing, that she
could start reasoning and thinking things out for herself.” Another woman
stated that she was proud of Celie for her growth: “The lady was a strong
lady, like I am. And she hung in there and she overcame.”

One of the women in the group talked about the scene where Shug tells
Celie that she has a beautiful smile and that she should stop covering up her
face. This woman said that she could relate to that part because it made
Celie’s transformation in the film so much more powerful. At first, she said,
everybody who loved Celie [Shug and Nettie], and everyone that Celie
loved, kept telling her to put her hand down. The woman then pointed out
“that last time that Celie put her hand down nobody told her to put her hand
down. She had started coming into her own. So when she grabbed that knife
she was ready to use it.” This comment refers to the scene in the film at the
dinner table, when Celie and Shug are about to leave for Memphis. Mister
begins to chastise Celie telling her that she will be back. He says, “You ugly,
you skinny, you shaped funny and you scared to open your mouth to
people.” Celie sits there quietly and takes Mister’s verbal abuse. Then she
asks him, “Any more letters come?” She is talking about Nettie’s letters from
Africa that Mister has been hiding from Celie and that Celie and Shug had
recently found. Mister replies, “Could be, could be not.” Celie jumps up at
that point, grabs the knife, and sticks it to Mister’s throat.

The woman who found this scene significant continued: “But had she
not got to that point, built up to that point [of feeling herself worthwhile],
she could have grabbed the knife and turned it the other way for all that it
mattered to her. She wouldn’t have been any worse off. But she saw herself
getting better. So when she grabbed that knife she was getting ready to use
it and it wasn’t on herself.”
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Other comments {rom the women were expressions of outrage at criti-
cisms made against the film. The women were especially disturbed by
vicious attacks against Alice Walker and against Black women critics and
scholars who were publicly defending the film. One of the women in the
interview session commented that she was surprised that there was such
controversy over the film: “I had such a positive feeling about it, I couldn’t
imagine someone saying that they didn't like it.” Another said that she was
shocked at the outcry from some Black men: 1 didn’t look at it as being
stereotypically Black or all Black men are this way” (referring to the por-
trayal of the character Mister).

Another related a storv that shows how two people can watch the same
film and have opposite reactions: “I was thinking about how men felt about
it [The Color Purple] and I was surprised. But I related it to something that
happened to me sometime ago when I was married. I went to see a movie
called Three in the Attic. I don’t know if any of you ever saw it. ButI remember
that on the way home—TI thought it was funny—but my husband was so
angry he wouldn’t even talk to me on the way home. He said, "You thought
that was funny.’ I said that I sure did. He felt it was really hostile because
these ladies had taken this man up in the attic and made him go to bed with
all of them until he was . . . blue. Because he had been running around with
all of these ladies. But he [her husband] was livid because I thought it was
funnv. And I think now, some men I talked to had a similar reaction to The
Color Purple. That it was . . . all the men in there were dummies or horrible.
And none o #he men, they felt, were portrayed in a positive light. And then
| started thinking about it and I'said, ‘well ... I felt that somebody had to be
the hero or the heromne. and in this case it just happened fo be the woman.””

I have found that on the wnole Black women have discovered something
progressive and useful in the film. It is crucial to understand how this is
possible when viewing a work made according to the encoding of dominant
ideology. Black women’s responses to The Color Purple loom as an extreme
contrast to those of many other viewers. Nat enly is the difference in re-
ception noteworthv but Black women'’s responses confront and challenge a
prevalent method of media audience analysis which insists that viewers of
mainstreaps works nave no confenl arinfluence over a cultural product.
Recent developments in media audience analysis demonstrate that there is
a complex process of negotiation whereby specific members of a culture
construct meaning from a mainstream text that is different from the mean-
ings others would produce. These different readings are based, in part, on
viewers’ various histories and experiences.

OPPOSITIONAL READINGS

The encodina/decoding model is useful far nnderstanding how a cul-
tural product can evoke such artferent viewer reactions. The madel was
developed by the Universitv of Birmimgham Centre for Contemporary
Cultural Studies, under the direction of Stuart Hall, in an attempt to synthe-
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size various perspectives on media andience aralveic and #1 incorporate
theorv from sociologv and cultural studies. This model is concerned with an
uinaerstanding of the communication process as 1t operates 1 a specific
cunuld: SUluext. it anatyses 1deological and cultular vower and the way n
which meaning is produced 1n that context. The researchers at the Cenure
telt that media analvsts should not loox stmply at the meaning of a text but
should also mvestigate the social and cultural framework in which commu-

_From political sociology, the encoding/decoding model was drawn from
the work of Frank Parkin, who developed a theory of meaning systems.5

! This theory delineates three potential responses to » media message: domi-
- pant,negotiated or oppositional. A dominant (or preterred) reading of a text
““accepts the content of the cultural product without avestion. A negotiated

reading questions parts of the content of the text but does not question the

aommant ideology which underlies the production or the text. An opposi-

tional response to a cultural product is one mn which the recipient of the text

" tinderstands that the system tnat produced the text is one with which she/he

is tundamentaliv at odds.”
A viewer of a film (reader of a text) comes to the moment of engagement

with the work with a knowleage of the world and a knowleage of other texts,
or media products. What this means is that when a person comes to view a
film, she/he does not leave her/his histories, whether social, cultural,
economic, racial, or sexual at the door. An audience member trom a margi-
nanzed group (people of colour, women, the poor, and so on) has an oppo-
sitional stance as they participate in mainstream media. The motivation for
this counter-reception is that we understand that mainstream media has
never rendered our segment of the population faithfully. We have as evi-
dence our years of watching films and television programmes and reading
plays and books. Out of habit, as readers of mainstream texts, we have
learned to ferret out the beneficial and put up blinders against the rest.

From this wary viewing standpoint, a subversive reading of a text can
occur. This alternative reading comes from something in the work that
strikes the viewer as amiss, that appears “strange.” Behind the idea of
subversion lies a reader-oriented notion of “making strange.” 7 When things
appear strange to the viewer, she/he mav then bring other viewpoints to
bear on the watching of the film and may see trungs other than what the
film-makers intended. The viewer, that is, will read “against the grain” of
the film.

/ Producers of mainstream media products are not aligned in a conspiracy

““against an audience. When they construct a work thev draw on their own

backgrouna, experience and social and cultural milieu. Thev are there-
fore under “ideological pressure” to reproduce the familiar® When Steven
Spielberg made The Color Purple he did not intend to make a film that woula
be in the mould of previous tiims that were directed bv a successful white
director and had an all-Black or mostly Black cast.

Spielberg states that he deliberately cast the characters in The Color Purple
in a way that they would not carry the taint of negative stereotypes:
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I didn’t want to cast traditional Black movie stars, which I thought
would create their own stereotypes. I won’t mention any names be-
cause it wouldn’t be kind, but there were people who wanted to play
these parts very much. It would have made it seem as if these were the
only Black people accepted in white world’s mainstream, I didn’t want
to do that. That’s why I cast so many unknowns like Whoopi Gold-
berg, Oprah Winfrey, Margaret Avery.?

/"But it is interesting that while the director of the film made a conscions
9 decision to cast acainst type. he could not break away from his culturally
/' acquired conceptions ot how Black people are and now they snoula act.
Barbara Christian, Protessor of Atfro-American Studies at Unuversity or
California, Berkeley, contends that the most maligned figure in the film is

. the character Harpo. She points out that in the book he cannot become the
\\ patriarch that society demands he be.% Apparently Spielberg could not
conceive of a man uncomfortable with the requirements of patriarchy, and
consequently depicts Harpo as a buffoon. Christian comments that “the
movie makes a negative statement about men who show some measure of

\ sensitivity to women.” The film uses the husband and wife characters,
| Harpo and Sofia, as comic reliet. Some or the criucsms against the tilm from
Black viewers concernea 'Harpo’s meptness in repairing a roof. 1t the fim-

. makers have Harpo rai1 once, 1t seems they decided that it was even tunnier later lea

/,',,xr he fell three times. DO v el ral® 31 hagy D “‘» fafher’s
' inher Village Voice review, Michele Wallace attributed motives other than this scen
comic relief to the film’s representations of the couple. Wallace considered o— actresses
their appearances to be the result of “white patriarchal interventions.” She
wrote:
In the book Sofia is the epitome of a woman with masculine powers,
the martyr to sexual injustice who eventually triumphs through the -..Ba
realignment of the community. In the movie she is an occasion for women ]
humor. She and Harpo are the reincarnations of Amos and Sapphire; sense of i
they alternately fight and fuck their way to a house full of pickanin- for Black
nies. Harpo is always falling through a roof he’s chronically unable to could ha-
somethin

repair. Sofia is always shoving a baby into his arms, swinging her large

hips, and talking a mile a minute. Harpo, who is dying to marry Sofia from this

in the book, seems bamboozled into marriage in the film. Sofia’s only _ two
masculine power is her contentiousness. Encircled by the mayor, his film as a
wife and an angry mob, she is knocked down and her dress flies up Cultura_ll <
providing us with a timely reminder that she is just a woman.!! a media |
_women a
The depiction of Sofia lying in the street with her dress up is almost an exact from_ ane
replica of a picture published in a national mass-circulation magazine of a Specific e
large Black woman lying dead in her home after she had been killed by her has never
husband in a domestic argument. Coincidence or not, this image among One o
others in the film makes one wonder about Spielberg’s unconscious store of and }_mw
associations. movie, [ t




Black Women as Cultural Readers 57

BLACK PEOPLE’S
REPRESENTATION IN FILM

While a film-maker draws on her/his background and experience, she/
he also draws on'a history of other films. The Color Purple follows in the
footsteps of earlier films with a Black storyline and/or an all Black cast
which were directed by a white male for mass consumption by a white
American audience. The criticisms against the film repeatedly invoked the
names of such racist films as The Birth of a Nation (1915), Hallelujah (1929)
and Cabin in the Sky (1943). One reviewer in the Village Voice wrote that The
Color Purple was “a revisionist Cabin in the Sky, with the God-fearing, long-
suffering Ethel Waters (read Celie) and the delectable temptress Lena Horne
(known as Shug Avery) falling for each other rather than wrestling over the
soul of feckless (here sadistic) Eddie Anderson.” 12

According to Donald Bogle in Toms, Coons, Mulattoes, Mammies and Bucks,
Nina Mae McKinney’s character in Hallelujah executing “gyrations and
groans” and sensuous “bumps and grinds” became a standard for almost
every Black “leading lady” in motion pictures, from Lena Horne in Cabin in
the Sky to Lola Falana in The Liberation of L. B. Jones.® The corollary of this
stereotype can be seen acted out by Margaret Avery as Shug in the juke-joint
scenes in The Color Purple. Here we see Shug singing in the juke-joint and
later leading the “jointers” singing and prancing down the road to her
father’s church. One viewer of The Color Purple wondered, in reference to
this scene, if it were obligatory in every film that contained Black actors and

actresses that they sing and dance.* . ..

Black Women’s Response

. Barbara Christian relates that the most frequent statement from Black
women has been: “Finally, somebody says something about us.” !> This
sense of identification with what was in the film would provide an impetus
for Black women to form an engagement with the film. This engagement
could have been either positive or negative. That it was favourable indicates
something about the way in which Black women have constructed meaning
from this text.

It would be too easy, I think, to categorize Black women's reaction to the
film as an example of “false consciousness”; to consider Black women as
cultural dupes in the path of a media barrage who cannot figure out when
a media product portrays them and their race in a negative manner. Black
women are aware, along with'others, of the oppression and harm that comes
from a negative media history. But Black women are also aware that their
specific experience, as Black people, as women, in a rigid class/caste state,
has never been adequately dealt with-in mainstream media.

One of the Black women that I interviewed talked about this cultural past
and how it affected her reaction to the The Color Purple: “When I went to the
movie, I thought, here I am. I grew up looking at Elvis Presley kissing on all
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these white girls. I grew up listening to “lammy, Tammy, Tammy.” [She sings
the song that Debbie Reynolds sang in the movie of the same name.] And it
wasn't that I had anything projected before me on the screen to really give
me something that I could grow up to be like. Or even wanted to be. Because
I knew I wasn’t Goldilocks, you know, and I had heard those stories all my
life. So when I got to the movie, the first thing I said was ‘God, this is good
acting.” And I liked that. I felt a lot of pride in my Black brothers and
sisters. . . . By the end of the movie I was totally emotionally drained. . . .
The emotional things were all in the book, but the movie just took every one
of my emotions. . . . Towards the end, when she looks up and sees her sister
Nettie . .. I had gotten so emotionally high at that point . . . when she saw
her sister, when she started to call her name and to recognize who she was,
the hairs on my neck started to stick up. I had never had a movie do that to
me before.”

The concept “internellation” sheds licht or the procese bv which Blark
women were able to form a positive engagement with 11e Cowr Purple.
Interpellation is the way in which the subiect is hailed by the text; it is the
method by which 1deological aiscourses constitute subiects and draw them
into the textssubject relationshio. john Fiske aescribes “hailing” as simular
0 haiung a cab. I'he viewer is hailed by a particular work; if she/he gives a
co-operative response to the beckoning, then not only are they constructed
as a subiject, but the text then becomes a text, in the sense that the subject
begins to construct meaning trom the work and is constructea vy the work.16

I'he moment ot the encounter ot the text and the subject is known as the
“interdiscourse.” David Morley explains this concept, developed by Michel
Pécheux, as the space, tne specific moment when subjects bring their histo-
ries to bear on meaning production m a text.*’ Within this interdiscursive
space, cultural competencies come 1nto piay. A cultural competency is the
repertoire of discursive strategies, the range of knowledge, that a viewer
brings to the act of watching a film and creating meaning from a work. As
has been stated before, the meanings of a text will be constructed differently
depending on the various backgrounds ot the viewers. The viewers’ position
in the social structure determines, in part, what sets of discourses or inter-
pretive strategies they will bring to their encounter with the text. A specific
cultural competency will set some of the boundaries to meaning construc-
tion.

The cultural competency perspective has allowed media researchers
to understand how elements in a viewer’s background play a determining
role in the way in which she/he interprets a text. Stuart Hall, David Morley
and others utilize the theories of Dell Hymes, Basil Bernstein and Pierre
Bourdieu for an understanding of the ways in which a social structure
distributes different forms of cultural decoding strategies throughout the
different sections of the media audience. These understandings are not the
same for everyone in the audience because they are shaped by the individ-
ual’s history, both media and cultural, and by the individual’s social affili-
ations such as race, class, gender, and so on.18

As I 'see it, there can be two aspects to a cultural competency, or the store
of understandings that a marginalized viewer brings to interpreting a cul-
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tural product. One is a positive response where the viewer constructs
something useful from the work by negotiating her/his response, and/or
gives a subversive reading to the work. The other is a negative response in
which the viewer rejects the work. Both types of oppositional readings are
‘prompted by the store of negative images that have come from prior main-
stream media experience; in the case of The Color Purple, from Black people’s
- negative history in Hollywood films.
1ETA positive engagement with a work could come from an intertextual
cultural experience. This is true, I think, with the way in which Black women
constructed meaning from The Color Purple. Creative works by Black women
are proliferating now. This intense level of productivity is not accidental nor
coincidental. It stems from a desire on the part of Black women to construct
‘works more in keeping with their experiences, their history, and with the
daily lives of other Black women. And Black women, as cultural consumers,
are receptive to these works. This intertextual cultural knowledge is forming
“Black women’s store of decoding strategies for films that are about them.
This is the cultural competency that Black women brought to their favour-

: able readings of The Color Purple. . ..
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