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Abstract: Color plays a profound role in American literature, serving as a symbolic tool to
explore complex themes such as trauma, memory, and cultural inheritance. In works like The
Color Purple by Alice Walker and Moby-Dick by Herman Melville, color is not merely a
descriptive element, but a means of conveying psychological, historical, and emotional
experiences. This paper explores how color functions as a narrative device to represent the weight
of history, the legacy of trauma, and the process of cultural reclamation. Through a detailed
analysis of the use of color in these texts, we will examine how it influences character
development, shapes narrative structure, and reflects broader social and historical realities.

Introduction

Color in literature is often regarded as a mere aesthetic choice; however, it frequently holds
deeper meanings tied to themes of memory, identity, and trauma. In American literature, color is
frequently used to represent historical and personal struggles, particularly in works that tackle the
weight of past injustices. Alice Walker’s The Color Purple and Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick are
two prime examples of how color can symbolize the legacies of cultural trauma, the process of
reclaiming identity, and the complex relationship between individuals and their historical contexts.
This paper aims to analyze how both authors employ color to explore themes of memory, trauma,
and cultural inheritance, while illustrating how color transcends mere description to become a
powerful tool for conveying deeper psychological and emotional states. Color symbolism is a
powerful literary tool that authors often use to explore deeper themes of trauma, memory, and
cultural inheritance. In American literature, two pivotal works—The Color Purple by Alice
Walker and Moby-Dick by Herman Melville—utilize color not only as a descriptive feature but
also as a means of representing historical trauma and the enduring legacies of cultural memory. In
both novels, the use of color deepens our understanding of the characters' struggles, histories, and
transformations. This paper examines how color functions in both works to explore themes of
historical trauma, memory, and cultural inheritance.

The Color Purple: The Role of Color in Memory and Trauma. Color is used as a central symbol to
explore Celie’s journey of personal growth, survival, and emotional healing from the trauma of
sexual abuse and oppression. The title itself is a significant indicator of how color functions in the
text—purple, a vibrant yet complex hue, symbolizes both beauty and pain. At the beginning of the
novel, Celie’s life is marked by a lack of color and vibrancy, as she is trapped in an abusive,
patriarchal world. Her trauma and lack of self-worth are reflected in the muted tones that define
her existence. However, as she begins to reclaim her voice and sense of self, color gradually
becomes a symbol of her emotional and spiritual healing.

One of the most striking uses of color is the repeated references to the color purple, which Celie
begins to appreciate as she heals. The color represents beauty, joy, and the inherent value of life,
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even in the face of suffering. Purple becomes a symbol of reclaiming joy and recognition of the
beauty that can exist in the world despite the trauma and hardships one may face. Walker uses this
color to suggest that the process of healing is not linear; it is fraught with challenges, but it is
ultimately a path toward self-realization and cultural reclamation.

In The Color Purple, the color purple itself plays a symbolic role that connects to the protagonist
Celie’s personal journey from oppression to empowerment. Alice Walker uses color as a lens
through which Celie and other characters process the generational trauma inherited from slavery
and systemic racism. The title of the novel itself alludes to this powerful symbol. The color purple
represents not only beauty but also the enduring suffering and the potential for healing. For Celie,
purple is initially a reminder of the harshness and trauma of her early life, marked by abuse and
marginalization. However, as she grows, purple transforms into a symbol of reclamation and self-
empowerment. The color is intricately tied to her personal healing and, more broadly, to the
African American cultural experience. The journey from suffering to empowerment in the novel
reflects how African Americans, particularly women, have had to navigate historical trauma while
seeking spaces of joy, freedom, and beauty in the face of oppression.

The Color Purple: Color as a Symbol of Personal and Cultural Transformation In The Color
Purple, Alice Walker employs the color purple to symbolize the intersection of personal healing
and historical trauma. The color, which is directly referenced in the title, becomes a multifaceted
symbol of Celie’s journey from victimhood to empowerment. Initially, purple serves as a
reminder of the suffering Celie experiences due to abuse and racism. Over time, however, it
comes to represent a reclaiming of self-worth and a celebration of cultural identity, as Celie learns
to find beauty in herself and in the world around her.

Historical Trauma: The historical trauma in The Color Purple is deeply embedded in the
experience of slavery and racism that African Americans faced, particularly women. Walker uses
purple to remind readers of the lingering scars of this trauma, and the novel’s central narrative is
one of overcoming these traumas to find personal and collective healing. Through Celie’s eyes,
we see how the color purple transforms from a symbol of pain to one of empowerment,
illustrating how individuals can resist historical forces that seek to define their identities.

Walker’s use of color also touches on themes of racial and cultural inheritance. The color purple
is not only a personal symbol for Celie but also a reflection of African American women’s
collective struggles and triumphs. As Celie comes to terms with her past and embraces her
identity, she starts to view the world through a lens of appreciation and empowerment. In this way,
color is a narrative tool that encapsulates the painful but ultimately empowering journey of
reclaiming one’s cultural heritage and memory.

Moby-Dick: Color as the Representation of Trauma, Obsession, and the Unknown In Moby-Dick,
Herman Melville uses color to explore complex philosophical and existential themes related to
memory, trauma, and obsession. One of the most prominent uses of color in the novel is in the
description of the white whale, Moby Dick. The whale’s whiteness is ambiguous, carrying both a
sense of purity and terror. It is a color that represents the sublime, the unknown, and the
unknowable—qualities that have long been associated with the philosophical and psychological
aspects of trauma and obsession.

The whiteness of Moby Dick is not just a physical description; it symbolizes the uncontrollable
force of nature and the human psyche’s struggle to make sense of existence and suffering. The
color white, often associated with purity and clarity, is in this case paradoxical—it represents both
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the innocence of nature and the terrifying void of the unknown. Ishmael, the narrator, reflects on
the symbolic power of the whale’s whiteness, which embodies the idea that trauma—whether it is
personal or collective—can be both a source of fascination and dread. The obsession with the
whale reflects the human condition’s tendency to fixate on trauma, unable to escape the past or
confront the overwhelming force of the unknown.

Cultural Inheritance and Memory: The color purple also represents the inheritance of cultural
memory, specifically the African American heritage that has been passed down through
generations. As Celie bonds with other women, particularly Shug Avery, she begins to understand
her place within this larger cultural context. The color symbolizes both the suffering of the past
and the potential for transformation, as Celie finds a space to reclaim her joy and cultural pride.

Moby-Dick: The Color White as a Symbol of Terror and the Unknown In Moby-Dick, Herman
Melville uses the color white to symbolize the terrifying and unknowable nature of the past,
particularly the unresolved trauma that Ahab experiences following his encounter with the white
whale. The white whale is not just a literal animal, but a metaphor for the deeper, more existential
forces that shape human experience.

In addition to representing personal trauma, the whale’s whiteness also represents the legacy of
human violence and exploitation. The history of whaling is one of violent conquest over nature,
and Moby Dick’s whiteness serves as a reminder of this brutal legacy. The color of the whale
becomes a metaphor for the way history, particularly the violent history of colonialism and
exploitation, continues to haunt individuals and cultures.

Color as a Tool for Cultural Inheritance

Both The Color Purple and Moby-Dick use color to explore the inheritance of trauma and the
process of reclaiming cultural identity. In Walker’s novel, color symbolizes the trauma of African
American women under patriarchy and racism, as well as their eventual reclamation of self-worth
and cultural pride. Celie’s journey toward recognizing the beauty in life, symbolized by her
growing awareness of the color purple, reflects the larger struggle of African Americans to
reclaim their history, culture, and memory in a world shaped by centuries of racial violence.

In Moby-Dick, color is used to represent the way history—particularly the violent history of
colonialism and exploitation—shapes the present. The white whale’s color signifies the
complexities of human obsession, trauma, and the unrelenting legacy of violence. Just as Celie in
The Color Purple learns to embrace and transform the trauma of her past into a source of strength,
Ishmael’s journey in Moby-Dick reflects the human attempt to understand and confront the
unyielding forces of history and trauma.

Historical Trauma and Cultural Inheritance:

Walker’s use of purple in the novel also links historical trauma with cultural inheritance. The
color serves as a reminder of the painful history of African Americans, particularly the trauma
passed down from slavery. However, as Celie learns to embrace the color, it symbolizes a
transformative process of reclaiming one’s identity and cultural heritage. The color purple
becomes a form of resistance against the historical forces that have attempted to erase African
American culture and joy. Color in Moby-Dick

In Herman Melville's Moby-Dick, color is used symbolically to represent the profound and often
incomprehensible nature of trauma and the ways it shapes memory. While Walker uses purple to
signify beauty and resilience, Melville's use of color—particularly the color white—reflects the
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vast, unknowable, and often terrifying nature of historical trauma and memory. The white whale,
Moby Dick, serves as the focal point of Captain Ahab's obsessive pursuit, a metaphor for the
elusive and destructive forces of the past that continue to haunt the present.

Historical Trauma and Memory:

The whiteness of Moby Dick is paradoxical—it symbolizes both purity and death. White,
traditionally associated with innocence and purity, in Moby-Dick becomes a symbol of an almost
incomprehensible terror. The trauma that Ahab experiences, losing his leg to the whale, represents
a personal catastrophe. However, his obsessive pursuit of Moby Dick extends beyond personal
revenge to become a reflection of the broader human struggle with historical memory. Just as
Celie confronts the legacy of slavery in The Color Purple, Ahab's pursuit of Moby Dick reflects
mankind's struggle to confront the seemingly uncontrollable forces of the past. Cultural
Inheritance and Obsession: Melville also uses the whale’s whiteness to comment on the cultural
inheritance of vengeance and obsession. Ahab’s obsession with the whale is not only a personal
vendetta but also a reflection of the broader, inherited cultural trauma. The act of revenge is
framed as a destructive force that ultimately consumes Ahab, much as historical traumas can
consume entire generations.

Conclusion

In both The Color Purple and Moby-Dick, color serves as a powerful tool for exploring the
emotional and cultural impact of trauma. Through the use of symbolic color, Walker and Melville
offer a way to understand the complexities of memory, history, and cultural inheritance. Color in
these works is not simply a decorative element but a rich and layered symbol that provides insight
into the psychological and emotional dimensions of trauma. Whether through Celie’s journey
toward self-empowerment or Ahab’s obsessive pursuit of vengeance, color acts as a lens through
which we can examine the lingering effects of history on both individuals and cultures. The use of
color in The Color Purple and Moby-Dick serves as a powerful narrative tool to represent the
psychological, emotional, and cultural dimensions of trauma, memory, and identity. In both
novels, color is not merely a visual element but a symbol of the deep and often painful connection
between the past and the present. Through color, both Alice Walker and Herman Melville explore
how history, trauma, and cultural inheritance shape the individual and collective psyche. In The
Color Purple, color is ultimately a symbol of healing and empowerment, while in Moby-Dick, it
represents the haunting persistence of obsession and the unknown. Both authors use color as a
means of exploring the complexities of the human experience and the way in which memory,
history, and trauma are intertwined. Both The Color Purple and Moby-Dick illustrate how color
functions as a tool to explore complex themes of historical trauma, memory, and cultural
inheritance. Through the symbolism of purple and white, both novels highlight how individuals
are shaped by the histories they inherit, whether personal or collective. Color, in these works, is
not just an aesthetic choice but a profound narrative device that offers insights into the emotional
and psychological dimensions of trauma. Both Walker and Melville offer readers a deep
understanding of the enduring legacies of the past, using color to give voice to the unspoken
burdens of history.

Here is a table in English summarizing the use of color to represent historical trauma, memory,
and cultural inheritance in The Color Purple and Moby-Dick.
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Work Color Symbolism and
Characteristics

Historical
Trauma

Memory and
Cultural
Inheritance

The
color
Purple

Purple Initially represents
pain, suffering and
oppression, later
symbolizes self-
realization and
empowerment.

Celie’s personal
trauma and African
American societal
marginalization

Purple reflects
the reclamation
of African
American
cultural heritage
and the
resilience of the
community.
It symbolizes
both the trauma
of the past and
the potential for
healing.

Moby-
Dick

White White represents
both purity and
terror. It
symbolizes the
unknown and the
elusive.

Ahab’s personal
trauma and his
obsessive quest for
the white whale
reflect broader
human violence
and exploitation

The white
whale’s terror
represents
inherited
cultural trauma,
with Ahab’s
obsessive
pursuit
symbolizing
mankind’s
struggle with
historical
memory.

The
Color
Purple

Purple The color also
symbolizes
beauty, hope, and
strength, and
becomes a symbol
of Celie’s
empowerment.

Historical trauma
related to African
American women’s
struggle against
systemic
oppression

Purple
represents the
survival of
African
American
culture and
reclamation of
beauty and
strength against
historical
oppression.
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Moby
Dick

White The white whale is
symbolic of an
unknowable and
dangerous force,
linked to Ahab’s
obsessive quest.

Ahab’s obsession
with the whale
mirrors the
destructive impact
of unresolved
historical and
cultural traumas.

White reflects
the cultural
inheritance of
vengeance and
obsession, with
Ahab’s pursuit
acting as a
metaphor for
mankind’s
struggle to
confront the
past.
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