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Abstract

Through the psychoanalytic view of Alfred Adler's Individual Psychology, this paper looks at Celie from the novel
The Color Purple. Adlerian theory focuses on concepts such as inferiority complex, striving for superiority, social
interest, and the development of personality within a socio-cultural context. Celie’s journey from a state of
oppression and inferiority to self-actualization and empowerment reflects Adler’s idea of overcoming feelings
of inferiority to achieve a sense of purpose and belonging. The study looks at Celie’s psychological problems and
it also examines her relationships with others. The study shows how she grows as a person. It explains how
Adler’s ideas help us understand her change. This section of the study looks at how trauma, relationships, and
resilience can change a person's identity and sense of self-worth.
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Introduction

Alice Walker's The Color Purple is a key part of
African American literature that explores themes of
racism, sexism, pain, and survival. The novel,
written in epistolary style, represents the life of
Celie, a Black woman in the early 20th century
American South, who experiences violence,
inferiority, and emotional suppression. However,
through her relationships and self-discovery, she
gradually achieves strength and independence.

Although many psychoanalytic studies of The Color
Purple have used Freudian theories, Adlerian
psychology provides a distinct perspective to
understand Celie’s growth. Alfred Adler's Individual
Psychology theory focuses a strong emphasis on
the value of interpersonal relationships, personal
development, and getting over inferiority
complexes. Unlike Freud, who focused on
unconscious desires and childhood trauma, Adler
believed that individuals are driven by their need to
compensate for feelings of inadequacy and to
achieve personal fulfillment. Celie’s story aligns

with Adler’s concept of the inferiority complex and
the human drive to overcome obstacles and
achieve a sense of belonging and purpose.

This paper applies Adlerian principles to analyze
Celie’s psychological transformation, focusing on
her feelings of inferiority, her relationships with
others, and her eventual path toward self-
actualization.

Celie’s Inferiority Complex and Early Life Struggles

Adler’s concept of the inferiority complex suggests
that individuals develop feelings of inadequacy
early in life, often due to mistreatment or neglect.
These feelings can lead to either a drive for success
or deep psychological distress.

Celie’s inferiority complex is evident from the
beginning of the novel. Abused by her stepfather
Alphonso and eventually by her husband, Mr.__,
she is conditioned to believe that she is worthless
and unworthy of love or happiness. She internalizes
these beliefs, as shown in her letters to God, where

141



Vol 46 No. 6
June 2025

Journal of Harbin Engineering University

ISSN: 1006-7043

she expresses self-doubt and powerlessness. Her
inferiority is reinforced by societal oppression, as
she is both a Black woman and poor, making her
one of the most marginalized figures in her
community.

Celie’s childhood is marked by trauma, including
sexual abuse by her stepfather and emotional
neglect. Adler’s concept of the inferiority complex
explains how early experiences of helplessness
shape an individual’s self-perception. Celie’s letters
to God reveal her internalized belief in her own
worthlessness:

“I am poor, | am black, | may be ugly and
can’t cook, a voice say to everything listening. But |
am here.” (The Color Purple, Walker)

Her self-perception aligns with Adler’s notion that
individuals develop inferiority complexes when
they feel powerless in their environment. Celie’s
initial compliance with male dominance reflects her
lack of psychological agency.

Adler argued that early childhood experiences
shape an individual’s worldview and self-
perception. Celie’s early experiences of violence
and neglect lead her to develop a submissive
personality, as she believes that resistance will only
bring more suffering. She lacks agency and sees
herself as inferior to those around her, particularly
men. This aligns with Adler’s idea that feelings of
inferiority, if not addressed, can lead to passivity
and resignation.

The Role of Relationships in Celie’s Psychological
Development

Adler identified the importance of social interest,
the essential urge to connect with others and
contribute to society. Relationships play a
significant part in Celie’s development, helping her
overcome her inferiority mindset. Adler argued that
individuals strive for superiority as a means of
overcoming inferiority. Celie’s transformation
begins when she forms relationships that challenge
her conditioned submissiveness. Shug Avery is
essential in restoring Celie's self-esteem. Shug’s
affection and validation provide Celie with an
alternative narrative about herself:

“You ought to bash Mr. __ head open,
she say. Think about heaven later.” (The Color
Purple, Walker)

This encouragement aligns with Adler’s idea that
overcoming inferiority requires both external
validation and internal growth. Additionally, Celie’s
relationship with her sister Nettie serves as a
symbolic connection to her own latent potential.
Nettie’s letters open Celie’s eyes to a world beyond
her own pain, highlighting Adler’s concept of social
interest, the belief that personal growth is
connected to relationships.

One of the most transforming connections in Celie’s
life is her one with Shug Avery. Shug, a bold and
self-reliant blues singer, helps Celie realize that she
deserves love and respect. Adler believed that
positive social relationships could help an individual
find their place in the world and develop self-
confidence. Shug becomes a guiding figure,
teaching Celie to value herself and her desires.

Through her relationship with Shug, Celie
experiences emotional and sexual awakening. She
learns that love does not have to be rooted in
dominance and submission but can be mutual and
nurturing. Shug’s encouragement helps Celie
develop a sense of striving for superiority, an
Adlerian concept that refers to the individual’s
drive to overcome obstacles and achieve
fulfillment.

Celie’s sister, Nettie, represents hope and
continuity in her life. Although they are separated
for much of the novel, Celie’s belief that Nettie is
alive gives her the strength to endure. Adler
emphasized the importance of belonging, and
Nettie serves as Celie’s emotional anchor.

When Celie finally reconnects with Nettie through
her letters, she gains a new perspective on herself
and the world. Nettie’s experiences in Africa reveal
broader themes of oppression and resilience,
further reinforcing Celie’s understanding of her
worth and potential. The knowledge that she is
loved and valued by Nettie helps Celie gain
confidence and motivation to reclaim her life.

Celie’s Social Interest and Striving for Superiority

Adlerian psychology highlights the value of
connection and active participation in social

142



Vol 46 No. 6
June 2025

Journal of Harbin Engineering University

ISSN: 1006-7043

relationships. Celie’s transformation is significantly
influenced by the support of other women,
including Sofia and the women in Shug’s circle.
These relationships challenge her passive
acceptance of oppression and help her realize that
she is not alone in her struggles.

The bond among women in The Color Purple
reflects Adler’s view that personal growth is often
facilitated through social connection. As Celie
begins to participate in this supportive community,
she moves from isolation to empowerment. Adler
believed that individuals strive for superiority—not
in a domineering sense, but as a way to overcome
personal limitations and contribute to the world.
Celie’s journey exemplifies this process.

Celie’s Personal Growths

A turning point in Celie’s life is her decision to leave
Mr.__ and establish her own business making
pants. This marks her shift from dependence to self-
sufficiency, aligning with Adler’s belief that
individuals find true fulfilment when they
contribute meaningfully to society.

By creating and selling pants, Celie not only gains
financial independence but also redefines
traditional gender roles. In a patriarchal society that
dictates that women should remain submissive, her
business symbolizes her liberation and newfound
confidence. This act of self-reliance demonstrates
her ability to overcome her inferiority complex and
achieve self-actualization.

Adlerian psychology emphasizes personal growth
and healing rather than revenge. By the end of the
novel, Celie reconciles with Mr.__, who undergoes
his own transformation. Instead of harboring
resentment, she finds peace in knowing that she no
longer depends on him for validation. This mature
perspective aligns with Adler’s idea that true
superiority is achieved through self-awareness and
positive social engagement rather than dominance.

Conclusion

Celie’s journey in The Color Purple can be
interpreted through the perspective of Adlerian
psychology, particularly in terms of the inferiority
complex, interest for superiority, and social
interest. Initially trapped in a cycle of abuse and
self-doubt, Celie overcomes her feelings of

inferiority through meaningful relationships and
personal growth. Her development from a helpless
victim to a self-reliant, confident lady is a perfect
example of Adler's faith in the value of meaningful
endeavors and social connections.

Ultimately, Celie’s story serves as a testament to
resilience, self-discovery, and empowerment. By
analyzing her character through Adlerian
psychology, we gain a deeper understanding of how
individuals navigate trauma and reclaim their
identity through connection, perseverance, and
self-worth.
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