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How to Use the Discovery Guide

|

If God listened
to a poor, black woman,
the world would be

a different place.

—Celie in The Color Purple
by Marsha Norman

L

To the Teacher

This Discovery Guide for The Color Purple has been developed as a prompt-
book for a standards-based unit of study appropriate for grades nine through
12. The specific learning activities in Theatre Arts can be readily integrated
with other content areas, particularly Language Arts and History/Social
Sciences, to accelerate teaching and learning.

The Discovery Guide is a starting point. Please adapt the material and extend
the learning activities to meet the needs of your students. Our hope is that the
structure and content of this guide will be functional and inspiring — and that
teachers and students will share the joy of learning through theatre arts.

The Discovery Guide is not designed as an independent workbook. It is a
resource for learners to develop skills in storytelling, literary analysis and
collaboration that are essential in Theatre Arts, Language Arts, History/Social
Sciences and other content areas. Oral discussion and writing prompts are
designed so that students may relate key ideas to their personal experiences
and the world around them. Teachers are expected to adapt or extend the
prompts. Teachers may choose some prompts for small group discussion and
others for the whole group.

Writing Applications

Many of the prompts in the Guide are easily adaptable to match your current
writing objectives. Written responses to the prompts may range from

short expository answers in complete sentences to formal, five-paragraph
persuasive essays.

Teachers in all grade levels are encouraged to design at least one rigorous,
standards-based written performance assignment in conjunction with their
unit on The Color Purple.

Scope and Sequence of the Lessons
In order to provide a comprehensive and sequential unit of study, we suggest
that students explore the entire Discovery Guide.

The activities are designed to be completed sequentially. The activities on
pages 4 — 11 are to be completed before the students see the production of
The Color Purple. The discussion and writing prompts on pages 12 — 14 and
the resources listed on page 15 are intended to stimulate reflection, analysis
and further inquiry after students attend the play.

Vocabulary: Introduce the key vocabulary words on each page as they occur.
Help students pronounce the words correctly; provide opportunities to use
the words in complete sentences.



The Goals

Regardless of grade level, the unit
is designed to teach enduring
understandings that students

will take with them for life. The
themes and questions in the chart
can be discussed before and after
the students’ experience at the
performance to guide them toward
the enduring understandings.

Theatre teaches by “showing,”
not “telling.” Stories have
instructional as well as
entertainment value.

Theatre allows us to examine

by various characters.

Enduring Understandings

How does theatre deal with

of history?

storytelling?

build empathy for the viewer?

Essential Questions

In what ways does the play
challenge current notions of

family in contemporary America?

multiple points of view presented

social change and broad sweeps

What is the value of theatre and

How can the retelling of history

One’s upbringing and social milieu
affect behavior and perceptions.

Negative social conditioning can be
overcome.

Power comes in many forms. It can
be wielded by violent or peaceful
means.

You are in control of your life. Your
experience is determined by the
choices you make. You have the
power.

How are your opportunities and
challenges similar to and different
from those faced by people who
lived 100 years ago?

What factors hold one back or
propel one forward in the world?

What tactics do you use to get
what you want?

What does it mean to be a family?

The Color Purple: Teaching Instructions
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The Standards

ENGLISH-LANGUAGE ARTS

Writing Strategies: Organization and Focus

1.1 Establish a controlling impression or coherent thesis that conveys a clear
and distinctive perspective on the subject and maintain a consistent tone and
focus throughout the piece of writing.

1.2 Use precise language, action verbs, sensory details, appropriate modifiers
and the active rather than the passive voice.

Writing Applications

2.3 Write reflective compositions.

2.4 Write persuasive compositions.

Listening and Speaking Strategies:

Comprehension

1.1 Formulate judgments about the ideas under discussion and support those
judgments with convincing evidence.

Organization and Delivery of Oral Communication

ALL

Speaking Applications

2.3 Apply appropriate interviewing techniques.

2.5 Deliver persuasive arguments (including evaluation and analysis of
problems and solutions and causes and effects).

HISTORY/SOCIAL SCIENCES

Historical and Social Sciences Analysis Skills

Historical Literacy: Develop research skills and a sense of historical empathy.
Ethical Literacy: Understand that the ideas people profess affect their
behavior.

Realize that concern for ethics and human rights is universal and represents
the aspirations of men and women in every time and place.

Cultural Literacy: Recognize that literature and art shape and reflect the inner
life of a people.

National Identity: Recognize the status of minorities and women in different
times in American history.

Participation Skills: Develop group interaction skills.

THEATRE

Artistic Perception: Development of the Vocabulary of Theatre

1.1 Students observe theatrical productions and respond to them, using the
vocabulary and language of the theatre.

Historical & Cultural Context: Role and Cultural Significance of Theatre

3.1 Describe the ways in which American history and culture is reflected in
theatre.

Connections, Relationships, Applications: Connections and Applications

5.1 Students apply what they learn in theatre, film/video, and electronic media
across subject areas.



Before the Play
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Pages 2—3:
How to Use this Discovery Guide

Rationale: Students will be able to
optimize their learning if they have a
clear understanding of the layout of
the Discovery Guide and objectives

of the exercises contained in the unit.

This will help them describe their
learning process.

Exercise: Read and discuss the
objectives of the Discovery Guide
with the class.

Exercise: Have the students identify
the name of the Discovery Guide
writer and graphic designer.

The Color Purple: Teaching Instructions
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Before the Play

[sroRe THE pLaY]

Alice
Walker

4 PLAY. Discovery Guide The Color Purple.

elman College and Sarah Lawrence College, where she was one

Page 4-5:
Alice Walker

Rationale: The play will be better
understood and appreciated if
something is known of the story’s
originator and her literary devices
and intentions.

Exercise: Read and discuss the
section on Alice Walker. There are
several themes in Walker’s life that
pertain to the play, such as body
image — an especially loaded topic for
teenage girls. If appropriate for your
class, discuss how dissatisfaction
with one’s body can hinder social
activity and development, or
conversely, how it might (as in
Walker’s case) spur creativity.

Womanism will probably be an
unfamiliar topic. Start the discussion
by asking how many in the class
consider themselves to be feminists.
Elicit definitions of that term, then
segue into womanism and see if

that theory is more or less attractive
than feminism. (A comprehensive
understanding of womanist theory

is not necessary for either you or the
students. Feel free to speculate about
the meaning and practical application
of the theory.) The discussion may
divide itself along gender lines. Ask
the boys to make an argument for
womanism,; ask the girls to argue
against it.

Ask your students whether “isms”
of any kind are useful. Have the
students play “devil’s advocate”
and argue the opposite of what
they really think.

Walker has been an activist
throughout her life and career.
Discuss writing in the context of
activism and womanism. Are the

two concepts related, and if so, in
what ways? Ask them to watch the
show with a view to spotting Walker’s
personal philosophy. (The quote at
the top of this teaching instruction
guide might be a good place to start.)

Exercise: Read and discuss the
sidebar about Zora Neale Hurston.
Ask students to respond to the
quote. What do students think about
her ideas of “racial utopia”? If any
students have read her work, ask
what the books are about and if they
see any similarities to what they know
about The Color Purple.

Optional Exercise: Compare and
contrast The Color Purple with
Hurston’s novel, Their Eyes Were
Watching God. Have students read
short sections aloud, alternating
authors. Stop frequently to point
out similarities and differences in
dialogue, dialect, style and tone.
Discuss whose style they prefer
and why.

Optional Exercise: Read aloud
alternating sections of The Color
Purple and Their Eyes Were Watching
God, paying close attention to the
use of dialect in both novels. Discuss
why the authors employ this literary
device. Ask for a show of hands

to see if the device is effective or
not. Does the use of dialect help
the reader “hear” the dialogue, or
does it slow the reader and produce
frustration?




Before the Play

[EXERCISE] WHAT | BELIEVE

Alice Walker's beliefs grew out of her exper

perience. Write a narrative paragraph
bout something you believe and how your lfe experience has shaped this belief

Zora Neale Hurston

“Mama exhorted
her children at every
opportunity to jump
at de sun.” We might
not land on the sun,

CenterTheatreGroup.orgfeducation 5
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Pages 4-5: cont’d

Optional Exercise: Ask the students if
they know of other writers who have
used their personal history in fictional
works. Ask the students if they know
of other writers who represent a
particular group, ethnicity or social
class. Make lists of these writers;
compare and contrast.

Optional Exercise: Divide the class
into research groups to read about
and report further on Alice Walker,
womanism and Zora Neale Hurston.
Start with the Resources section of
the Discovery Guide and expand the
search using the Internet and library.

Optional Exercise: Have your
students research and identify
other novelists who employ dialect
(perhaps starting with Victorians
such as Dickens and the Bronte
sisters). Compare and contrast their
use of the vernacular with Walker
and Hurston. Also, discuss the
difference between dialect and older
forms of English, such as Elizabethan
(Shakespeare) or Middle English
(Chaucer).

Optional Exercise: As a play, The

Color Purple is an adaptation. Make

a short list of other novels that have
been adapted for the stage or screen.
Discuss whether the adaptations are
successful and why.

Optional Exercise: The Color Purple is
an epistolary novel: It is written in the
form of letters. Compare it to other
epistolary novels such as Flowers for
Algernon by Daniel Keyes and Carrie
by Stephen King. Have your students
write a brief, autobiographical story
using the epistolary form. Before the
students begin writing, have them
choose to whom the letter(s) will be
written and why they wish to tell the
story to that particular person.

The Color Purple: Teaching Instructions 7



Before the Play

PLAY. Discovery Guide The Color Purple

Page 6-7:
Synopsis of The Color Purple

Rationale: The Color Purple is a story
that encompasses many characters
and a relatively wide swath of history.
The show compresses the events of
the novel to make room for musical
numbers. A review of the synopsis
will allay potential viewer confusion
and prepare your students for the
mature themes in the play.

Exercise: Review the synopsis with
your class. The show contains
references to several sensitive issues
such as incest, unwed and teenage
pregnancies and domestic and racial
violence. None of these things are
portrayed in a graphic fashion, but
they are integral to the story. For
example, the curtain rises on a very
pregnant teenage girl whose sexual
partner is a topic of speculation for
the townspeople; they guess correctly
that the baby’s father is the girl’s own
father. The opening sets the tone of
the story and will probably generate
some questions. Please guide

your discussion according to your
students’ needs and developmental
level. At the end of these Teaching
Instructions are some websites

that will prepare you for sensitive
comments and questions.

Note any questions that may arise
and assign students or groups of
students to watch the show with
those questions in mind. After the
show, have them report the answers
to the rest of the class. Discuss
whether the questions were answered
in the show and whether the students
reported accurately. Welcome
differences of opinion.

If you find that the topics of abuse
and neglect are difficult to broach,
keep in mind that although the
show refers to such dark human
tendencies, it is really about
perseverance and overcoming. The
character Celie rises above what
would seem to be an impossibly
rough beginning in life to become
successful and happy.

Exercise: Read the Porgy and Bess
sidebar. Discuss the controversy
surrounding negative portrayals of
men of color in film and theatre in
general, and Porgy and Bess and The
Color Purple in particular. In Porgy
and Bess, for example, the most
attractive character, Sporting Life,

is what would be known today as a
“player.” Bess’ boyfriend is a violent
criminal. The most sweet-natured
character, Porgy, is a cripple. In The
Color Purple, the male characters

(in Act I) are bent on satisfying
themselves to the detriment of the
women in their lives. Discuss whether
these characters are specific to these
shows or if they contain a larger
message. What is the impact (if any)
of these kinds of characters on the
culture?



Before the Play

[EXERCI‘S‘E]
* Your Family Constellation
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Pages 6-7: cont’d

Exercise: Discuss what makes

a family in preparation for the
constellation exercise, in which
students are asked to draw a shape
that represents their family with
short, descriptive phrases for each
person. There may be many different
types of families represented in your
classroom, which is the point — The
Color Purple celebrates diversity

and the value of close relationships,
no matter how unconventional or
nontraditional. There are no right

or wrong responses to this exercise.
Ask a few volunteers to draw their
constellation on the board. It’s fine to
note and talk about differences, but
please encourage your students to
be non-judgmental when discussing
each other’s families.

Optional Exercise: Have your
students research and graph family
structures other than the traditional
American “nuclear” family. Try
dividing the search by historical
periods and geography. For example,
what constituted a family in the
peasant class in Medieval Europe?
Did it differ from the aristocracy?
How are families organized in
contemporary Papua New Guinea?
Which societies are or were
matrilineal rather than patrilineal, etc?

Optional Exercise: Play excerpts from
the soundtrack or DVD of Porgy and
Bess in class. Compare and contrast
with The Color Purple. Identify the
musical idioms employed in both
shows.

Optional Exercise: Have your
students research and identify other
musicals that are about a specific
ethnic group. (Examples: West

Side Story, Puerto Ricans; Purlie
Victorious, African-Americans; Miss
Saigon, Vietnamese) If possible,
present sections of DVDs or other
recordings. Discuss whether the
shows represent those groups fairly
and accurately.

The Color Purple: Teaching Instructions
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Before the Play

[serore THE pLaY]

8 PLAY. Discovery Guide The Color Purple

Page 8-9: Way Down South in Dixie

Rationale: The story told in The Color
Purple is part and parcel with its
setting; this particular group of
people and the events that occur
among them are specific to their time
and place. That said, the elements of
Southern life presented in The Color
Purple have been carefully selected
for dramatic and entertainment value.
A study of the conditions in the actual
Deep South in the first half of the
20th century will place the story in
context and fill in gaps not covered

by the show’s book.

Exercise: Read the article on life in
the rural South. The Color Purple
makes indirect references to various
aspects of rural Southern life, such
as farming, racial discrimination,
educational opportunities (or lack
thereof) and the role of the church.
Your students probably have more

information about the history of

the American South than the Guide
contains. Ask them to share in a class
discussion what they already know
about Reconstruction, Jim Crow laws,
sharecropping, etc.

Exercise: Read the sidebar on

Plessy v. Ferguson. Have your
students research Brown v. Board
of Education. According to a recent
report issued by The Civil Rights
Project of UCLA, schools are re-
segregating by race at a rapid pace,
owing to a series of Supreme Court
decisions that have dismantled
desegregation policies. The
phenomenon is most pronounced
in the South, “where the percentage
of black students attending majority
white schools dropped from 44
percent in 1988 to 27 percent in
2005." Ask your students to discuss
what they think about this. Is it good,
bad or something else? Discuss

the impact of reversing Plessy as a
preamble to debating the proposition
in the Discovery Guide.

Before preparing to debate, remind
the class that while it’s one thing to
have an opinion on a controversial
topic, it’s quite another to argue that
opinion persuasively. Debate is a
classic, time-honored way of honing
critical thinking and rhetorical skills.
The exercise can be used as an
introduction to formal debate, or it
can be a less formal, symposium-
style discussion. Either way, it’s
important to have ground rules so
that the discussion stays on point,
is respectful and does not become
overly emotional. Divide the class
into two groups, pro and con. Ask
each side to research affirmative

action and come back to class with
information. Further divide each half
of the class into smaller groups who
will then organize the results of the
research. Ask each sub-group to elect
a spokesperson. The spokespeople
will form the two debate teams

that will argue each side of the
proposition. Give the two teams time
to organize and plan who will cover
which points of the argument.

Before debating the proposition
outlined in the Discovery Guide, set
up and review the rules for debate.
There are many debate formats; the
important thing is to have a structure
and stick to it. Sources for classroom
debate rules can be found in the
resources at the end of these teaching
Instructions.

If you want to create your own simple
debate rules, try this template or your
own variation: Begin with opening
statements in which the pro and

con positions are laid out by the
team captains. Then have one team
member from each side rebut the
opening statements. The next round
can further the original argument
followed by another round of
rebuttals, both of which will give each
team member a chance to speak. (Set
strict time limits.) Then go to closing
statements that summarize what'’s
been said so far. No new material
should be introduced at this point.
Ask the audience (the rest of the
class) to vote for the winner. (Team
loyalty should go by the wayside in
favor of an honest appraisal.)

10



Before the Play

[EXERCISE]
Leveling the Playing Field

(1954) and the Civil Rights

Pages 8-9: cont’d

Optional Exercise: Celie's world
consists of her immediate
geographical area and the people
who live nearby. The one exception
is her sister, Nettie. Although the
story spans 40 years, it seems that
little of the outside world intrudes
on Celie’s consciousness. Here is a
timeline of some of the events that
occurred during the years spanned
by the play. Review the timeline with
your students to give some historical
perspective to Celie’s experiences.

1911 — President Taft sends 20,000
troops to the Mexican border as the
Mexican revolution begins.

1912 — Woodrow Wilson is elected
president.

The postal service is created.

1913 — The refrigerator is invented.
1914 — The Panama Canal is
completed.

World War | breaks out in Europe.

1917 — Congress declares war on
Germany. The civil service, or military
draft, is created.

1919 — World War | ends. The League
of Nations is created.

The 18th Amendment to the
Constitution is ratified, prohibiting
the manufacture, transportation and
sale of alcoholic beverages.

1920 — The 19th Amendment to the
Constitution is ratified, granting
women the right to vote.

1925 — The Scopes “monkey trial”
brings the theory of evolution to
national prominence.

1927 — Marcus Garvey, a voice of
black pride and leader of a “back to
Africa” movement, is deported to
Jamaica.

Charles Lindbergh makes the first
trans-Atlantic flight.

The first “talkie,” The Jazz Singer,
premieres.

Henry Ford’s Model T car reaches $15
million in sales.

The first garbage disposal, nick-
named “The Electric Pig,” is invented.
1929 — The stock market collapses
and banks fail, triggering the Great
Depression.

1932 — Franklin Delano Roosevelt
wins the presidency by a landslide.
1933 — The 21st Amendment to the
Constitution is ratified, which cancels
the 18th; a decade of Prohibition is at
an end.

The Tennessee Valley Authority,

a massive engineering project,

is created, bringing electricity to
millions of rural Americans.

1935 — The Supreme Court overturns
the convictions of “The Scottsboro
Boys,” which is seen as a victory for
those in favor of equal rights and
justice for all races.

The clothes dryer is invented.

1939 — Germany invades Poland.
France and Great Britain declare war
on Germany.

1941 — Japan attacks Pearl Harbor.
The U.S. enters World War II.

1944 — D-Day: Over 150,000
American troops invade Europe on a
single day.

1945 — Germany surrenders to the
Allies. The U.S. drops atomic bombs
on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, Japan.
Japan surrenders.

1947 — Harry S. Truman is the first
American president to address

the nation on the new medium of
television.

The House Un-American Activities
Committee opens an investigation
into Communist influence in
Hollywood.

Sears markets the first top-loading
automatic clothes washer.

1949 — The North Atlantic Treaty
Organization (NATO) is formed.
The U.S.S.R. (Soviet Union) tests an
atomic weapon.

Optional Exercise: Have your
students research and create their
own timeline of events for the first
half of the 20th century.

The Color Purple: n



Before the Play

Dog Eat Do
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Parent

Grandparent

10 PLAY. Discovery Guide The Color Purple

Pages 10—11:
Dog Eat Dog

Rationale: As Alice Walker notes in
many of her works, an appreciation
of one’s forebears is essential to
understanding one’s own challenges.
This was a primary motivation for
writing the novel, and the theme

is also present in the show. Celie’s
transformation is directly related
to her knowing more about her
family of origin. Allowing the class
to write about and share their

own backgrounds will enhance an
appreciation of the show as well as
the strengths and weaknesses of
other cultures and peoples.

Exercise: Read the article “Dog Eat
Dog.” This will be a good opportunity
to address questions or concerns
about the sensitive issues in the show
and the Discovery Guide itself. As the
title of the section implies, the show

can be viewed as a series of power
struggles: boss v. workers, men v.
women, homely v. pretty, white v.
black, and so on. These divisions are
obvious in the play and may provide a
starting point for a discussion about
obstacles and opportunities. Life is
generally more complex than theatre,
however, so please encourage

your students to think about the
subtleties of these issues as they
relate to real life. For example, what
combinations of factors hurt or help?
Does education trump being from
“the wrong side of the tracks”? Do
good looks open doors? Does a poor
command of English close them?

Exercise: For the chart, “Generations
of Oppression and Opportunity,”
encourage your students to conduct
their interviews the way a good
journalist would. Instead of asking
yes or no questions, ask open-ended
questions that start with “when,
where, how and why.” For those
students who do not have access

to grandparents, encourage them

to interview people over the age of
55 who might have some things in
common with their grandparents.
Encourage students to use additional
paper if they need more space for
their research.

Exercise: Ask for volunteers to

share the results of their research
into their own families’ advantages
and challenges. Discuss with a

view to methodology; how was the
information obtained, exactly? Is the
source of the information reliable?
Why or why not? (Has Grandma been
known to spin a tale?)

Exercise: The lined page will give your
students room to write a standard
five-paragraph essay (although some
students will need more space and
that’s okay, too). Suggested forms are
persuasive or reflective. Discuss with
your class what one or both of these
entails before they begin writing.

Alternate: If you wish to make this

a creative writing assignment, have
students write three sections in the
“voices” of persons from 1907, 1957
and 2007. It could be in the form of
diary entries, job applications, college
application essays, excuse notes from
a parent to a teacher, help wanted ads
or any other “borrowed” format.

Optional Exercise: Focus on English
as a second language. Make a list of
all of the languages spoken in your
students’ homes. Make a chart of
which generations of the family also
speak English. Discuss how language
can help or hurt one’s ability to
advance.

Optional Exercise: Make a second

list or chart of regional American
accents in your classroom. Discuss
the concept of “Standard American
Speech” and whether it has relevance
in today’s world.

12
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12 PLAY. Discovery Guide The Color Purple

Page 12:
Celie’s Musical World

Rationale: Musical theatre is different
from “straight” plays in that songs
are used to further the story and
delineate character. A full under-
standing of how this theatrical device
works will enhance your students’
enjoyment of The Color Purple and
musical theatre in general.

Exercise: For the exercise on page 12,
first review the list of songs from the
show. Some of the songs are quite
brief but may have as much dramatic
weight as some of the longer pieces.
Some of your students will have a
vivid memory of the show and some
won't. It's not necessary to leave

the theatre “humming the tunes” to
have a general appreciation of the
narrative value of the songs. Feel free
to play a bit of the songs if you have
the CD, or just ask the students what
they remember about a particular

musical moment. Asking students
to describe what was happening

on stage during a song may help
thier classmates to remember it. A
group “refresher” will help the class
complete the written exercise.

1. Overture

2. Huckleberry Pie/Mysterious Ways
3. Somebody Gonna Love You
4. Our Prayer

5. That Fine Mister

6. Big Dog

7. Lily Of The Field

8. Dear God

9. A Tree Named Sofia

10. Hell No!

11. Brown Betty

12. Shug Avery Comin’ To Town
13. All We've Got To Say

14. Dear God

15. Too Beautiful For Words
16. Push Da Button

17. Uh Oh!

18. What About Love?

19. Act | Finale

20. African Homeland

21. The Color Purple

22. Church Ladies’ Easter

23. | Curse You Mister

24. Celie’s Curse

25. Miss Celie's Pants

26. Any Little Thing

27. What About Love (Reprise)
28. I'm Here

29. The Color Purple (Reprise)

The written exercise is a bit of a brain

tickler; it should be approached in a
fun way and without pressure. Your
students’ favorite songs from their

own playlists will be easier to recall

than songs from the show. They

probably have many lyrics committed

to memory, so the questions that
reference their personal choices will

be easier to answer. If it's too difficult
to remember the show’s songs for
the written exercise, complete those
questions as a group and write the
responses on the board.

Optional Exercise: Ask your students
to make a list of songs that tell

a story or describe a character. If
possible, have them play a snippet
of each song in class and explain the
story or character. Musically inclined
students should be encouraged to
sing the song; others can write some
lyrics on the board.

Optional Exercise: Have your
students research the history of
American musical theatre, with an
emphasis on seminal shows such
as Showboat and Oklahomal!, which
broke ground in terms of telling the
story through song.

Optional Exercise: The score of The
Color Purple is an essential element
of the show. It tells Celie’s story in
musical, rather than purely verbal

or visual, terms. Ask your students
to compile a list of songs that they
would use as the score of their own
lives. If possible, play snippets of the
songs and ask for a brief explanation
of their significance.

The Color Purple: 13



After the Play

Celie’s Musical World

one of your fears, desires or beliefs

Page 13—14:
Who'’s Wearing the Pants?

Rationale: Changing fortunes,
changes of character, changes in
relationships and power struggles
are universal themes in literature
and theater. Dynamic tension or
“conflict” has been at the heart of
dramatic literature since the classical
Greeks invented theatre. Identifying
role shifts is a way of deconstructing
literature and theatre and is a
component of critical thinking.

Exercise: Discuss the concept of
“conflict” as it applies to theatre. Ask
your class if they can imagine The
Color Purple (or any show) without
conflict. In theatrical terms, conflict
can be defined as what occurs when
characters want mutually exclusive
things. Conflict can also be portrayed
as an individual against mortality

(a fight for survival), an individual
against society (unjust laws and
customs), an individual in conflict
with herself (emotional problems),
etc. The concept of theatrical
conflict will provide a framework for
the issues of power, violence and
family roles addressed in the written
exercise. After reviewing the concept
of dramatic conflict in a general

way, ask for examples of conflict as
portrayed in The Color Purple.

Exercise: By now, your students will
have had an opportunity to “digest”
the play and think about its various
issues. Give your class an opportunity
to sound off about the play. If they
liked it, ask why; if not, why? Let them
vent, if necessary, about theatre in
general before attempting the final
exercise in the Guide.

Before they begin the written
exercise, review the names of the
characters and their relationship to
one another. Draw a family tree on
the board using Celie as the “trunk.”
Extend branches according to each
character’s relationship to Celie.

Or, use the constellation form in

the Before the Play exercise. One or
more of these preparatory exercises
will help make the written exercise
clearer and more meaningful. Review
the events that occur in the story and
summarize them on the board.

Ask your students to write
economically; express the essence
of the relationships and their
transformation in as few words as
possible. That doesn’t mean they
should give their answer short shrift;
rather, encourage them to think
before they write and be clear about
what they want to say. Discourage
repetition. Ask them to find different
ways, using active verbs, to describe
behavior. Of course, they can use
additional paper, if necessary.

Optional Exercise: Examine how the
women in The Color Purple treat one
another. Look in particular at Sofia
& her sisters, Nettie & Celie, Shug &
Celie and the church ladies. Discuss
the differences between supportive
and competitive relationships. Also
look at how men influence these
relations, directly and indirectly.

Ask why students think the women
behave in these ways. Ask if they see
parallels to their own behavior and
relationships. Do the boys in class
see things differently than the girls?
What can they learn from each other?
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After the Play

Wearing the Pants?

Celie/Nettie & Celie/Sofia:

Sofia/Harpo & Shug/Mister:

Celie/Mister & Celie/Shug:

Page 13-14: cont’d

Optional Exercise: Ask your students
if they think the story is realistic.

If no, then ask why not. Ask them

to separate the performance from
the story; sometimes a character is
likeable because the actor is likeable,
and vice versa. Does this concept
alter their evaluation of the story?

Optional Exercise: Make lists of

Celie/Mister at the beginning & end of the play:

14 PLAY. Discovery Guide The Color Purple.

popular films or TV shows in which
one character cedes power to
another. Act out scenes in class.
(Free, full-length screenplays can be
found at dailyscript.com.)

Optional Exercise: Have your
students write a brief essay or
narrative piece about gaining or
losing power. The piece can be
fictional, autobiographical or about
someone they know.

Optional Exercise: The Color Purple
is, in part, about cycles of violence;
abused children sometimes become
abusive parents. Perhaps some of
your students have indirect or direct
experience with this family dynamic.
If appropriate for your class, discuss
strategies for breaking this cycle.

At the end of these instructions are
some resources that contain advice,
hotline numbers, etc.

Optional Exercise: After the students
have seen the play, have them

write a letter using one or more of
the following elements of writing:
Narrative, Descriptive, Expository,
Response to Literature or Persuasive.
Mail their responses to P.L.A.Y. at the
following address.

601 West Temple Street
Los Angeles, CA goo12

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

Incest and domestic abuse

information:

« incestabuse.about.com/cs/
childabuse/ht/listentochild.htm

« findarticles.com/p/articles/
mi_qa3693/is_199601/ai_n8738862

« www.tamarashouse.sk.ca/
myths.shtml

« incestabuse.about.com/od/
domesticabuse/a/TopsDVMyths.
htm

« www.healthyminds.org/multimedia/
domesticviolence.pdf

On debate procedure:
« www.lalc.k12.ca.us/UCLASP/
ISSUES/landfills/debate.htm

» www.educationworld.com/
a_lesson/lesson/lesson3zogb.shtml

« www.triviumpursuit.com/
speech_debate/what_is_debate.php

« www.paulnoll.com/Books/
Clear-English/debate-advice.html

Abuse hotlines:
« www.ndvh.org

« www.helpguide.org/mental/
domestic_violence_abuse_types_
signs_causes_effects.htm

« www.childhelp.org/get_help

« www.helpguide.org/mental/
child_abuse_physical_emotional_
sexual_neglect.htm

« www.thechildabusehotline.com
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