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For Vonnegut, then, the actual image of the
war hero is very different from that idealized
in our national ideology about heroism. Significantly, however, Vonnegut does not suggest that
his own vision of heroism offers us any better
consolation about war. He portrays Derby as a
tragic hero, ultimately dying for a pointless crime
unrelated to the ideals he so passionately upholds. If wars are mainly fought by characterless
men with no sense of what they’re fighting for,
and the rare heroes end up tragically dying, how,
then, can we justify fighting at all? In her book
The Politics of Postmodernism, Linda Hutcheon
explains how parody, like that which characterizes the writing of Slaughterhouse Five, reflects
on questions like these by critiquing our national
ideologies. She writes, “The postmodern’s initial
concern is to de-naturalize some of the dominant
features of our way of life; to point out that those
entities that we unthinkingly experience as ‘natural’…are in fact ‘cultural’; made by us, not given
to us.”8 Writing as a postmodernist author, Vonnegut does precisely this, pressing his readers to
reconsider what they have been culturally taught
to believe about war heroism and to truly think
about the ideals behind the fighting. Although he
offers no clear alternative, his criticism incites us
to think about how to construct our own vision of
war heroism and consider what implications the
phenomenon of war has for humanity at large.

MORRISON’S CRITIQUE OF BLACK NATIONALISM
Whereas Slaughterhouse Five revises the fantasy
of the hero celebrated in an actual historical war,
Toni Morrison’s Paradise looks at the phenomenon of war as it exists within a community. In
her novel, Morrison writes about the historical wounding of African Americans following
Emancipation in the latter half of the nineteenth
century. Her novel speaks about the failure of
Reconstruction, when, after ten years, African
Americans in positions of power were expelled
from their communities and forced to travel
west. Resentful of the way whites treated them
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and their ancestors, the disallowed develop an
intense loyalty to their race. Morrison writes,
“They saved the clarity of their hatred for
the men who had insulted them in ways too

failing, it must be constantly invoked and reiterated in order to exist. With Ruby, Morrison sets
out to challenge the idealized image of paradise;
her novel nods to the fantasy meta-narrative but

confounding for language: first by excluding
them, then by offering them staples to exist in
that very exclusion.”9 As past wounding bleeds
into their present lives, these African Americans
seek to establish a space where they can recover
their pride and secure themselves against those
outsiders who would threaten their attempt to
rebuild. At the heart of their enforced exclusion is a fierce need to honor the trauma which
has defined their community identity. Morrison
presents this attitude as a kind of militaristic
black nationalism, bent on maintaining racial
purity through policing paradise and keeping out
anything which threatens its utopian harmony.
In describing her characters’ search for a utopian
space, Morrison addresses meta-narratives about
national fantasies: because the fantasy is always

shatters it through presenting the town as an unsustainable illusion of utopia. Though Morrison
understands the vital role historical wounding
plays in fueling the illusion, she ultimately critiques a kind of black nationalism which desperately seeks to maintain the fantasy of paradise.
By rooting her story in the historical plight
of African Americans, Morrison stresses
what is at stake in the establishment of Ruby.
Following their ancestors’ violent persecution,
the town represents a paradise for the nine
founding families who seek to reclaim safety and
prosperity. Morrison offers a sense of how the
men in the novel idealize Ruby by describing a
group of Negro ladies who pose for a photograph
in summer dresses. She writes, “Deek’s image of
the nineteen summertime ladies was unlike the

photographer’s. His remembrance was pastel
colored and eternal.”10 These idyllic women,
pure and youthful, represent the hope that
the founding families had for Ruby in 1949.
They wished to carry with them the ideals the
Old Fathers’ built Haven upon: a strong sense
of community and commitment to caring for
one another. To ensure their freedom, Ruby
is protected in its complete isolation from the
surrounding communities. Morrison writes,
“Unique and isolated, his was a town justifiably
pleased with itself. It neither had nor needed
a jail…the one or two people who acted up,
humiliated their families or threatened the
town’s view of itself were taken good care of.
Certainly there wasn’t a slack or sloven woman
anywhere in town…from the beginning its people
were free and protected.”11 The townspeople
pride themselves on their lack of outside
technology and sole reliance on traditional values
to govern the community. They find no need
to allow new, outside ideas to change the town
which has remained a haven for its members
since its founding families uprooted their lives
and originally settled Ruby.
Though Morrison takes great pains to describe
the historical trauma central to the novel, she ultimately condemns the strategy those living in Ruby
use to maintain their paradise. Instead of being a
community based on human connection and a
sharing of resources, Morrison reveals that Ruby
is only an illusion of utopia. The town’s protective isolation is actually rooted in a fear of change
and difference. Maintaining utopia involves a
rejection of the other, of what lies “Out There,”
beyond Ruby’s limits. Yet those living in Ruby are
blind to the damage that isolation and exclusion
cause in their community; strict societal restrictions are enforced to keep paradise cleansed, and
the men of Ruby use increasing violence against
anyone who threatens its purity. Morrison offers
the example of Billie Delia to show what happens
to those who push against the idealized image of
paradise. In her youth, she makes a spectacle of

herself by undressing in the street and from that
moment becomes a source of shame for both her
family and the greater community of Ruby. Morrison writes, “Pat knew that had her daughter been
an 8-rock, they would not have held it against her.
They would have seen it for what it was—only an
innocent child would have done that, surely.”12
Though Billy Delia, being only a child, could not
know the impropriety of her actions, she becomes marked by the community’s belief in her
deviant sexuality. As she
grows older and expresses
her sexuality more openly,
Billie Delia is considered a
liability for Ruby; in order
to maintain their paradise,
the community members
must fiercely regulate desire, and as a result, she is
rejected by them.
Morrison shows how,
in spite of their attempts
to regulate desire and to
eliminate threats like Billie
Delia, problems arise which
undermine Ruby’s utopian
existence. Rumors of outrages like the birth of damaged infants, disappearing
brides, and murderous
conflicts between families
are whispered throughout
the town. Morrison’s novel demonstrates how
the disallowed desire of the community is pushed
onto the women. She writes, “The proof they had
been collecting since the terrible discovery in the
spring could not be denied: the one thing that
connected all these catastrophes was in the Convent. And in the Convent were those women.”13
The men of Ruby are finally forced to confront
these problems, but rather than accept responsibility, they blame and attack the women living
in the Convent just outside their borders. Having
displayed unacceptable desire, these women are

marginalized by Ruby’s rigid policing and represent a threat to utopia that must be eliminated
at any cost. Because Morrison’s novel begins and
ends with this violent encounter, she places the
image of weapons and killing at the very forefront
of her story. She writes, “They are nine, over twice
the number of the women they are obliged to
stampede or kill and they have the paraphernalia for either requirement: rope, a palm leaf cross,
handcuffs, Mace and sunglasses, along with clean,
handsome guns.”14 The calculated preparedness of
the men implies the promise of battle; each man carrying his weapon enters the
Convent with the intention
of destroying the enemy
that threatens his paradise. The black nationalist
attitude that fuels the desire for purity in Ruby is so
strong that the men resort
to war-like behavior. Here
Morrison shows how, in
an attempt to police inside
paradise, the townspeople
reenact the violence they
fought so hard to escape.
They subvert the ideals
upon which Ruby’s utopian
existence is founded, and in
doing so confirm the emptiness of their fantasy.
Morrison also shatters the illusion of Ruby as
a paradise with the dispute over the Oven, a central meeting place that serves as a monument to
the significance of the town’s history. Instead of
symbolizing their ancestors’ sacrifices and shared
community, however, the Oven incites conflicting interpretations of their past, which threaten
Ruby’s utopian harmony. Everyone has their own
version of the Disallowing, and as a result, two
groups emerge with conflicting beliefs about what
the Oven should communicate about the town.

INSTEAD OF PROMOTING
SOCIETAL CHANGE AND THE
CREATION OF A TRUE KIND
OF PARADISE ACHIEVED BY
RELEASING TRAUMA, RUBY
PUNISHES THOSE WHO
ENVISION A COMMUNITY
BASED ON ABSOLUTE
TOLERANCE AND FREEDOM
OF EXPRESSION.
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