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Recherches (UFR) : Communication, Milieu et Société (CMS) de l’Université 
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Abstract 

This article analyzes Paradise as an articulation of utopias, that is, as a set of naive dreams cherished by the 

Ruby community. While their relocation is a consequence of the project to build a stable, egalitarian, and 

integrated society, perceived as a refuge from various forms of oppression, inequality, and injustice, Ruby 

ultimately becomes a hell for most of its inhabitants. Drawing primarily on Jacques Derrida’s deconstruction, 

and secondarily on Marxism and feminism, this study investigates the contradictions between utopia and 

dystopia, purity and impurity, equality and hierarchy. Ultimately, it emerges that the presence of a phallocentric 

and plutocratic society, implying the marginalization of women and young people on the one hand, and the 

practice of internal racism on the other, undermines the dream of an egalitarian society. Similarly, its capitalist 

and individualistic management style makes Ruby a community diametrically opposed to the initially cherished 

collectivist dream. In short, with Ruby's hellish existence and the killings and destruction that occurred at the 

Convent, the dream of the men of Paradise becomes a dystopia. 

Keywords : utopia, collectivism, equality, patriarchy, capitalism, racism, exclusion, dystopia 

 

Les utopies du « Paradise » de Toni Morrison 
 

Résumé 

Cet article analyse Paradise comme une articulation d’utopies, c’est-à-dire, comme un ensemble de rêves naïfs 

caressés par la communauté de Ruby. Alors que leur déplacement est consécutif au projet de construction d’une 

société stable, égalitaire et intégrée, perçue comme un refuge contre différentes formes d’oppression, d’inégalités 

et d’injustices, Ruby finit par devenir un enfer pour la plupart de ses habitants. S’appuyant principalement sur la 

déconstruction chez Jacques Derrida, et secondairement sur le Marxisme et le féminisme, l’étude eamine les 

contradictions entre l’utopie et la dystopie, la pureté et l’impureté, l’égalité et la hiérarchie. Ainsi, au bout du 

compte, il ressort que la présence d’une société phallocentrique et ploutocratique, insinuant la mise à l’écart des 

femmes et des jeunes d’une part, la pratique d’un racisme interne d’autre part, battent en brèche le rêve d’une 

société égalitaire. Similairement, son mode de gestion capitaliste et individualiste fait de Ruby une communauté 

aux antipodes du rêve collectiviste initialement entretenu. En somme, avec la vie infernale de Ruby, les tueries et 

destructions qui ont eu lieu au Couvent, le rêve des hommes de Paradise devient une dystopie.  

Mots clés : utopie, collectivisme, égalité, patriarcat, capitalisme, racisme, exclusion, dystopie. 
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Introduction 

Published in 1997, Toni Morrison’s Paradise deeply probes the utopian imagination by 

placing it at the heart of idealist traditions. By portraying the founding of Ruby, an African 

American community conceived as a refuge from racial violence and economic exclusion, the 

novel initially reconnects with the utopian tradition which has developed since Thomas More, 

Plato, Voltaire and François Rabelais, respectively through their books Utopia (1517), 

Republic (around 380 BCE), Candide ou l’optimisme (1759), and La vie très horrifique de 

Gargantua, père de Pantagruel (1534). All these books imagine utopian cities, separate 

spaces, founded on an ideal of harmony, stability, and collective cohesion: ‘Amaurot’ in 

Utopia, ‘Kallipolis’ in Republic, ‘Eldorado’ in Candide ou l’optimisme, and ‘l’Abbaye de 

Thélème’ in Gargantua. Despite the difference of eras, these works on utopias have a 

common thread: expose the social injustices of their respective societies (greed, inequality and 

punishment). To underline the unrealism of such community, Thomas More deliberately 

makes his city ambiguous and unsettling, thus creating a perspective that Toni Morrison 

would later follow. Morrison does not simply represent a communal utopia; she deconstructs 

its discursive foundations, revealing the logics of exclusion, hierarchy, and domination that 

condition its existence. Paradise orchestrates, tests and ultimately dismantles multiples 

visions of a perfect community, showing how utopian dreams curdle into exclusion, violence 

and control. How does Morrison construct Paradise as a discourse on utopias? How does 

construct her discourse? What sectors does her discourse incorporate? 

In response to these questions, it is crucial to analyze, using deconstruction, from a Derridean 

perspective, how the overall project of a paradise crumbles into desolation. Of course, 

Paradise displays the binary oppositions upon which Ruby's utopian project rests: 

interior/exterior, purity/impurity, order/chaos, salvation / perdition. The novel shows that 

these categories never function as stable poles, but as fragile constructs whose consistency 

depends on what they repress. Utopia is thus defined only by the negation of otherness: 

autonomous women and unorthodox subjectivities. In this sense, Ruby illustrates the central 

paradox of deconstructed utopia: that which claims to guarantee community cohesion 

engenders the very conditions of its violence. 

Because Ruby reproduces hyper-masculinity, misogyny, and authoritarian control, despite its 

initial promise to build an equalitarian community, a feminist approach to the text is also 

appropriate, especially in Bell Hooks’ perspective. Ruby’s patriarchal structure rests on the 

control of female bodies, social reproduction, and historical narrative.  
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Finally, the utopian dimension of the novel is rooted in a materialist assessment of the socio-

economic conditions of the community. Ruby’s project is inseparable from a specific 

relationship to capitalist control, property, and inheritance, which transforms the dream of 

cohesion into a mechanism of social reproduction.  

The study is articulated in three major sections. The first section highlights the tension 

between the initial dream of an egalitarian society and the highly hierarchical and racist 

community of Ruby. The second one analyzes the dichotomy between the dream of a 

communist society and a capitalist society. Finally, the study reveals how the illusion of living 

in a haven of peace, a paradise, crumbles into a dystopia. 

1. The Illusion of an Equalitarian Society  

1.1. From the dream of an egalitarian society to a hierarchical society 

Ruby is clearly a phallocratic community. Power there is masculine, ancient, and rigid: 

women are confined to domestic and moral roles. Ruby cherishes phallocracy through its 

power structures, its discourse, and its social practices. Although the town presents itself as an 

egalitarian refuge, it is in reality organized around male domination. The utopia is built on 

gender domination, incompatible with a truly egalitarian society. Collective decisions are 

made during men's meetings, while women are excluded from the spaces for deliberation. For 

example, the question of preserving The Oven, Ruby's central symbol, is exclusively debated 

and interpreted by the men. The meeting is convened at their initiative and conducted under 

their authority.  

Succession is conceived exclusively through the patrilineal line, as evidenced by the Morgans' 

struggle to position their nephew, K.D., despite his flaws. K.D. is the father of Arnette's 

pregnancy. And while everyone resents her for her precocious pregnancy and for its 

occurrence outside the normative framework, the Morgans make excuses for their nephew:  

Since the loose bones of his cousins had been buried two years ago, K.D., 

their hope and their despair, was the last male in a line that included a 

lieutenant governor, a state auditor, and two mayors. His behavior, as 

always, required scrutiny and serious correction. Or would the uncles see it 

another way? Maybe Arnette’s baby would be a boy, a Morgan 

grandnephew.” (T. Morrison, 2015: 55)  

In addition to protecting their nephew, the Morgans hope that the expected child will be a 

boy.  

The culmination of this male domination, and consequently the exclusion of women, is the 

decision to attack the Convent. This decision is made by a group of men, without consulting 

the women. Posing as moral arbiters, they accuse the Convent women of threatening the 
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social order. Ruby’s leaders regard them as being too free, independent, or marginal, 

ultimately wresting their bodies from male control. As these women enjoy a life live without 

male authority, their autonomy allows them to rebuild themselves, heal their wounds outside 

of the patriarchal framework and traditional hierarchies. The women’s eccentricity and 

independence is immediately noticed by the assailers who arrive at the Convent to raid them. 

Their emancipatory audacity is expressed through a few strange practices: a “name written in 

lipstick” (T. Morrison, 2015: 17); an absence of patriarchal habits with “each woman 

sleep[ing] not in a bed, like normal people, but in a hummock” (T. Morrison, 2015:17). There 

is “not a cross of Jesus anywhere.” (T. Morrison, 2015: 17), and, unlike women from the 

“orderly community,” they have unstructured minds characterized by “revolting sex, deceit 

and the sly torture of children.” (T. Morrison, 2015: 17) 

The withdrawal of women from the community of Ruby to take refuge in the Convent is 

clearly an indication of the utopian nature of the separatist project of the elders. The very 

existence of the Convent is the evidence of the fragmentation of Ruby, the irreconcilability of 

its inhabitants, and the failure of the project of living together that had nevertheless motivated 

its creation. 

The scene of the attack on the Convent is equally a clear example of misogyny. Even though 

respect for the patriarchal order remains the official motive for the men's wrath against the 

Convent women, their sadistic practices exude premeditation and contempt for women. The 

first paragraph of the novel is loaded with both sadistic and misogynistic clues: “they shoot 

the white girl first. With the rest they can take their time. No need to hurry out there. They are 

seventeen miles from a town which has ninety miles between it and any other. Hiding places 

will be plentiful in the Convent, but there is time and the day has just begun” (T. Morrison, 

2015: 3). 

One senses their relish for the tragedy. Their method reveals their desire to amplify the 

women's agony, who, in addition to their defenselessness, must face certain death. The 

descriptive details of this planned massacre reveal the level of bestiality to which Ruby’s men 

have reached as a result of their desire to build a homogeneous society. Nothing can deter 

them from the dream of “paradise” of their ancestors: “Freedmen who stood tall in 1889 

dropped to their knees in 1934 and were stomach-crawling by 1948. That is why they are here 

in this Convent. To make sure it never happens again. That nothing inside or out rots the one 

all-black town worth the pain.” (T. Morrison, 2015: 5) 
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The visitors' aversion is heightened by the observation of the pervasive moral decay at the 

Convent. This reminds them, as the narrator indicates, of the ideal life of their community in 

its early days, a city free from impurities and anxieties but which emphasized the social role 

of women: 

From the beginning its people were free and protected. A sleepless woman 

could always rise from her bed, wrap a shawl around her shoulders and sit on 

the steps in the moonlight. And it she felt like it she could walk out the yard 

and on down the road. No lamp and no fear. A hiss-crackle from the side of 

the road would never scare her because whatever it was that made the sound, 

it wasn’t something creeping up on her. Nothing for ninety miles around 

thought she was prey. She could stroll as slowly as she liked, think of food 

preparations, war, of family things, or lift her eyes to stars and think of 

nothing at all. Lampless and without fear she could make her way…The 

woman could decide to go back to her own house then, refreshed and ready 

to sleep, or she might keep her direction and walk further down the road, 

past other houses, past three churches, past the feedlot. On out, beyond the 

limits of town, because nothing at the edge thought she was a prey. (T. 

Morrison, 2015: 8-9) 

Ruby was clearly founded out of the “8-rocks’” desire to build an egalitarian community that 

would turn its back on the segregation and injustices their ancestors had endured for centuries. 

But it went about it the wrong way. Because in this quest for equality, its leaders have 

established principles that not only reproduce the logic of exclusion they were trying to avoid, 

but also, made room for categorization, hierarchy, and consequently, rejection. 

In an article, “Illusion of Heaven in New Haven Town in Toni Morrison’s Paradise”, Kaya 

Onur also highlights the same clues of utopia by displaying the novel’s patriarchal 

inconsistencies. While the aim was to build a heaven that would shelter both men and women, 

New Haven has turned into a hell where women face a double segregation: one racist and the 

other sexist. (O. Kaya, 2016: 200) The author founds his conviction of Ruby’s hierarchization 

borrowing his arguments from Foucault’s theory that wherever there is power, there is 

necessarily prohibition and repression: In Foucault’s terms, “power is what prohibits, what 

prevents people doing something” (M. Foucault, 1978: 56). Therefore, the very existence of a 

patriarchal order in Paradise implies that these women are limited and segregated, and 

eventually repressed, at least in a sexist perspective. On this point, Foucault is unambiguous: 

“to say that sex is not repressed, or rather that the relationship between sex and power is not 

characterized by repression, is to risk falling into a sterile paradox” (M. Foucault, 1978: 8). 

L. Kritzman (1988:102) has a similar conviction when he states that “sexuality, in so far as it 

is, in every society is a good area to test what mechanisms of power actually.” 
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1.2. From the quest for an anti-racist refuge to the practice of virulent racism 

The primary ideal that inspired the creation of Ruby was life in a society free from racism. In 

fact, weary of the persistent racial persecution and segregation stemming from post-

emancipation American society, the ancestors of Ruby's inhabitants made the firm decision to 

create an all-Black city. But this dream quickly turns into a nightmare for some residents who 

now have to undergo a number of absurd classifications. 

The founding of Ruby came about indeed as a result of a quest for an anti-racist refuge, 

against the backdrop of historical trauma of segregation and the rejection suffered by African 

Americans of darker skin. By seeking to create a protected space, free from the domination of 

white people, the founders intended to preserve a collective dignity threatened by the 

American racial order. 

However, Morrison reveals that this emancipatory aspiration gradually hardens into a 

normative communal ideology, where racial purity, selective memory, and social control 

become instruments of power. The rejection of external racism does not lead to the abolition 

of hierarchies, but rather to their internal redeployment. The mechanisms of exclusion then 

shift inward: suspicion of otherness, marginalization of women, and rejection of all dissent, 

symbolized by the Convent. This internal racism, bitter and supposingly protective, rests on 

an essentialist identity that reproduces the very logic it initially sought to combat. The title of 

the novel (“Paradise”) seems therefore to be Toni Morrison’s satire of this sort of dreams. It 

actually underscores the failure of a communal living which ultimately transforming the quest 

for refuge into a space of domination. Morrison then questions the fragility of projects 

founded on exclusion, even when they claim to be based on historical justice, and 

demonstrates that the reproduction of racism can occur independently of the presence of the 

initial oppressor, as long as power feeds on the fear of difference. 

Utopia in Toni Morrison's work is also a product of absurd racial classifications. Through the 

story of Ruby and its founders, Morrison exposes how differences, meant to represent the 

forces in oppressed communities, become tools of control and exclusion. Distinctions based 

on skin color, genealogy, gender, or moral conformity are never grounded in stable or rational 

criteria, but rather in symbolic constructs inherited from historical traumas and entrenched 

collective narratives. 

The absurdity of these classifications lies first and foremost in their claim to fix fluid 

identities. By seeking to define who fully belongs to Ruby and who is excluded, the 

community reproduces a classificatory logic similar to that of the institutional racism it 
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rejects. Morrison thus shows that these categories, far from guaranteeing order or cohesion, 

generate increasing internal fragmentation. They function as authoritarian fictions that mask 

their own incoherence under the guise of tradition, memory, and collective survival. 

The analysis of the novel reveals that categorizations (and therefore exclusions) operate on 

multiple levels. First, it manifests itself through criteria of legitimacy based on genealogy, 

skin color, and seniority, which establish an internal hierarchy and determine individuals' 

inclusion or marginalization. Added to this are strict moral and religious norms that regulate 

acceptable behavior, transforming deviance—real or perceived—into grounds for rejection. 

These mechanisms underscore that exclusion is not merely a one-off event, but an 

institutionalized process embedded in everyday discourse and practices. The Convent is the 

privileged site where these practices of exclusion become visible and violent. A feminine, 

plural, and liminal space, it escapes the norms imposed by Ruby and crystallizes the anxieties 

of the community. The growing hostility towards it reveals the political function of exclusion: 

designating a threatening "outside" serves to strengthen internal cohesion and legitimize 

masculine and patriarchal authority. In this sense, the elimination of women from the Convent 

appears as the logical outcome of a system founded on the fear of difference. 

To some extent, the opposition between Ruby and the Convent reveals the irrational nature of 

classifications. The women of the Convent, perceived as indefinable, hybrid, or morally 

ambiguous, embody the anxiety of a system incapable of tolerating indeterminacy. Their 

exclusion is not based on objective facts, but on the symbolic threat they represent to a social 

order founded on rigid boundaries. Morrison thus suggests that the absurdity of classifications 

manifests itself in the violence they generate: when categories can no longer explain reality, 

they resort to repression to maintain themselves. 

By analyzing these mechanisms, Paradise deconstructs the illusion that identity 

classifications are necessary or natural. Morrison demonstrates, on the contrary, that they are 

fragile, historically situated, and profoundly contradictory constructs, whose absurdity 

becomes glaringly apparent as soon as they claim to guarantee a paradise founded on 

exclusion. 

2. From the dream of a collectivist life to an individualistic and capitalist society 

Even if Ruby’s patriarchs version of community is rigid and marked by an obsession with 

control and lineage, their purpose is to build a cohesive town. As descendants from Zechariah 

Morgan, a mythic figure in the town’s memory and one of the leading founders of Ruby, who 

had imagined the original settlement of Haven as a place built on collective labor, shared 
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survival and mutual responsibility, they commit themselves to preserve the heritage. Actually, 

at an early stage, land, work and resources were understood as belonging to the community, 

as a way to emphasize the solidarity among the dispossessed. One strong symbol around 

which Ruby’s collectivism was expected to be built, as the ancestors had defined, is the Oven. 

Indeed, the community's attempts to build its solidarity around the powerful symbol of the 

Oven, which, in the eyes of the founders, represented the meeting point of hearts, the merging 

of perspectives, and which would serve as a reference point for regulating society. Analyzing 

it, one could read it as a symbol of communal ownership and collective ideology. It originally 

belongs to the town of Haven before its transfer with the same function to Ruby. No single 

family uses it. Everyone sees it as a communal artifact to be used and maintained. It 

reinforces the idea of mutual dependence and implies collective identity. Zachariah’s vision, 

and specifically that of the Oven, can be said to align with the communist ethos that Karl 

Marx had theorized about.  

Yet, under the influence Steward and Deacon Morgan, the community took a sharp turn for 

moral rigidity and power, including material power. The daily life of the community has not 

escaped the harsh laws of modernizing societies: competition, the acquisition of property, the 

protection of personal or family assets and possessions, the division of classes, and the use of 

ideological apparatuses to consolidate their hegemony. As we can see, Ruby’s life is 

punctuated by struggles to preserve economic gains, as evidenced by the Morgans’ fight. 

Bankers, they do everything to consolidate the legacy of their parents, who were also bankers. 

While the Morgans are champions of the dream of a communal life, they are fervent adherents 

of the principle of self-realization through increased profit, and this, at the expense of the 

masses, who are subtly exploited. One of their key motives is to maintain a reputation of 

influential people and of a privileged class. Contrary to the Morgans’ call for unity around the 

Oven, Ruby’s life is materialistic and individualistic. The Morgans use their wealth to 

maintain their supremacy, not for the common welfare. At no moment, was either the 

management of their business or the sharing of profits a shared vision in the town. 

On the contrary, social classes are clearly emerging. According to observations, Ruby is 

structured in such a way that one class dominates and another is subjugated. And often, those 

in power resort to ideological tools such as religion and historical narratives to maintain their 

hegemony. 
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3. From the illusion of a haven of peace to a dystopia.  

Morrison plays on the gap between the founding myth and lived reality of Ruby. Initially 

conceived as a sanctuary for protection, solidarity and racial cohesion, this community, the 

city is dreamt of as an earthly paradise, a heaven that would promote collective pride and 

pride on an audacious history and memory.  Zechariah, the founding ancestor of the project, 

had, from the outset, nurtured a clear vision based on freedom, pride, purity, and honor, a 

vision the narrator encapsulates in plain words: “Maybe, having been routed from office by 

whites, refused a homestead by coloreds, he wanted to make a permanent feature in that open 

land so different from Louisiana” (T. Morrison, 2015: 99). Beyond this socio-historical 

emancipation, Zechariah and his men dreamt of a familial, convivial and unsoiled space, 

especially with women “who had never worked in a white man’s kitchen or nursed a white 

child” (T. Morrison, 2015: 99); women not tainted by rape and degrading submission. 

However, Morrison reveals that this supposed haven rests on an illusion: the proclaimed unity 

masks mechanisms of exclusion, control, and rigid identity formation. The obsession with 

purity, whether genealogical, moral, or cultural, brings about a stagnant society, incapable of 

tolerating difference or dissent. The community, instead of protecting its members, submits 

them to symbolic and then physical violence, culminating in the attack on the Convent, the 

alternative space of freedom and female pluralism. This final attack symbolizes the failure of 

the communalist utopia, which has become incapable of tolerating otherness. 

Paradise is therefore seen as a dystopian novel, not in the classic perspective like George 

Orwell’s 1984, or Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale, but because it is a sort of 

pseudo-utopia. All the same, the novel does transpire with a few important features of 

dystopian narratives: surveillance, authoritarian control, fear and paranoia. 

Like The Handmaid’s Tale which explores a powerful and totalitarian central authority, 

sentiments of fear and an unbending oppression, Paradise also highlights strong patriarchal 

and phallocratic authoritarianism. It shows the men of Ruby governing through a moral 

absolutism, which concedes almost nothing to women.  The slide from utopia to dystopia is 

thus brought about by patriarchal authoritarianism and the sacralization of the past, which 

transform the founding myth into an instrument of domination. Morrison then questions the 

inherent dangers of any community structure that claims absolute harmony: when peace and 

unity are established as dogmas, they can become tools of oppression. The novel therefore 

exposes an insidious dystopia, born not from an external power, but from ideological 
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confinement and the fear of otherness within the very heart of their “paradise.” Dissent is not 

acceptable; it is rather treated as decay or threat. 

Still, the massacre is the bleakest dystopian moment. The chaos at the Convent is the 

culmination of all the authoritarian logic that is deployed at Ruby. By the time of the attack, 

Ruby’s leaders behave like dystopian enforcers. The Convent women are watched, talked 

about, blamed for crop failures, youth rebellion, and social change. This scapegoating 

resembles dystopian regimes that redirect anxiety into a single enemy, allowing those in 

power to maintain control while avoiding accountability for deeper problems within the 

system. Since the Convent represents a space of female self-definition – messy, imperfect, but 

self-directed, the violent intrusion into that space reflects a dystopian impulse to eliminate the 

unregulated. 

Dystopias often grow out the utopian dreams taken to extremes. The men’s obsession with 

preserving Ruby’s moral and racial purity leads them to define the Convent women a 

contamination. The raid shows how a society that claims moral superiority can justify 

brutality in the name of preservation. 

Conclusion 

Toni Morrison set out to combat two ideas: that the construction of a fixed identity and a self-

sufficient geographical and social community remains an illusion; and that no utopia is 

perfect. Paradise is therefore a novel that questions the human need to create "paradises" for 

in this illusory quest, leaders end up transforming the space into a hell for its inhabitants. To 

demonstrate this, the novel highlights the failure of the communal dream. Thus, instead of 

building a community based on a communist vision, with equitable access to community 

resources and a sense of collective management of goods, we witness a capitalist society, 

where the guarantee of individual property takes precedence and social stratification is 

established. It is also a society that very quickly abandoned its dream of an egalitarian life, 

transforming itself into a space marked by strong tensions and hierarchies or distinctions 

based on gender. In the same vein, Morrison exposes the illusory project of building a 

monochromatic society by demonstrating the unproductivity of radical racial absolutism.  

Yet, where she best reveals the signs of utopia is when the dream of a haven of peace 

becomes a dystopia, witnessing the community descend into total chaos with the destruction 

of Ruby and its subsequent (psychological and social) disintegration. 
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