Paradise, by Toni Morrison (1998)
Unconventional Book Review (Not on purpose!) for Mujer Palabra

This is an interesting and demanding work of art, full of meanings and power or strength we can connect to ourselves and the world we live in. It’s a network of stories about the inhabitants of a village, embedded in the narration of a more recent event: a group of men are hunting down a group of women who do not fit into the Paradise the men want to build. 
It’s a book men should read – to try to imagine, as well as do some thinking on, the impact of men’s doings in women’s lives and in society, and by opening up their minds to learn from and about women, from viewpoints they don’t have and which they might discover in the book. If they’re lucky, or generous enough, they may have an introductory contact with the realization that women are not like they think they are, or at least, that there is a whole world of women who they do not know anything about. There are all kinds of women, and the patriarchal excuse to alienate them men from women – “women cannot possibly be understood” – is a vicious phallacy (misogynist). 
Women should read it too, because in strange ways (non literal or descriptive, in ways like resulting from atmosphere and intuitive understanding, like poetry, abstract painting, magic realism o a kind of faulknerian viewpoint) it is an empowering novel. And also, because one can learn about how to present the common and dramatic situations women face just because they are women in patriarchal societies, without turning women into victims. (Men should listen, or listen better to women when they speak about their realities, they should be more courageous and generous, readier to apply the use of their intelligence; and women who are not in extreme situations should make the effort of narrating it all avoiding resent, vengeance and victimism, for these things degrade their thoughts and enslave them, not allowing them to have enough mind space to move freely in order to solve problems better.)
Unfortunately, I haven’t been able to understand it all, especially at the beginning (the book is thick and that is intimidating for me, but I promise I’ll read it again). This is due to my own way of reading -- which tends to be intuitive and wild (sometimes this means I can listen better because I’m thinking more freely, and sometimes it prevents me from drawing close to what the author set out to say) -- but also because of the structure of the novel and its rhythm: you need to be patient (the story will most likely grip you). You need to go with the flow with each story you encounter, even if gradually or eventually you realize you will discard it as meaningful for the deeper meanings. All of those stories have a role: they create the atmosphere, and atmosphere we all know about, regardless our cultural background (like the essences that Shakespeare captures which trascend time and space), and that is more important than the actual detail in each story, it is the echo of what is being narrated, it expands the territory for exploration. That is why I don’t think it is that important that you understand it all, provided you keep journeying with the characters. You see, the “material” problem here is that a whole village population (say, metaphorically speaking, the over 300 people living there!) is told about, their stories embedded into the timeline of a different time, but the narration of these stories is so long that you might feel irritated or exhausted by the “detour”. So my advice is that whenever a new story comes your way, you focus on it, and forget about keeping a rising intonation (so to say) to pick up later on the main story or “excuse” for writing the novel.

When I read the opening paragraph of Paradise, ten years ago, I put the book down till this summer in 2010. I thought I knew what would happen (this happens to innumerable men when women speak). I was wrong. I have to say, Toni Morrison is an extremely intelligent artist and thinker (the mind is the heart too, and the only reason we severed the heart out of it is because we accepted Patriarchal Reason, which involves no connectedness in rational reasoning at all, but pure psychopathetic reasonings) and the story will surprise you. Don’t let what you know about the world prevent you from reading this story. Be innocent. Switch into Child mode. And if you are a white person, don’t allow your visualizing make people white (It’s not an important issue in the book; I’m just saying it so you can experience that exercise and perhaps find out a few things about how our minds work). Make the effort, be brave and generous and let the book lead your way. 
(Incidentally, Toni Morrison has an amazingly interesting essay on how white people perceive black people, and essay which, surprisingly perhaps, allowed me to think deeper about how men perceive women. This essay is in a brief and dense book of essays called “Playing in the Dark”.)

What I miss in the book is learning more about the women protagonists, for the magic or spirituality that eventually comes about (and replaces what I miss, I believe) feels like (no offence here, just my perception) a primitive substitute to things we need to find here in our lives and relationships. Consequently, it feels vacant to me. Although, following the advice I’m giving you, I did make the effort to ignore my own thirst for utopias here on earth and learn from that too, taking it as if it were a metaphor of what can’t be said but actually exists (Oh, this terribly hard battle that artists, and, us feminists, have to face: wording what prevailing language refuses and doesn’t allow us to name). Still, I do miss women making the effort to create sources of power which are in the human realm (not in the spiritual), where we all exist for sure. I understand spirituality is for many people a first way to try to find words, thoughts (and all of the strength for action and attitude this brings about), to describe realities that do not prevail in our default mentality, that have not been heard or said -- a meritorious way perhaps, unavoidable in cases of having been subject to extreme abuse perhaps, but incomplete, insufficient from a freer or less traumatized position – but I do not think that should exclude a whole other world that does include all of us, this one here we all perceive and where we need to be able to react.

As I’m a Primary Source person, after reading the novel I read an interview with Toni Morrison on Paradise, and I’m pasting here some of her comments. There are no spoilers, so you’re safe! (
Source: http://www.pbs.org/newshour/bb/entertainment/jan-june98/morrison_3-9.html
Interviewer, ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: To me, this book is almost in a--it's in a different consciousness. It's like at a high level of kind of poetic prose. 

--
TONI MORRISON: The isolation, the separateness, is always a part of any utopia. And it was my meditation, if you will, and interrogation of the whole idea of paradise, the safe place, the place full of bounty, where no one can harm you. But, in addition to that, it's based on the notion of exclusivity. All paradises, all utopias are designed by who is not there, by the people who are not allowed in.

--

TONI MORRISON: Well, isolation, you know, carries the seeds of its own destruction because as times change, other things seep in, as it did with Ruby. The 50's, that was one thing; the 70's, that was another, and they refused to deal with the changing times, and simply threw up their gates, like any gated community, to keep everything away. And, in fact, that was the necessary requirement for the destruction of their paradise.

--

TONI MORRISON: Yes, because only American--only African-Americans were not immigrants in this rush to find a heaven. They had left a home. So they're seeking for another home, while other people are doing the same thing, except the other people were leaving a home that they didn't want to be in any longer, or couldn't be in any longer. Native Americans were being moved around in their home. African-Americans were looking for a second one and hopefully one that would be simply up to them, their own people, their own habits, their own culture, and to contain themselves in that. So it makes the motive for paradise a little bit different.

--

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: Women--Ruby's ruled by men, the convent is all women, and there's this dichotomy: The convent that is ruled by women who have been hurt and the town that's ruled by men. Tell us, how did you think about that dichotomy and come to that idea?

TONI MORRISON: Well, Ruby has the characteristics, the features of the Old Testament. It's patriarchal. The men are very protective of their women, very concerned about their role as leaders. The convent, as it evolves, becomes a kind of crash pad for some women who are running away from all sorts of trauma, and they don't seek the company of men. They have been hurt profoundly by men, so that even though they quarrel and fight most of the time, they're in what they consider a free place, a place where they don't have to fear that they are the people to be preyed upon, but the values are different. You have a very profound Protestant religion in Ruby, and you have something that verges on magic that is non-institutional religion in the convent. The values are entirely different. The women are--you know--examples of the 70's. And the conservative black community is affronted and horrified by that.

--

First paragraph of novel: “"They shoot the white girl first, but the rest they can take their time. No need to hurry out here. They are 17 miles from a town which has 90 miles between it and any other. Hiding places will be plentiful in the convent, but there is time, and the day has just begun. 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."

ELIZABETH FARNSWORTH: I was struck by this for many reasons, but that first line, "They shoot the white girl first," I have read the whole book, and I don't know who that was. And I imagine you did this on purpose. It doesn't matter what color the girls in the convent are. Was that your point?

TONI MORRISON: Well, my point was to flag raise and then to erase it, and to have the reader believe--finally--after you know everything about these women, their interior lives, their past, their behavior, that the one piece of information you don't know, which is the race, may not, in fact, matter. And when you do know it, what do you know?
