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Violence and Racism in Toni Morrison’s A Mercy, Paradise, and
God Help the Child in the View of Slavoj Zizek

Aliakbar Pormouzeh',Hoda Shabrang®
Abstract: Toni Morrison (1931-2019), the first black African-American Nobel Prize
winner in literature, is celebrated for novels characterized by visionary force, poetic
import and giving life to racial aspects of American reality. During her literary carrier,
she published 11 novels whose three understudies are A Mercy, Paradise, and God
Help the Child. A Mercy narrates violence in seventieth century America through the
life of Florens, a girl resold to clear her masters debt. Paradise is a non-linear nar-
rative of nine all-black families parted from the white community to constitute a pure

1.MA.Graduate. English Department. University of Khatam, Tehran-Iran.
2.Assistant professor. University of Khatam, Tehran-Iran.
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dark-black town. God Help the Child is the story of Lula Ann, a blue-black girl born
out of a light-colored couple followed by accusation of adultery. Lulas light-colored
parents are minority within the white society and attempt to socialize with the domi-
nant whites, but unconsciously cause interracial violence.

Background of Study: Slavoj Zizek (1949-) introduced two types of violence: subjec-
tive and objective. Subjective violence refers to visible crime and terror in the social
and individual level. Objective violence is both visible and invisible, manifested in
forms of systemic violence in racism, hate-speech, discrimination, and systemic vio-
lence as the catastrophic effects of economic and political systems. Zizek categorizes
one s being inferiority for its mere ‘being’as ontological violence and believes that ‘in-
feriority’is a socially constructed term mostly by white racists and a symbolic violence
inherent to language. Introducing post-race era and colorblind racism, Bonilla-Silva
indicates whites claim they see no color any more, just people; while discrimination is
still dominant and determines the life of colored people.

Method and Discussion: ZiZek's subjective violence is the most visible type of vio-
lence that can be the effect of other types of violence including systemic and symbolic
violence as two subcategories of objective violence. Racial violence emerged in Amer-
ica from early slave trade of black Africans (as represented in A Mercy) and later
in Paradise changed into intergenerational and interracial conflicts among colored
people due to segregation laws. In God Help the Child, the interracial conflict in a
colored family represents racial identity crisis that originated from systemic violence
and ontological violence. God help the Child is a narrative of 21th century racism and
violence that in line with Bonilla-Silva's theory of post-race and colorblind racism
indicates that racism is not over, but has taken new forms among colored families
and metamorphosed into intergenerational and interracial violence. Discussion on
Morrison'’s understudied novels represent changing of violence from its visible (sub-
Jective) form in A Mercy to invisible (objective) intergenerational and interracial con-
Slicts in both Paradise and God Help the Child that are interpreted as colorblind rac-
ism, originally generated by ontological violence that is a form of symbolic violence.
Conclusion: In novels, violence is represented in three ways. subjective violence
between whites and blacks, interracial violence; and intergenerational conflict. In A
Mercy, slave trade, rape, and mercy represented ontological violence, subjective vi-
olence, and systemic violence, respectively. In Paradise, that is a reaction to racism
and consequence of segregation laws, not only subjective violence is still committed,
but also it is changed into invisible or objective forms such as interracial violence and
intergenerational conflict. In God Help the Child, while all forms of violence are still
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performed, interracial conflict (between members of a colored family) reveals that
new layers of violence and exploitation are reproduced which challenged the post-ra-
cial claims and endorses colorblind racism and emergence of racial identity crisis.
Therefore, Morison considers racial norms as social and ideological constructions of
colonialism that are regularly transformative and generative.

Keywords: Intergenerational conflict, interracial violence, subjective and objective
violence, ontological violence, systemic violence, symbolic violence, racial identity
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