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要旨
トニ・モリスンの 3作目の小説「ソロモンの歌」は、彼女の作品の中でも最も有名であり、議論されて

いる作品の一つである。この小説では、彼女がしばしば取り上げる「女性の視点」から、男性中心の視点
への移行を見ることができる。また彼女はこの作品の中で、青春冒険物語の典型的な型を探求している。
主人公の男性は、家族のルーツを探し求める旅に出るが、それは同時に自分探しの旅でもあるのだ。
本論文では、この小説における男らしさとその表象、それらが西洋の伝統的なビルドゥングスロマンと

どのように関連しているか、そしてモリスンがアメリカの家父長制社会と通常結びつけられる男らしさの
原型にどのように異議を唱えているかを考察する。
モリスンの小説の男性登場人物には、アメリカ的な男性としての「成功」や「自己実現」の基準に対する様々

なアプローチが見られる。それにもかかわらず、作者は、この小説の舞台であり核であるアフリカ系アメ
リカ人の環境が、本質的にアメリカンドリームの理想にいかに疑問を投げかけるものであるかを示してい
る。モリスンの小説に登場する男性キャラクターの表象を分析することで、アメリカ社会、特にアメリカ
南部を特徴づける社会的不平等と人種的抑圧の歴史から、男らしさ、父性といったアメリカの資本主義的
家父長的理想は、この小説の黒人キャラクターにとって住みにくいものであることを明らかにする。
本論文は、この小説における対立するナラティブ、時間に関する線形および循環的な理解へのアプロー

チ、アイデンティティの流用または再流用におけるネーミングの重要性を問うものである。特に、黒人社
会における自己形成の伝統的な家父長制西欧モデルに対するモリスンの代替案を分析するものである。
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Introduction
Toni Morrison, in most of her works of fi ction, focuses on female protagonists and on the representation

of Black communities from female perspectives. The main characters in her stories are often women or young

girls, and there are many instances of exclusively female households. In her novel, Beloved, the protagonists 

are a family of three generations of women living together in a house haunted by the ghost of a baby girl;

in Sula, once more, a family of three generations of women is the principal setting, and the focus is on the

friendship between two Black girls; and her fi rst novel, The Bluest Eye, revolves around the young, Black girl

Pecola and the abuses she endures from everyone around her. 

A notable exception in Morrison’s tendency to converge her narratives on women’s perspectives is her 

third novel, Song of Solomon. As the author herself explains in the foreword of the book, she deliberately 

chose to challenge herself with a “radical shift in imagination from a female locus to a male one” (Morrison

viii).

Despite the presence in the novel of another instance of exclusively female households and of competing

narratives, the focus in Song of Solomon is on a male protagonist. The novel has been interpreted, both by 

the author and by some critics, as a Bildungsroman following Macon Dead III, or Milkman, as he travels to

the South of the United States, looking for his family’s treasure and his roots (Royster 419). In the German

tradition from which the term is borrowed, the Bildungsroman is a novel of formation, where the protagonist 

develops morally or psychologically through a series of hardships. Bakhtin alternatively defi nes it either as

“novel of ordeal” or “novel of emergence” (Bakhtin 25). Because of its topic of growth, the genre is often

associated with the coming-of-age novel, where a young protagonist, again through a series of misadventures,

enters the adult world.

At the most superfi cial level, Milkman’s travel mimics his entrance into adulthood in the established tra-

dition of the coming-of-age novel. Nevertheless, Morrison’s approach to the traditional topic of the transition

from childhood to manhood provides the readers with interesting insights into what manhood itself is tradi-

tionally considered to be and what it can be considered to be in the context of African American communities

and families.

This paper will analyze the intersections between manhood, fatherhood, familial relationships, and mas-

culinity in Song of Solomon’s narratives and how they all intersect in African American contexts.

1. Representations of Black Masculinity in America
Black masculinity, or masculinities, is amongst the most controversial themes in the fi eld of African

American studies. The representations of what African American men are, or are supposed to be, have always

been divisive.

There is a conspicuous corpus of works dealing with Black masculinity. The works on the subject span

from Robert Staples’s 1982 Black Masculinity: the Black Male’s Role in American Society, to We Real Cool:

Black Men and Masculinity by Bell Hooks, published in 2004, to recent studies such as the ones proposed in

“Spectrum: A Journal on Black Men,” published since 2012 by the Indiana University Press. 

James Baldwin, in his essay “The Black Boy Looks at the White Boy,” contained in the 1956 collection

Nobody Knows My Name, famously states:
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I think I know something about the American masculinity which most men of my generation do not 

know because they have not been menaced by it in the way that I’ve been. It is still true, alas, that 

to be an American Negro male is also to be a kind of walking phallic symbol: which means that one 

pays, in one’s own personality, for the sexual insecurity of others.   (Baldwin 269-270)

In Baldwin’s view, sexuality plays a crucial role in defi ning American masculinity and consequently

African American masculinity. It, therefore, became central in the stereotyping of African American people

as sexual predators. 

One of the most famous examples of the heated debates that surround the topic of Black masculinity is

the different responses to the publication, in 1965, of the US Government report “The Negro Family: The

Case for National Action,” commonly known as the “Moynihan Report.” The document is so called because

it was written by Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who was then an Assistant Secretary of Labor and later became a

US Senator. The report was developed by Moynihan after his fi ndings during his statistical analysis on Black 

poverty. He carried out research on poverty under the Lyndon B. Johnson administration in the context of the

so-called War on Poverty, a legislation proposed by Johnson in order to tackle the problem of poverty rates

in America in the early 1960s. His analysis strongly suggested a connection between poverty and familial

situations in African American communities.

The report is famous for describing the African American family as a pathological “matriarchal structure

which, because it is to[sic] out of line with the rest of the American society, seriously retards the progress

of the group as a whole and imposes a crushing burden on the Negro male” (Moynihan 29). The Moynihan

Report was attacked by many critics for the underlying racism that informs all of its fi ndings but has never-

theless become one of the main references in the stereotyping of African American families. (Murray 122)

Many critics have interpreted Morrison’s third work of fi ction as a direct response to the report, but,

instead of simply challenging or denying the stereotypical representation of Black families in the United 

States depicted by the Moynihan report, Morrison shows the many factors at work in the making of an Afri-

can American family. The book, therefore, rather than being a simple coming-of-age novel, becomes a critical

representation of a Black household, and it questions the elements that surround Black American families

and how they infl uence them. In Song of Solomon, Morrison also represents different kinds of possible Black 

masculinities that do not necessarily adhere to the patriarchal model.

2. The Impossibility of Black Fatherhood
The novel presents an array of characters dealing, each in their own way, with fatherhood, manhood, and 

the interrelations between the two.

I have stated above that the work is a coming-of-age novel, nevertheless, as pointed out by Marianne

Hirsch in her essay “Knowing Their Names: Toni Morrison's Song of Solomon”: “it is fathers more than

sons who come more clearly into focus” (72). For that reason, Macon Dead II, the protagonist’s father, is a

good starting point in analyzing the representations of fatherhood and father-son relationships in the African

American context that the author provides in the novel. Therefore, in order to understand Morrison’s repre-

sentations of Black manhood and masculinity, in what is possibly her most straightforward attempt at the

coming-of-age novel, before analyzing the story of the protagonist, Milkman, it is necessary to focus on his
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father. 

From the beginning of the novel, it is clearly stated that “Macon [Dead II] kept each member of his family

awkward with fear” (Morrison 12). He resents his wife and shows no affection for his daughters. Moreover,

he is able to speak to his son “only if his words held some command or criticism” (28). The image of Macon

Dead II we are presented with shows an estranged father fi gure inside the family. Nevertheless, the family

seems to be invested in the ideal of the American family. Ruth, in the role of mother and wife, seems to crave

the love of her husband:

She had been so desperate to lie with her husband and have another baby by him, the son she bore was

fi rst off a wished-for bond between herself and Macon, something to hold them together and reinstate

their sex lives.        　  (Morrison 131)

 Lena and Corinthians, Macon’s daughters, are also said to yearn for his attention (34). Macon’s patriar-

chal authority appears to be at once accepted and voided by his estrangement from the other family members.

In the western traditional understanding of family structures, patriarchal authority can be considered 

one of the most distinguishing signs of fatherhood, and, in the novel, fatherhood is presented as a part of 

what American society considers to be the ideal of male success. Part of Macon’s self-realization is therefore

intrinsically connected with his ability to identify himself with the role of the father. Beyond authority, the

novel deals with two other aspects of fatherhood that are deeply interrelated: the provision of economic

support and the perpetuation of the family name through the naming of children. About the latter, as often

happens in Morrison’s novels, substantial attention is devoted to names and the process of naming in Song 

of Solomon. 

On several occasions, the narration points to Macon Dead II’s obsession with the names of the family.

Both he and his son have inherited their names from his father, Macon Dead I, and he keeps in the tradition

started by his father of letting chance choose the names of his daughters by randomly opening the bible and 

pointing at a word on the page.

Macon’s obsession with his family’s names is relevant in many ways. The fi rst element to consider is the

meaninglessness of the family name. Their family name was decided quite fortuitously due to carelessness

and ignorance:

They all had to register. Free and not free. Free and used-to-be-slaves. Papa was in his teens and went 

to sign up, but the man behind the desk was drunk. He asked Papa where he was born. Papa said 

Macon. Then he asked him who his father was. Papa said, ‘He’s dead.’ Asked him who owned him,

Papa said, ‘I'm free.’ Well, the Yankee wrote it all down, but in the wrong spaces. Had him born in

Dunfrie, wherever that is, and in the space for his name the fool wrote, ‘Dead’ comma ‘Macon.’  

                 (Morrison 53)

The episode of how Macon Dead I gets his name shows the power White American society held over the

oppressed African Americans, but it also shows Macon’s investment in the values that the same oppressive

society feeds him, namely, patriarchy. Similarly, the process of naming his daughters by randomly choosing
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their names out of the bible reveals Macon’s belief in patriarchal law. In the novel, he is not shown to be reli-

gious, and he is aware that even his father did not choose his sister’s name out of any religious motive. Macon

is therefore perpetuating his father’s authority rather than that of the bible and the religion connected to it; in

doing so he hopes to establish his own authority inside the patriarchal tradition. 

Morrison plays with the simultaneous absence of meaning and attribution of importance to names. The

epigraph of the book reads: “The fathers may soar /And the children may know their names,” hinting from the

very fi rst phrase of the book at the important relationship between fathers and names (Morrison ix). Macon is

upset by the fact that his son, Macon Dead III, gets nicknamed “Milkman,” not only because he can sense the

sexual connotation in it but mostly because, by being rechristened by the community, his son virtually loses

the name he gave him. As a consequence, another sign of his role as a father is challenged, making it harder 

for him to identify with the role and therefore to identify with the archetypical successful American man. 

The third aspect of fatherhood strongly connected with patriarchal authority is the ability to provide

economically for the needs of the family. On a superfi cial level, it could seem that Macon’s economic success

as a landlord would secure at least this fatherly capacity since the Dead family is relatively wealthy and lives

in a distinguished White part of town. Yet, on closer inspection, even this element is problematic. As noted 

by Rolland Murray, Macon’s economic independence and his power to provide for his family are completely

dependent on the banks, therefore on the White capital (Murray 128).

The nature of his relationship with the White society on which he has to rely in order to maintain his

economic status is clearly stated in the fi rst chapter: “He trembled with the thought of the men in the bank”

(Morrison 23). The subordinated position in which he fi nds himself as a Black man attempting to own prop-

erty in a society where all the capital is held by Whites effectively emasculates him in the very activity in

which he tries to affi rm his manhood and his right as a father.

Macon’s relationship with his sister, Pilate, is a clear example of how his relegation to a subservient 

position in a racist capitalistic society affects his ability to be a father. Macon’s mother dies giving birth to

his sister, Pilate, and, after their mother’s death, “for a dozen years she had been like his own child” (Mor-

rison 27). Macon effectively plays the role of the father with his sister, shortly becoming her only parental

fi gure after the murder of their father. Nevertheless, in his attempt at gaining economic success, he estranges

Pilate, whose unconventional lifestyle as a bootlegger is a threat to his respectability and consequently to his

fi nancial credibility.

The representation of Macon in the novel suggests that the traditional ideals of fatherhood are uninhab-

itable for him as an African American man. Most importantly, it suggests the intersectionality of various

archetypical ideals, or myths, in the formulation of American fatherhood that have no basis in historical real-

ity. Masculinity, patriarchy, and, most importantly, capitalism play important roles in defi ning fatherhood,

which in turn defi nes them. The novel, therefore, seems to imply the impossibility for Black men to fi t the role

of fathers because of the disadvantaged position in which the racist, capitalistic American society puts them.

However, the author does not simply ascribe the impracticability of Macon’s Black fatherhood exclusively

to interracial elements. One element we already discussed is the importance of the community over or along-

side the family. The other important element presented in the novel that challenges Macon’s authority is the

relationship between him and his wife, Ruth. As his wife, Ruth is the fi rst and main victim of his patriarchal

authority. Moreover, Ruth’s repeated attempts at embracing the role of the housewife and her almost morbid 
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obsession with her own father show her investment in the same ideals of patriarchy. But various elements

of their relationship show how she actively tries to control Macon’s masculinity and his fatherhood, and, by

doing so, effectively reduces his ability to assert his authority. The episode in which their dynamics are best 

displayed is in Macon and Milkman’s physical altercation. During a family dinner, Macon hits Ruth over her 

remark that she is her daddy’s daughter, which causes Milkman to spring forward and hit Macon back. In

the following pages, we fi rst fi nd Milkman by himself wondering about his mother and his grandfather and 

recalling a time when she tried to convince him to change his surname from Dead to Foster, her family name.

Shortly after, Macon tells him the story of how he came to resent Ruth, and of his and her relationship with

Ruth’s father. One of the most interesting points in his speech is given in the following passage:

They made sure I remembered whose house I was in […] Where I’d come from, the farm we had,

that was nothing to them. And what I was trying to do – they didn’t have any interest in that. Buying

shacks in shacktown, they called it.              (Morrison 71)

As we can see in Macon’s short description of their interactions, both his familial roots and his capitalistic

goals, which we already mentioned as crucial aspects of his patriarchal authority, are denied. Moreover, the

possibly incestuous relationship between Ruth and her father taints his role as a husband, and their absolute

control over the birth of the children does the same for his role as a father. We are told in the same speech that 

Ruth’s father delivered both Lena and Corinthians and was concerned with the color of their skin since Macon

is very dark and Ruth’s skin color is lighter. We later learn that Ruth has control over Macon’s masculinity

even in the case of Milkman’s birth. After Macon discovers Ruth naked on her father’s deathbed, he thereafter 

refuses to have any sexual intercourse with her. Yet, Ruth is able to trick him into it with the help of his sister,

Pilate, and becomes pregnant with Milkman. She then tries to erase Macon’s role in his birth by suggesting

that Milkman change his surname to Foster.

Ruth is therefore another crucial element that makes fatherhood unattainable for Macon, while staying the

main source of his authority, giv en her role as his wife and as the mother of his children.

3. Non-Dualistic Representations of Black Matriarchy
In the novel, Morrison portrays models of traditional western patriarchal roles and how the Black char-

acters try to fi t into those roles, but she also presents other familial structures, which can be considered alter-

native to those but not oppositional. One such example can be found in the character of Pilate Dead, Macon’s

sister. She has an essential role in the novel because her character challenges the patriarchal structure of the

Dead family. She is the oldest member of one of Morrison’s three-generational exclusively female households.

Within the household, the roles of mother, daughter, granddaughter, and grandmother are all mixed, and they

do not apply to the relationships between Pilate, her daughter Reba, and Reba’s daughter Hagar. An example

of the unconventional relationships between the women in Pilate’s house can be found when Milkman fi rst 

meets them, and it is another instance of the importance of naming in Morrison’s work: Hagar calls Reba,

her mother, by name and calls Pilate, who is her grandmother, “Mama,” because that is how Reba and Pilate

call each other (Morrison 44-46). The same happens again a few pages later, when Milkman witnesses Pilate

dealing with one of Reba’s lovers who acted violently after being denied money from her.
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They were quarreling in the backyard – that is, the man was quarrelling. Reba was crying and try-

ing to convince him that what she said was true. Just after Milkman opened the door, Hagar came 

running from the bedroom, where she’d been looking out the back window. She screamed to Pilate, 

“Mama! He’s hitting her! I saw him! With his fi st, Mama!”           (Morrison 93)

Hagar calls Pilate for help, and the name she uses is once again “Mama.” Given the importance that 

Morrison puts into the names and the naming of people, it is interesting that both Hagar and Reba call Pilate

“Mama.” Pilate is not presented as a motherly fi gure, and yet she is called one by both her daughter and 

granddaughter. She is presented as an archetypical ancestor, as demonstrated by Milkman’s association of 

Pilate with Solomon when he calls her Sugargirl and is confi rmed by dying Pilate’s last words which are

a declaration of infi nite motherly love: “I wish I’d a knowed more people. I would of loved’em all. If I’d a

knowed more, I would a loved more. (Morrison 336)”

The role of the primordial ancestor fi nds confi rmation in Pilate’s representation as an outcast, but also as a

non-generated individual. As many critics have noted, Pilate’s lack of a navel sets her apart from other people

and somehow places her outside of the cycle of birth and family roles: if she has no trace of an umbilical cord,

then she has no mother and is nobody’s daughter. Nevertheless, she is Macon’s sister. She is the fi rst person

to tell Milkman about the past of his father and hers. 

Our Papa was dead, you see. They blew him fi ve feet into the air. He was sitting on his fence waiting 

for’em, and they snuck up from behind and blew him fi ve feet into the air. […] “Who shot your daddy? 

Did you say somebody shot him?” Guitar was fascinated, his eyes glittering with lights.  

“Five feet into the air…” 

 “Who?” 

“I don’t know who, and I don’t know why. I just know what I’m telling you: what, when, and 

where.”                 (Morrison 40-42)

After Milkman’s fi rst encounter with Pilate, Macon recounts to him his memories of the past that Pilate

mentioned, the memories of Pilate and Macon intertwine to create their connected past, but at the same time,

their memories are different, and, at some points, they seem irreconcilable. Macon and Pilate, therefore,

create competing narratives in the representation of their shared past. The unraveling and reinterpreting

of the apparently clashing views are part of Milkman’s quest to fi nd his roots. The pattern of challenging

narratives between Macon and Pilate is presented not only in their representations of the past but in many

aspects of their lives. Macon is a man of property and Pilate lives at the periphery of society in a house with

no electricity and no running water, and she and her daughters spend all the money they make. Macon has

a very traditional-looking family, while Pilate’s, as I have stated above, is an unconventional one with no

males and no roles. Macon cares about appearances, as shown in the scenes of family rides on Sundays in the

expansive car he bought as a status symbol, which he otherwise never uses, while Pilate is often described as

unkempt. Ultimately, Macon is extremely materialistic, and Pilate is represented as a spiritual counterpoint 

to his view of the world.  



60

ストランジェス カルロ Stranges Carlo
The Names of the Fathers: Representations of Black Fatherhood and Masculinity in Toni Morrison's Song of Solomon

父上の名まえ：トニ・モリスンの『ソロモンの歌』における黒人の父性および男らしさの表象 

Article

Boy, you got better things to do with your time. Besides, it’s time you started learning how to work.

You start Monday. After school come to my offi ce; work a couple of hours there and learn what’s real.

Pilate can’t teach you a thing you can use in this world. Maybe the next, but not this one.  

                 (Morrison 55)

Macon himself, while criticizing her and prohibiting his son from visiting her, presents her as his coun-

terpoint and even admits that her spirituality could have merits. One more element that has to be noted about 

Pilate and her role as a counterpoint to Macon Dead II, especially in their relationships with Milkman, is that 

Macon is Milkman’s father but Pilate is not his mother. She is related to him by blood but does not fall into

the traditional father-mother dichotomy. Moreover, Pilate is part of Milkman’s father’s side of the family.

We are supposed to understand her and Macon to be opposites, but Macon played the role of fi rst a substi-

tute mother for Pilate when she was a baby, and later on also that of a substitute father, after their father’s

murder. The intricate familial relationship between all the characters further complicates a straightforward,

traditional understanding of their family structure and blurs their roles, precluding the possibility to analyze

their relationships simply in oppositional terms. Lastly, when, at the end of the novel, Milkman modifi es the

lyrics of the titular song of Solomon to fi t Pilate in it, she is identifi ed with the family ancestor Solomon. The

identifi cation of Pilate and Solomon spins the traditional patriarchal understanding of lineage into possibly

a matriarchal one. However, the inclusion of Pilate into the family lineage does not mean the exclusion of 

Solomon.  It could, therefore, more accurately be said that the understanding of lineage and ancestry that 

Milkman comes to at the end of the novel is both matriarchal and patriarchal, and therefore neither of them.

4. African American Lineage and the American Dream
Macon Dead I, Milkman’s grandfather, is also a relevant fi gure for the understanding of the represen-

tations of African American fatherhood and masculinity in the novel. Milkman’s father, Macon Dead II,

recounts the story of Macon Dead I and his farm, Lincoln’s Heaven. He narrates about his father’s hard work 

and of the success that came from that hard work, and the same narrative is shared by the people in Danville

that narrate his story to Milkman later on in the novel.

He had come out of nowhere, as ignorant as a hammer and as broke as a convict, with nothing but 

free papers, a Bible and a pretty Black-haired wife, and in one year he’d leased ten acres, the next 

ten more. Sixteen years later he had one of the best farms in Montour County.    (Morrison 279-280)

Lincoln’s Heaven is presented as the achievement of the American dream in its ideal form. Starting

anew, away from a cumbersome past, and realizing oneself through hard work and dedication is what the

original American Dream has been throughout American history and can be said to show its roots as far back 

as the “Declaration of Independence.” The realization of the American Dream in Lincoln’s Heaven, just as

Macon Dead II’s story of property-owning and upward mobility, seem to be success stories that adhere to

the traditional narrative of the American capitalistic view of success for men. But Macon I’s story ends with

his murder and with the stealing of his land, which is then left to ruin. The murderers of Macon Dead I are

well-known White people that are not persecuted for his death and stay untouched by the law. Milkman is
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stunned when he hears from Reverend Cooper that no justice was served for his murder. Not only was he not 

protected by the law but he was also betrayed by it since his murderers are the ones to gain from his death.

His story is therefore another instance of the unattainability of the American ideals of success for African

Americans. Macon Dead I cannot maintain his success, despite following the path of hard work suggested 

by the traditional narrative, because of the racial oppression and the systemic racism of the American South.

It is interesting to note that some of the narratives in the novel connect his misfortune with his inability

to read or write. 

They tricked him. He signed something, I don’t know what, and they told him they owned his property. 

He never read nothing. […] He should have let me teach him. Everything bad that ever happened to 

him happened because he couldn’t read. Got his name messed up cause he couldn’t read. 

                 (Morrison 53)

Macon II associates his father’s murder and dispossession with his analphabetism. Moreover, once more

names and naming come into play. When Macon I registers with the Freedmen’s Bureau, the men who fi le

his papers make a mistake and register his birthplace, Macon in Georgia, as his name. The misunderstanding

causes the loss of the family roots, which Macon Dead II is unable to retrieve, and he feels strongly about the

name he inherited.

Surely, he thought, he and his sister had some ancestor, some lithe young man with onyx skin and legs 

as straight as cane stalks, who had a name that was real. A name given to him at birth with love and 

seriousness. A name that was not a joke, nor a disguise, nor a brand name. But who this lithe young 

man was, and where his cane-stalk legs carried him from or to could never be known. No. Nor his 

name.                (Morrison 18) 

Macon II does not take the family name seriously because of the circumstances in which it was obtained 

and resents it. However, on the other hand, that same seriousness that he feels is lacking in the story of his

family name binds him to perpetuate the name of his father as well as the tradition initiated by his father to

name the female children of the family by randomly choosing words from the Bible. He is invested in the

American traditional ideals of family and patriarchy despite the exclusion from a lineage, which his father’s

misnaming has caused. In this way, the family name ironically becomes the only symbolic name in the novel:

the surname “Dead” comes to represent the dead end in the family lineage that the misnaming causes and can

be interpreted as representative of the many family lineages that went lost during the middle passage and the

three-hundred-years-long oppression that followed. The missing connection with a family past is of primary

importance in the history of African Americans since the patriarchal law of inheritance is crucial to Amer-

ican society. Macon I and Macon II are an example of how American society deprived African Americans

of lineage, and at the same time fed them a mythology that was based on it. But the book also shows how the

characters react to the seemingly unreconcilable oxymoron of African American lineage.

Macon II also presents us with a different narrative that brings a new interpretation of the name “Dead”.

When asked by Milkman why his father kept the name after discovering the misnaming, he replies: “Mama
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liked it. Liked the name. Said it was new and would wipe out the past. Wipe it all out” (Morrison 64). Macon

Dead I, like Macon Dead II, is, therefore, a character invested in the American Dream and betrayed by it, but 

he is also a relevant example of the many strategies deployed by African Americans in order to cope with the

unjust conditions they faced in the American South during the Jim Crow era.

Therefore, while Macon II longs to know his family’s past, which would legitimize his position in society,

and therefore begrudges his family name and its disconnection from the past, his mother is eager to appropri-

ate the wrongfully acquired name exactly for the reason Macon dislikes it: the lack of a past.

Morrison states in the introduction to the book that she felt that an adherence to the chronological order of 

the events would be best befi tting the male subject of the novel. By ostensibly opposing Macon’s view to his

mother’s, Morrison seems to be presenting a dualistic opposition between male and female understandings of 

time, one linear and one circular. But once again a closer analysis shows a more nuanced situation. Even in the

understanding of time, Morrison presents us with competing narratives that can be categorized either as gen-

dered or as African and American, but they are not alternatively exclusionary narratives. The representations

of linear and circular understandings of time fi nally converge in the character of Milkman, who embarks on

his quest for the family roots, interpreting them in the same way Macon does, a family lineage that would 

justify his position in society and possibly confi rm his authority as male. As noted by Valerie Smith in her 

book Toni Morrison: Writing the Moral Imagination, Milkman interprets time linearly, as his father and his

quest for his roots allow him a spatial separation between himself and his past (Smith 49). But as we witness

in the last pages of the novel, in the end, he seems to understand the time and the people populating it as

circular and recurring. While Pilate is dying, he sings her the song that narrates the story of their common

ancestor, but he changes the lyrics to make it fi t her, identifying her with Solomon, and fi nally tells her that 

“there’s got to be at least one more woman like you” (Morrison 336). Therefore “Dead”, can only symbolize a

dead end in a linear understanding of time and lineage, but, as shown by Milkman’s last words to Pilate about 

the existence of someone else like her, has no negative connotation in the circular understanding of time he

comes to acquire at the end of the novel.

5. African American Reconciliation in Macon Dead III – Milkman
The apparently disparaging elements of the idealized American tradition and of the experiences of the

African American characters in the novel are fi nally summed up in the experience of its protagonist. Macon

Dead III, or Milkman, is one of the most complex characters to analyze, and his journey eventually shows

why both the authors and the scholars who study the novel tend to identify it at least in its most immediate

appearance as a Bildungsroman.

As noted by many critics, it is hard to envision MIlkman as the hero of the story, for different reasons.

Firstly, for most of the fi rst part of the novel, Morrison presents the readers with a plethora of competing

narratives and shifts the focus of the narration between the various characters, while not advancing the plot,

despite the passage of time. Until the beginning of Milkman’s journey in part two, it is not clear that we are

dealing with a quest novel. The second reason that makes it hard to identify Milkman as the hero is the char-

acter’s demeanor. He is not presented as a heroic fi gure; on the fi rst pages, we are told that he is a dull child,

that he is breastfed by his mother until the age of four, and that he accidentally urinates on his sister. As the

events in the novel unfold, we learn of his selfi shness through his relationship with Hagar, his confrontation
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with Lena, and his exchanges with Guitar. The interactions with his older friend are particularly unfl attering,

since Guitar is shown to be more confi dent, smarter, and more charismatic, and, despite his twisted sense of 

justice he can be seen as a more likely heroic, or at least antiheroic, fi gure. In the last part of the novel, when

his trip south begins, Milkman does not advance in his pursuit of the gold or of his family root, but rather 

stumbles upon it, as noted by Tessa Roynon.

Milkman’s path to enlightenment is not a process of steadily increasing revelation and self-knowl-

edge, but rather a series of fi ts and starts, lapses and epiphanies. Each of his attempts to secure wealth

and personal advancement results in a humiliating setback.              (31)

Milkman embarks on a journey through the American South initially just to fi nd the gold that he thinks

Pilate has hidden there, and later the journey turns into a rediscovery of his family history. From the very

beginning of his peregrination, his southward adventure has the connotation of a quest for self-affi rmation

and self-discovery, typical of the Bildungsroman. Milkman himself identifi es the money that he is going 

after with his economic independence, which would be a means of separation from his family and therefore

self-identifi cation. At the beginning of his enterprise, he understands self-formation in oppositional terms,

differentiating himself from his father, which is another trope of the coming-of-age novel.

Throughout the journey, however, Milkman’s perspective changes. His voyage from Michigan to Penn-

sylvania to Virginia has been noted by many critics to reversely mimic the ones done by his grandfather and 

by millions of African Americans escaping the South during the years of the Great Migration. The reversal

of the trip made by his ancestor is needed for the discovery of his roots, but it simultaneously works as a tool,

distancing him from the values of the American bourgeoisie, and from Milkman’s own investment in the

capitalistic ideal of property. During his trip, he loses everything in his possession: his suitcase, his expansive

city clothes, his car, and fi nally his watch, representing his linear understanding of time. While losing his

belongings he seems to partially lose his view of the world, while he gains new insights into his family story

and his people.

“I know your people!” 

Milkman smiled and let his shoulders slump a little. It was a good feeling to come into a strange town

and fi nd a stranger who knew your people. All his life he’d heard the tremor in the word: “I live here,

but my people…” or “She acts like she ain’t got no people,” or: “Do any of your people live there?” 

but he hadn’t known what it meant: links.      　 (Morrison 229)

In his journey in the South, Milkman not only connects with his family roots but, for the fi rst time in the

novel, he connects with other people in the communities he visits. An example of the change in his attitude is

the episode when he helps a stranger lift a crate near the freight station in Danville. Guitar witnesses the event 

and thinks that the crate must contain the gold that Milkman must have found, he, therefore, comes to the

conclusion that Milkman does not want to share the gold with him. Milkman tries to explain the situation to

Guitar, but “he also knew that in all his life, Guitar had never seen Milkman give anybody a hand, especially

a stranger” (Morrison 296). 
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Marilyn Sanders Mobley, in her essay “Call and Response: Voice, Community and Dialogic Structure in

Toni Morrison’s Song of Solomon” brilliantly analyses how the Black community that Milkman discovers

in his odyssey must not be interpreted as a single-voiced whole, a useful other against which Milkman can

assess his self, and that “the relationship between the voice of the self and the voices of the community is not 

either/or but both/and.” (Mobley 42)

Milkman comes to realize who he is not through the oppositional discourses that he initially utilizes to

defi ne himself, but through his connection to the people he meets. The process of self-formation is therefore a

communal one, based on the addition of the protagonist’s voice to the many, different ones of the community,

which cannot be interpreted as a homogeneous whole, but as a plurality of similarly formed selves. Moreover,

the self that is created through what Mobley refers to as call and response is not a single stable entity, but 

changes throughout time, and, since Morrison proposes an understanding of time that is circular, the many

facets of the self coexist at any given moment.

The multiple, interchangeable names of the characters testify to this plurality of selves inside the commu-

nity but also inside one character. The protagonist is both Milkman and Macon Dead III.

6. Naming and Names
In Morrison’s works, naming is always of pivotal importance. Song of Solomon is no exception. In the

fi nal pages of the novel, we are presented with a list of names almost a page long that testifi es to how relevant 

the process of naming is in Morrison’s view. It is crucial to understand that, even though naming is relevant,

names in themselves are not. In the long-standing symbolist tradition, names would usually carry some

meaning attached to them or at least some degree of connotation. Instead, in Song of Solomon, names are 

chosen randomly from the bible, or decided by a mistake in the fi lling of a form, or as Guitar points out, they

are attained by the Black protagonists “the best way they can” (Morrison 88). But even though the process

of naming might be relevant, the names are not in any way meaningful and do not stand for or symbolize

anything about the characters or places they identify. One example of the difference between the relevance of 

naming and names is offered by the way Guitar is given his name.

“[…] I asked you did you play any. That why they call you guitar?” 

“Not cause I do play. Because I wanted to. When I was real little.  So they tell me.” “Where’d you 

ever see a guitar?”  

“It was a contest, in a store down home in Florida. I saw it when my mother took me downtown 

with her. I was just a baby. It was one of those things where you guess how many beans in the big 

glass jar and you win a guitar. I cried for it, they said. And always asked about it.”      (Morrison 45)

Guitar is called so because he seemed to really want a guitar that was a prize in a Florida shop, but he

never receives that guitar. He does not know how to play guitar and does not even remember the incident,

apart from the words of those who recount it to him. His name does not have any intrinsic meaning and adds

no connotation to the character we are presented with. We are never told Guitar’s birth name, but it does not 

seem to matter. The names in the novel appear to be a way to identify the characters, but nothing more than

that; they are meaningless and interchangeable. Macon’s offi ce is called Sonny’s Shop, and Macon does not 
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try to take off the old signboard, since he knows that is how everyone remembers the name of the shop. We

are told that no one remembers what Sonny used to do there.

In peeling gold letters arranged in a semicircle, his business establishment was declared to be Son-

ny’s Shop. Scraping the previous owner’s name off was hardly worth the trouble since he couldn’t 

scrape it from anybody’s mind. His storefront offi ce was never called anything but Sonny’s Shop,

although nobody now could remember thirty years back, when, presumably, Sonny did something or 

other there.                (Morrison 17)

In Pilate’s case, the name is chosen from the bible, by her father Macon Dead I, who does not know how

to read.

His father […] had thumbed through the bible, and since he could not read a word, chose a group of 

letters that seemed to him strong and handsome; saw in them a large fi gure that looked like a tree

hanging in some princely but protective way over a row of smaller trees.          (Morrison 18)

Since Macon is illiterate, his interpretation of the “group of letters” is devoid of the traditional connota-

tions that the name Pilate has come to represent, and that it represents for the midwife.

“You can’t name the baby this.” 

“Say it.” 

“It’s a man’s name.”

“Say it.” 

“Pilate.” 

“What?” 

“Pilate. You wrote down Pilate.” 

“Like a riverboat pilot?” 

“No. Not like a riverboat pilot, like a Christ-killing Pilate. You can’t get much worse than that for a

name. and a baby girl at that.”          (Morrison 18-19)

For the midwife the name is gendered, it is a man’s name. Moreover, it is a “Christ-killing” name, with

obvious negative religious connotations. Nevertheless, both interpretations of the name, Macon’s interpreta-

tion of a “princely protective tree,” and the midwife’s understanding of it that associates it with the Roman

governor who famously washed his hands and sealed Jesus’ fate to be crucifi ed are irrelevant to the under-

standing of the character of Pilate in Song of Solomon. The name in itself is meaningless and does not signify 

anything about the character, even though different people attach different connotations to it. As we saw

before, the same happens to Macon Dead I himself: his son despises the name, while his wife cherishes it.

We can interpret Macon’s wife’s appreciation of his name, as an instance of re-appropriation. The careless

misnaming is the result of Macon’s subjugated position in an oppressive racist society, but, through his re-

appropriation of the name, achieved also through the perpetuation of the name in the naming of his son,
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Macon empowers himself. Farah Godrej says:

“linguistic reclamation is usually a tool for disarming the power of a dominant group to control one’s 

own and others’ views of oneself. The point, as Lynne Tirrell says, is to reshape the social landscape. 

So in the end, by taking control over a term that has been used against oneself and one’s group, one 

takes greater control over one’s self-image, self-conception, or self-understanding, and limits the 

ability of others to categorize oneself or one’s group in a totalizing way.                 (Godrej 2)

By accepting and using the name given to him “in perfect thoughtlessness by a drunken Yankee in the

Union Army,” and, by passing it on to his son, Macon attempts to nullify his power over him and reaffi rm

his own authority over himself  (Morrison 18). The same phenomenon happens at the level of the community

with the naming of Not Doctor Street. The Black community of the unnamed Michigan town tries to assert 

its independence and confi rm its own existence as a community by naming the street where the fi rst Black 

doctor of the city lives and calling it Doctor Street. After the attempt by the White authority to reinstate its

jurisdiction over the community, the community reappropriates the name by mockingly calling it Not Doctor 

Street, using the same words that were printed on the public notice that intimated that the road name was

“Mains Avenue and Not doctor Street” (Morrison 4). As Tessa Roynon writes:

As it was for Adam in the book of Genesis, to name something is to exert authority over it. The act 

of naming therefore is of supreme importance in the context of the African-American struggle, for a 

viable identity, for power and rights that equal those of Whites, and for the effective articulation of 

those struggles.                   (Roynon 31)

The ability to exert authority is part of the reason why the Black community in Michigan renames Not 

Doctor Street, why Sonny’s Shop is still called so thirty years after Sonny went out of business and it is the

chief reason for Macon’s uneasiness with Milkman’s nickname. 

Another important element of the process of naming, as I mentioned above, is that the names in Song of 

Solomon are interchangeable. Macon Dead I, Jake, or Jay can all be used to identify Milkman’s grandfather, 

and Milkman himself can be identifi ed by the name Macon Dead III. Moreover, the same name can identify

three generations of people: Macon Dead I, II, and III. The most clarifying example of interchangeability is

given by the titular Solomon. The song Pilate sings at the beginning of the novel while witnessing the fl ight 

of Robert Smith from the roof of No Mercy Hospital is the same sung by the children in Virginia later on

in the novel and fi nally by Milkman while he holds the dying Pilate. But each version of the song is slightly

different. Pilate sings about Sugarman, the kids about Solomon, and Milkman sings about Sugargirl. Even

the name of the city in Virginia where the members of the Dead family fi nally fi nd their roots is alternatively

called Charlemagne, Shalimar, Solomon, or Shalleemone. 

As noted by Joyce Irene Middleton, the presence of alternate versions of the same name is once again

due to Morrison’s competing narratives. In Song of Solomon, she represents literacy and orality as alterna-

tive modes of interpretation (Middleton 29). The element of interchangeability in the names contained in

the novel is part of the African oral tradition, which Morrison tries to dignify next to, not instead of, the
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Euro-American written one. In the oral tradition, names are subject to changes and revisions, and as shown

by Milkman’s fi nal rendition of Solomon’s nursery rhyme, new contributions are welcome; while the western

written tradition, especially in the realist tradition of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, is based 

on the attempt to achieve an absolute, unchangeable, and most importantly univocal truth.

Conclusions
 Morrison’s questioning of the structure of the American family is in line with her deconstruction of race,

gender roles, and of the illusion of the American dream. Throughout her oeuvre, Toni Morrison questions the 

meanings and connotations associated with racial and gender stereotypes and assumptions. In Song of Solo-

mon, she extends the inquiry of racial and gender bias to the realm of family ties and roles. One of the main 

points of the line of questioning she develops is the intrinsic relationship that bounds together capitalism and 

patriarchy. Because of the linkage between fatherhood, masculinity, and fi nancial success, the centuries of 

slavery and oppression of African American people make the roles of patriarchs uninhabitable for the Black 

men she represents. Linden Peach notes,

White America’s puritan heritage gave the nation a sense of election through predestination, an ethic 

which confi rmed the importance of the individual in building the nation’s economic prosperity. In 

America, property and money translated as success through work became an index of a person’s spir-

itual and moral value. In the nation’s ideology wealth was not associated with greed or exploitation, 

but with the exploitation of inner personal resources. Material poverty became an indicator not of a 

social problem, but of individual spiritual poverty.                  (Peach 65)

 The corruption of values that comes from a capitalistic reinterpretation of puritanic virtues and vices

brings about the connotation of the lower strata of society with ethical aridity, or worse, its identifi cation with

vice.

It may be pointed out that a distinction between fatherhood and masculinity, which I have sometimes used 

alternatively to one another, needs to be drawn. The two constructs are of course different. Nevertheless, in

Morrison’s representation of her male characters, they are closely interrelated. Masculinity or manliness is

presented to be the base of patriarchal authority and, at the same time, fatherhood, and therefore patriarchal

authority is suggested to be one of the requirements for the fulfi lling of the criteria of masculine success.  The

two constructs need and confi rm each other and themselves. Moreover, both of the constructs are shown to

be inextricably connected with economic value and with a capitalistic view of success, which makes them

equally uninhabitable ideals for African American men, who were cut out from fi nancial opportunities.

It is crucial to understand that Morrison’s novel is not a simple critique of American society, its racist past,

and its consequences. Song of Solomon narrates the lives of its characters through competing narratives that 

are all equally acceptable, and, even though they seem incompatible, they work together to create the plot of 

the novel. American tradition and African myth; western family structures and the alternatives that African

American communities have found to replace them; linear and circular representations of time; fatherhood 

and motherhood, manhood, masculinity, adulthood, and generational understandings of human relationships,

and, fi nally, individual and communal formations of ever-shifting selves.
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