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“In short, I mean wake work to be a mode of inhabiting and rupturing this episteme with 
our known lived and un / imaginable lives. With this analytic we might imagine otherwise 
from what we know now in the wake of slavery.” 

—Christina Sharpe, In the Wake: On Blackness and Being 

In Song of Solomon, Toni Morrison weaves a tapestry of life from the vast and various 

reality of death that is the wake of American Slavery. Her central tale, the coming-of-age of 

Milkman Dead, traces a wide arc through past and present, collecting as it does a chorus of 

voices that respond to the inevitable accumulation of violence, ontological obliteration, and other 

forms of deadness that Orlando Patterson and Frank Wilderson theorize as social death and Afro-

Pessimism. Such is the reality that Christina Sharpe theorizes, from a very similar angle, as the 

vast extended metaphor of ship and wake. Sharpe presents the image of the Slave ship and its 

elements as an underlying and overarching semiology for contemporary black life “in the wake” 

of chattel Slavery. Through analysis of personal narrative, artistic works, and contemporary 

political and social conditions, she builds on the tradition of Afro-Pessimism to read the wake as 

a space/mode of disturbance, superposition, consciousness, sorrow, celebration, danger, and 

survival. The wake left in the Atlantic by the slave ship translates into the wake of that historical 

motion as a society defined as and systematized to be non-black. The wake held for a dead 

family member becomes the space of wakefulness, of broader social consciousness. From there, 

Sharpe envisions a possibility for what she calls “wake work.” Wake work is, as she writes 

above, “a mode of inhabiting and rupturing this episteme [i.e. the Afro-Pessimist paradigm] with 

our known lived and un / imaginable lives” (Sharpe 18). Wake work is the work of claiming 

ontological space in a world that seeks to deny it, an affirmation of identity and independence 

that may take many forms, but which is defined by an awareness of and accordant response to 

“this episteme,” the wake itself. As much as it is a resistance to history, wake work is an 
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acknowledgement of history’s inevitability, a mode of surviving and thriving that works by 

subversion and confrontation rather than by escape or transcension.  It is at once “lived in, as, 

under, and despite Black death” (Sharpe 20).  

Sharpe’s perspective is, in fact, almost post-human, and would therefore seem to clash 

with Song of Solomon’s. For like Fred Moten’s In the Break, from which it clearly takes 

inspiration, Sharpe’s In the Wake is hesitant to claim too readily the human subject that black 

Americans have been systematically denied. For Moten, this reluctance emerges from the 

knowledge that to have once been a thing means to have once been made a thing by people who 

believed in Enlightenment Humanism. Sharpe furthers and politicizes this post-Humanist 

concept by envisioning the subject in the wake of slavery as “no-citizen” (Sharpe 22). One must 

become aware of oneself as no-citizen and accomplish wake work from that position. Song of 

Solomon, on the other hand, seems to espouse a Humanist, mythic, even utopic possibility of 

breaking historical cycles. Macon Dead II, as the material patriarch, and Guitar, as the political 

extremist, are arguably the characters who are most historically and socially responsive to their 

circumstances, but their narratives are clearly intended to be superseded by the ecstatic optimism 

of Milkman’s core bildungsroman and Pilate’s mystic wisdom. Rather than taking these readings 

for granted, and therefore seeing an irresolvable tension between seemingly “Humanist” Song of 

Solomon and “post-Humanist” Sharpe, I use this dissonance as an invitation to read more deeply 

into the structure of the characters’ narratives and the meta-structural function of their 

interrelation throughout the text as a whole. What emerges is a reconfiguration of Sharpe’s 

definition of wake work that at once cuts to the heart of the concept and enacts it in a newly 

expanded way. While on the level of character Song of Solomon appears to espouse a vision of 

ahistoricality and potential for escape that Sharpe doesn’t hold, closer examination reveals that 
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every character’s narrative contains instabilities, incompletions, and critiques of the narratives 

beside it. These nuances render the text precisely the region of “disturbed flow” and potential 

awakening Sharpe describes the wake as. Even more significantly, in the extratextual space of 

the novel’s suspended ending, these destabilized narratives are allowed to coexist in a polyphony 

of contrasting and interlocking voices. Informed by Judith Butler’s perspective on the Levinasian 

ethic of the encounter, this mosaic image of the wake activates a project of wake work on the 

textual level that both expands Sharpe’s vision of what wake work can mean and engages her 

notion that it might serve as an entrée into furthering the post-slavery imaginary. 

The Wake: Defining the Social Landscape  

“Violence…precedes and exceeds black.” 

—Frank Wilderson, Red, White & Black: Cinema and the Structure of U.S. Antagonisms 

 Afro-Pessimism is centrally the belief that blackness emergent from slavery is defined by 

the conditions of its own negation. In other words, because the identity of American blackness is 

tied foundationally to slavery and exists against a society constructed to separate black from 

human, the further the identity leans into itself, the further it leans into violence, suffering, and 

its own ontological banishment. At the heart of slavery-originated blackness is the abolishment 

of self. As Frank Wilderson writes, 

African, or more precisely Blackness, refers to an individual who is by definition always already 
void of relationality. Thus modernity marks the emergence of a new ontology because it is an era 

in which an entire race appears, people who, a priori, that is prior to the contingency of the 
'transgressive act' (such as losing a war or being convicted of a crime), stand as socially dead in 
relation to the rest of the world...the experience of slavery (which anyone can be subjected to) 

and the ontology of slavery, which in modernity (the year 1300 to the present) becomes the 
singular purview of the Black. In this period, slavery is cathedralized. It advances from a word 

which describes a condition that anyone can be subject to, to a word which reconfigures the 
African body into Black flesh. Far from being merely the experience of the African, slavery is 

now the African's access to (or, more correctly, banishment from) ontology (18). 
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 Afro-Pessimism is merely one name for this banishment from ontology, for the exclusion 

from country, concept, and kinship that is the subject of treatises from James Baldwin’s The Fire 

Next Time to Ta-Nehisi Coates’s Between the World and Me. It is the creation of the human 

through the destruction of an invented non-human, and the world of laws and cultures 

constructed to maintain the dream of that hierarchy. "The Human was born,” Wilderson writes. 

“But not before it murdered the black, forging a symbiosis between the political ontology of 

Humanity and the social death of Blacks” (Wilderson 21). There are, however, elements of 

Wilderson’s theory that make it a particularly apt articulation of these realities as represented in 

Song of Solomon. First, Afro-Pessimism, like the majority of the personal histories and coping 

mechanisms in the novel, is rooted in violence. Second, the description above contains the key 

term of another manifestation of oppression, which is social death. 

 

 The metaphysics of Afro-Pessimism as laid out above find their sociological twin in 

Orlando Patterson’s Slavery as Social Death. Patterson defines slavery as “the permanent, 

violent domination of natally alienated and generally dishonored persons” (Patterson 13). Natal 

alienation is the separation of the self from the origins and communities which would otherwise 

confer meaningful orientation within history. It is a means of preventing self-knowledge and 

self-direction. Patterson writes, “Slaves differed from other human beings in that they were not 

allowed freely to integrate the experience of their ancestors into their lives, to inform their 

understanding of social reality with the inherited meanings of their natural forebears, or to 

anchor the living present in any conscious community of memory” (Patterson 5). While 

Patterson is talking about the condition of slavery itself, the concepts of both severance from 
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one’s heritage and the corresponding metaphysical and sociological loss of self go straight to the 

heart of the race- and slavery-originated conditions in which many of Song of Solomon’s 

characters find themselves. How else to read the all too pointedly named Dead family? “Already 

Dead” (observes the historically aware Guitar) since a drunken white census taker mistakenly 

recorded Jake’s name as Macon Dead, each generation of Deads is differently shaped by the 

negative influence of Afro-Pessimism and social death (Morrison 89). While Jake’s wife, 

Singing Bird, hopes the name might be an opportunity to begin a new post-slavery life, 

violence—the perennial manifestation of Afro-Pessimism—intervenes and perpetuates the 

condition of social death. 

 

Macon Dead’s Hearse: The Intergenerational Transmission of Afro-Pessimism and Social 

Death 

 Macon Dead II is the novel’s primary patriarch, a conduit for the transmission of 

oppression from one generation to another and the hingepoint of its internalization. His guiding 

philosophy—“Own things. And let the things you own own other things”— emerges directly 

from the moment when he saw his father die (Morrison 53). Because he could not read, 

Jake/Macon I had been tricked into signing away his land via contract. Rather than submit to the 

authority of written language and contract law, here intentionally used by his neighbors as a tool 

of white supremacy, Jake responds by standing his ground—sitting on his fence with a shotgun 

and so refusing to validate the social structures that exclude him. His self-assertion as a 

landowning former slave in Reconstruction America is met with the most severe and concrete 

expression of that environment’s racial paradigm: murderous violence. Macon watches his father 

shot off the fence, witnessing not only the death of a man he loved, but the world’s response to 
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an admirable, successful, and resistant black man. Jake fought the structures that tried crush him, 

and died in the attempt. When Macon saw him “twitching in the dirt,” “something wild ran 

through him” (50-51).  

 

 Macon spends the rest of his life fleeing that death. Contracts, written terms of 

ownership, the structures of a social sphere of whiteness—if Jake was killed for resisting them, 

Macon survives by embracing them. To avoid the dangerous position of being black and owning 

things at the same time, Macon distances himself from his own blackness in order to acquire 

ownership and power in the same world that killed his father. He becomes a slumlord, building 

upper middle class security out of the exploitation of the impoverished residents of his Southside 

tenements. These classist aspirations inevitably carry a racial valence—not least because his 

tenants are all black while his own home is in the mixed part of the city. The thought that keeps 

him from even attempting reconciliation with Pilate (his mystical and self-affirming sister), and 

so retrieving some of his abandoned origins, is of “the white men in the bank—the men who 

helped him buy and mortgage houses—discovering that this raggedy bootlegger was his sister” 

(Morrison 20). When Guitar’s grandmother asks for a rent extension, he refuses on the grounds 

that if he had surrendered to “people like that woman” back when he had first begun acquiring 

keys, then “he wouldn’t have had any keys at all” (Morrison 22). This prompts Ms. Bains, with a 

young Guitar listening, to remark, “a nigger in business is a terrible thing to see” (Morrison 22). 

The entire slow repression of life, race, and heritage that constitutes Macon’s days, from his 

childhood murder of the white prospector in the cave to his adulthood obsession with the gold 

left there, can be read as a response to the violence that he has seen. In his survival-obsessed 

response, Macon natally alienates himself, rejecting heritage, family, and community in favor of 
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material gain and the illusion of safety in a middle class that can imagine assimilation into white 

middle class America. In other words, he has taken up the work of repressing his own history as 

well as the identities of those around him, his wife, his daughters, and his son. He has 

internalized the oppression that his father bore externally, and so has grown violent, unfeeling, 

and controlling.  

 

 If Macon represents the shift from external confrontation with manifest violence to 

internalized self-deadening as survival, then Milkman, as the inheritor of that orientation, is the 

first generation in Song of Solomon to avoid direct confrontation with the violence that shaped 

the lives of his forbears. Shielded by class security since his childhood rides in “Macon Dead’s 

Hearse,” Milkman is mismatchedly insulated from the world’s configuration against him 

(Morrison 33). He laughs when Railroad Tommy lists the pleasures in life Milkman will never 

know. Because of his own stunted leg, he harbors from childhood a secret feeling of kinship with 

Franklin Roosevelt, a connection he feels no need to critique. In fact, his leg is such a part of him 

that rather than hide a limp, he affects a “strut” that, true to its allegorical implications of 

immaturity and immobility, proves popular among the apathetic and self-absorbed crowd with 

which he spends his time. He does possess an innate fascination with flight, and a 

disappointment at not being able to achieve it that hearkens back to his great-grandfather’s 

mythical flight to Africa—now lost beneath layers of natal alienation. But his individual 

inclinations, at least at first, stretch only that far. In all other things, he revels in his inherited lack 

of identity. Never having had to make a hard decision or face hard realities, Milkman has simply 

taken on the present habits of his father with none of their past impetus. He is an unconsciously 

materialistic, misogynistic man. He bullies and belittles his sisters, unceremoniously abandons 
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Hagar on a whim, and almost gets himself killed in Shalimar by glibly implying that he could 

buy a new car out of pocket. Milkman occupies a rarefied position within the wake: showered by 

the outward advantages of participating in Macon’s project of personal survival via social death, 

Milkman has none of its internal architecture. He is representative of the way in which the 

intersection of cultural and personal history, once internalized and passed on, become normalized 

as character traits. But he himself has no self-awareness, no connection to a purpose. He is adrift 

in the wake, disinclined to swim in any direction, or even to acknowledge that he exists in a 

historical context at all. “I know where I’m going….Wherever the party is,” he says when his 

politically minded friend and mentor Guitar accuses him of not being a “serious person” 

(Morrison 106, 104). Guitar, of course, could not be a better foil. 

  

  

Guitar X: Confrontations with Extremism 

“‘And knocking off white folks changes your slave status?’ 
‘Believe it.’ 
‘Does it do anything for my slave status?’ 
Guitar smiled. ‘Well, doesn’t it?’” 
 
—Guitar and Milkman discussing the Seven Days, 160 

 
For every instance in which Milkman escapes adversity by virtue of his family’s position, 

Guitar bears the brunt of the other side. While Robert Smith’s leap created the circumstances 

under which Milkman was born the first black child in his maternal grandfather’s hospital, 

Guitar was there to watch Smith die. When Macon turned out Ms. Bains, he did it with Guitar 

behind her, witnessing. Milkman learns the profitable machinery of his father’s trade, but Guitar 

works for small change in a metal factory, a line of work similar to that which killed his father 
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(after he fell into the saw at a wood mill, the white mill owner comforted Guitar with candy, who 

cannot now taste the bleached sweetness of sugar without regurgitating). Guitar has faced the 

harsh realities that Jake and Macon reacted to, but that Milkman has never had to know. 

Moreover, Guitar has begun to connect his experiences into patterns of self-awareness and 

understanding. These are what he brings to bear against Milkman, exhorting him to take control 

of his life, to recognize the context from which he has emerged and to do something to shape the 

context he will leave behind. Over tea: “‘Gimme the tea, Guitar. Just the tea. No geography.’ ‘No 

geography? Okay, no geography. What about some history in your tea? Or some sociopolitico—

No. That’s still geography. Goddam, Milk, I do believe my whole life’s geography” (Morrison 

114). Milkman, who doesn’t want to have this conversation, reaches for the cigarette butts in an 

ashtray that Guitar, who has quit smoking, has no use for. Guitar throws the tray into the waste 

bin across the room, and when Milkman yells and tries to pursue it, Guitar physically interposes 

himself, opposing Milkman “head to head, toe to toe” (Morrison 118). Like the description 

Guitar gave of his father’s halved body, laid eye to eye to fit in its coffin, this is a confrontation 

that would not have to occur except for the reality of violence. In the case of Guitar’s father, the 

violence was the harsh and inevitable social conditions of the mill as made manifest in his death 

by the saw; in the case of Milkman and Guitar now, the violence is the continuance of those 

social conditions and their historical precedent, the regular and violent manifestation of which 

Guitar is now—since his father’s death and certainly since his initiation into the Seven Days—all 

too aware. Haunted by the vision of his father’s body gazing in futility at itself, Guitar attempts 

in the present to instigate a confrontation that will produce a response to the violence that 

inspired it. Here, that means trying to get Milkman to wake up to the historical and social 

realities around him. “‘Pay attention,’” Guitar says. “‘Pay attention when I’m trying to tell you 



Sternberg 10 
 

something’” (Morrison 118). Milkman meets his gaze, feels his heart “singed” by their intensity, 

notices that his left foot is “hover[s] above the floor,” and says, “‘What then, man? You gonna 

do me in? My name is Macon, remember? I’m already Dead’” (Morrison 118). In the course of 

this exchange, Milkman’s comparative lack of directive is revealed. He freely admits, embraces, 

being apathetic to his history, his future, his community—being socially dead. This in and of 

itself is a result of his being still constrained, still moved by the wake through which Guitar and 

Macon have had to learn to move themselves. His symbolic leg is recalled as he stands in 

opposition to the alive, intent, and aware Guitar. What Guitar is essentially exhorting Milkman to 

become engaged with is wake work, the “rupture of an episteme,” the realization of one’s 

position in history and accordant response that Sharpe insists must instigate and constitute the 

undoing of historical imposition. By becoming aware of his “geography,” Guitar means that he is 

becoming aware of socio-political realities. He reads everything from teabags to boiled eggs as 

cogs and signifiers in the larger machinery of an oppressive world built on a violent and 

exploitative history. What this also means, however, is that Guitar is incapable of separating any 

local or personal experience—with the aforementioned eggs and tea bags, or with Milkman, for 

that matter—from a more abstract political and historical perspective. This becomes relevant to 

the contrast between Milkman and Guitar’s approaches, and later, between both of theirs and 

Pilate’s. 

For the moment, Guitar is the virtuous party, the morally advanced and self-knowing 

purveyor of understanding. As he lays out his own model of wake work, however, the dynamic 

begins to shift. In a conversation with Milkman directly following the most recent jilting of 

Hagar (a crowning moral abdication on Milkman’s part), Guitar is pushed into laying out his 

agenda. He introduces Milkman to the Seven Days, justifying his work by saying, “If there was 
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anything like or near justice or courts when a cracker kills a Negro, there wouldn’t have to be no 

Seven Days. But there ain’t; so we are” (Morrison 160). To Milkman’s defensive responses 

(“‘What about the nice ones? Some whites made sacrifices for Negroes. Real sacrifices.’” 

“‘What about…Schweitzer. Albert Schweitzer. Would he do it?’”), Guitar replies,  

 

That just means there are one or two natural ones. But they haven’t been able to stop the killing 
either. They are outraged, but that doesn’t stop it. They might even speak out, but that doesn’t 
stop it either…The killing goes on and on. So will we…Milkman, if Kennedy got drunk and 

bored and was sitting around a potbellied stove in Mississippi, he might join a lynching party just 
for the hell of it (Morrison 156).  

 

 In counterpoint to the novel’s earlier mention of Milkman’s affinity with FDR and white 

America, Guitar adds, “‘Mr. Roosevelt…You could’ve taken him and his wheelchair…given 

him some tobacco, a checkerboard, some whiskey, and a rope and he’d have done it too’” 

(Morrison 157). This is what is fundamentally disorienting about Guitar’s willingness to commit 

extreme violence: while his claims about the unnaturalness of all white people seem grandiose, 

the impetus of his beliefs is difficult to argue with. “Slave names don’t bother me; slave status 

does,” says Guitar. “It’s not about you living longer. It’s about how you live and why. It’s about 

whether your children can make other children. It’s about trying to make a world where one day 

white people will think before they lynch” (Morrison 160). Guitar raises the same question as 

Malcolm X (with whom his red hair, Michigan origins, and extreme politics align him): if 

society separates someone from their human rights by violent means, are they not ethically 

enabled to respond violently? Whatever the answer, it is clear that the work of the Seven Days 

has given Guitar purpose and direction. Early made aware of his place in the wake, Guitar has 

not merely let it define him—he has resisted by using his awareness to forge a path with far more 
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intentionality than Milkman, who has allowed the wake to shape him without resistance. This 

intentionality and self-direction, both as it appears here and as it emerges with key differences in 

Milkman, Pilate, and others later, is perhaps the most important element of Song of Solomon’s 

wake work project. “For, if we are lucky,” as Sharpe writes, “we live in the knowledge that the 

wake has positioned us as no-citizen. If we are lucky, the knowledge of this positioning avails us 

particular ways of re/seeing, re/inhabiting, and re/imagining the world. And we might use these 

ways of being in the wake in our responses to terror and the varied and various ways that our 

Black lives are lived under occupation” (Sharpe 22). Knowledge, and the subsequent ability to 

re/see, re/inhabit, and re/imagine that it grants, is at the heart of all successful wake work. It is a 

claiming of one’s orientation within the flow, the direction one must swim to find the solid 

ground of self, safety, and survival. Guitar’s awareness of his own sociopolitical condition has 

grown into knowledge of the world as wake, and this knowledge has led him to re/imagine and 

re/define his world, albeit by violent means unlikely to effect social change. The accomplishment 

of his work is that it allows him to carve out his own sense of meaning and control within a 

world that seeks to abolish those things.  

What Shalimar Knew: Milkman’s Mythical Optimism 

What begins to occur, however, is a subtle but growing change in Milkman that upsets 

the established moral hierarchy between him and Guitar. In response to all the talk of violence, 

Milkman worries, “‘What you’re doing is crazy. And something else: it’s a habit. If you do it 

enough, you can do it to anybody. You know what I mean?...You can off anybody you don’t 

like. You can off me’” (Morrison 161). When Guitar replies, “‘We don’t off negroes,’” Milkman 

immediately retorts, “‘You hear what you said? Negroes. Not Milkman. Not, “No, I can’t touch 

you, Milkman,” but “We don’t off negroes”’” (Morrison 161). What Milkman suggests here is 
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twofold. First, he intuits that Guitar’s actions don’t seem to offer any broader social value to 

“‘how I live or how any other negro lives’” (Morrison 160). Second, he detects the beginning of 

a rift—not so evident before—between Guitar’s political philosophy and his relationship with his 

immediate community. His violence, in other words, has the potential to detach from its mooring 

and become an abstract end in itself, prioritizing the weight, trauma, and demands of history over 

any present, individual life. Guitar assures Milkman that this is not the case, that the Seven Days 

have rules and principles, but signs indicate possibility for wild deviation and impulse: Porter’s 

moments of insanity, Robert Smith’s suicide, and even Guitar’s own veiled threats (“‘Maybe I 

can trust you. Maybe not, but I’ll risk it anyway because one day…’” (Morrison 155). Indeed, 

Milkman’s leg begins to ache, signaling the beginning of growing pains that will mark the first 

steps of his fledgling conscience: concern for innocent lives, lives unconnected to his, for the 

potential consequences of violence. This spark of sensibility will grow throughout the novel’s 

second half to provide a contrast with Guitar and so bring into deeper nuance the self-orienting 

aspect of wake work Guitar first identified.  

 

 Taking one last tour of his misdeeds and apathies, Milkman grows increasingly restless 

under Macon’s grasp. While still only an instinctive urge towards exit strategy and no deep 

moral revolution (Milkman is still willing to conspire with Macon and Guitar to steal Pilate’s 

supposed bag of gold), the drive to see Macon’s “white door” close behind him and strike out on 

his own is the beginning of an emergence from the bourgeois and whitened deadness manifested 

by Macon (quote/credit article that talks about this). The coming of age that follows has been 

laboriously read and reread by nearly every critic to touch Song of Solomon. Milkman journeys 

south searching for gold and independence, and ends up restoring a connection to his ancestral 
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mythology—breaking through generations of natal alienation, shedding his out-of-touch 

materialism and unlocking the key to reinvigorating his previously Dead life. Linda Krumholz 

and others pay a great deal of attention to the sequence of the hunt, from the ritual altercation in 

the gas station through the primal nature communion of the chase, to the transformative skinning 

of the cat. It is in this veritable echo chamber of significance that the real complication of wake 

work begins. For as Milkman moves to complete his initiation into a new selfhood during the 

skinning, his final conversation with Guitar resounds through his head.  

Omar sliced through the rope that bound the bobcat’s feet. He and Calvin turned it over on its 
back. The legs fell open. Such thin delicate ankles.  

“Everybody wants a black man’s life.” 

… 

“Not his dead life; I mean his living life.” 

… 

“It is about love. What else?”  

 They turned to Milkman. “You want the heart?” they asked him. Quickly, before any thought 
could paralyze him, Milkman plunged both hands into the rib cage. “Don’t get the lungs, now. Get the 
heart.” 
 “What else?” 

 He found it and pulled. The heart fell away from the chest as easily as a yoke slips out of its shell.  

 “What else? What else? What else?” (Morrison 281-2). 

 

Krumholz has already analyzed these echoes well, observing that “[t]he juxtaposition of 

the graphic evisceration of the cat and Guitar’s words pulls together considerations of life and 

death, violence and love, around the theme of Guitar’s words, ‘“Everybody wants a black man’s 

life’” (Krumholz 563).  The phrase has been recast now that Guitar has fulfilled Milkman’s 

prophecy and come hunting for him. As, of course, has the word “love,” which suffuses every 

aspect of Milkman’s transformation even as it motivates Guitar less and less. An exchange of 

values occurs. Milkman expands into a greater consciousness of race, self, and community while 
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Guitar collapses into material desire, paranoia, and impulse. The commentary on violent 

extremism this transformation may imply is one point, but even more important is the subtle yet 

fundamental change in Milkman. For as Guitar’s words ring over the equally life-honoring and 

violent work of skinning, Milkman understands them, for the first time, in the most ideal 

iteration of their meaning. Milkman sees the valence of violence that saturates his reality—sees it 

in the juxtaposition of Guitar’s words with the gore of the skinning: “the transparent underskin 

tore like gossamer under his fingers,” “then he grabbed the windpipe and gullet, eased them 

back, and severed them with one stroke of his little knife” (Morrison 282). As Krumholz writes, 

“the description of the skinning evokes all of the physical horrors of lynching, castration, and 

mutilation suffered by black men, while it also challenges Guitar’s murderous solution to the 

situation of black men” (563). “Guitar’s words, ‘“It is about love. What else?’” are uttered just as 

Milkman is offered the cat’s heart. But the echoing of the phrase ‘“What else? What else? What 

else?’” adds an urgency and a confusion to the question, suggesting that Guitar’s eye-for-an-eye 

solution may not be the best expression of love. At this point Milkman pulls the cat’s heart from 

its body…Milkman receives the cat’s heart, symbolizing his rebirth as a black man, aware now 

of the danger and the power this identity entails” (Krumholz 563).  

 

Milkman finally wakes up to the world Guitar was trying to show him back in their 

conversations about geography. They had joked about eggs then, and their metaphorical 

implications, and in response to Milkman’s bid for individuality--“well, I got a right to be what I 

want to be, and I want to be a egg”—Guitar had critiqued his whitened identity and his insular 

willingness to have his sheltered world change—“then somebody gotta bust your shell” 

(Morrison 116). Now, in this moment of initiation, Milkman reaches for the cat’s heart, the 
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“love” that guitar had claimed and lost ringing in his ears, and it “fell away…as easily as a yoke 

slips out of its shell” (Morrison 282). Milkman eats the heart, and so proves a self-ownership that 

fulfills his desire to be what he wants to be without the violence of breaking or shattering. 

Milkman’s new way of being is not without or unaware of violence, as the skinning of the cat, 

not to mention his newfound acquaintance with the struggling folk of the rural south attest. But 

here, he achieves self-understanding and correspondent means of living authentically within, 

against, and in spite of the wake to which Guitar chose to respond violently. He has found, in 

some terms, an optimism to counter the Afro-Pessimism surrounding him. He has found an 

identity, a myth of origin and liberation, and thereby a way of making meaning existing in the 

wake that doesn’t require the harming of others. This does not mean that Milkman is now the 

enlightened moral mouthpiece of the novel. Rather, the newfound opposition of moral voices 

prepares the way for Song of Solomon’s much broader project.  

 

Before the culmination of that project and its elevation to a fully textual level can be 

appreciated, however, there are more voices still that contribute to the polyphony of the ending, 

narratives which run both parallel and perpendicular to Guitar and Milkman’s. The most 

significant of these is Pilate’s. Pilate is the only other character besides Milkman and Guitar 

present in the novel’s ending, and fittingly so. For by that point, the reader has become aware of 

many gaps in the philosophies of the two leading men. There are the gaps they have already 

revealed in each other (Milkman’s lack of political awakening, Guitar’s dangerous relationship 

with violence), but there are also their misogynistic oversights of the experience of women. 

Pilate not only provides an apt critique of these shortcomings, but a complex approach to the 
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wake of her own that both continues to destabilize the authority of a single approach to wake 

work, and heralds the metatextual work which will occur in the climax of the novel. 

Without Ever Leaving the Ground, She Could Fly: The Wake work of Pilate Dead 

The Butlers’ murder of Jake before the eyes of a young Macon Dead can be viewed as 

the traumatic manifestation of Afro-Pessimism that defined the Dead family’s orientation within 

the wake for generations. But Macon was not the only witness, and his family’s patrilineal 

response to the wake, from Solomon to Milkman, is not the only path. Pilate was also a child 

when she saw Jake’s body “twitching in the dirt,” but her response was very different from 

Macon’s. At the crucial juncture involving the prospector and his gold in the cave, Macon is not 

only the one who wants to take the gold, but the one who kills the prospector, causing the likely 

innocent man to “twitch” in a way that recalls Jake’s death and hints at Macon’s perpetuation of 

such violence (Morrison 170). Thinking already of “life, safety, and luxury,” Macon’s ambitions 

of survival via material power “[fan] out before him like the tailspread of a peacock” (Morrison 

170). Preceding this symbol of overconfident and out-of-touch masculinity, the same one that 

haunts Milkman until he sheds his inherited materialism, Macon, “like a burglar out on his first 

job, stood up to pee” (Morrison 170). John N. Duvall, in his essay on myth, ritual, and patriarchy 

in Song of Solomon, traces these companion motifs of pee and peacock to a surprisingly fruitful 

nexus of patriarchal ownership—one that persists through Milkman and Guitar’s patriarchal 

development as well. In this instance, it serves as the herald of the siblings’ divergence. For 

when the literal specter of Jake appears just after the discovery of the gold, Macon’s first thought 

is of survival— “‘It’ll keep us for life, Pilate. We can get us another farm’”—whereas Pilate’s is 

of morality: “‘That’s stealing. We killed a man’” (Morrison 171). Immediately and diametrically 

separated in their response to both the situation at hand and the circumstances that charge it with 
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life-or-death stakes, Macon and Pilate begin to fight—or rather, Macon strikes Pilate first for 

resisting him, and she forces him off with a knife, thus presaging his future behavior toward 

women, and her hardened self-sufficiency.  

  

 Pilate, after forcing Macon out of the cave, not only denies his lifelong presumption by 

not taking the gold, she sets out on a path that will prove to be an entirely alternative form of 

wake work. Pilate, in fact, has been a kind of living wake work since birth. Named by the 

illiterate Jake for the aural and visual quality of the name rather than the character to whom it 

applies, Pilate embodies the same kind of oblique and playful signifying by which Mains Avenue 

came to be called Not Doctor Street. The fact that she enacts the alternative readings of her 

name—a tall tree “hanging in some princely but protective way over a row of smaller trees,” a 

pilot or guide to others—instead of its inherited cultural meaning is precisely the kind of local, 

individual play within dominant structure subversive, signifying play consists of (Morrison 18). 

To recall Sharpe’s own terms for wake work, Pilate’s name is a “re/imagining” or “re/inhabiting” 

of that which would otherwise be dominant, oppressive, ontologically banishing. In a 

recollection of her mother, Sharpe describes an approach similar to Pilate’s: 

My mother tried to make a small path through the wake. She brought beauty into that house in 
every way that she could…she made livable moments, spaces, and places in the midst of all that was 
unlivable…in the violence we saw and felt inside the home…and outside it in the larger white world. In 
other words, even as we experienced, recognized, and lived subjection, we did not simply or only live in 
subjection and as the subjected…She was attuned not only to our individual circumstances but also to 
those circumstances as they were an indication of, and related to, the larger antiblack world that structured 
all of our lives (Sharpe 4). 

 These “livable moments” are what Pilate, starting with her name, brings to the novel. 

Means of carving out meaning and identity that do not require either the political violence of 

Guitar or the grandiose mythology of Milkman. These moments she grounds in herself. After 
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splitting with Macon, she follows the mystical voice of her father’s ghost (invisible to others) 

more than any worldly force. She attends elementary school, and is so taken with geography that 

the teacher gives her an atlas. No lodging proves to be permanent because her lack of a navel 

renders her monstrous in the eyes of conventional society, ostracizing her from normal social, 

economic, or sexual practice. Despite this transience and marginalization, Pilate keeps permanent 

record of her travels by collecting stones from each locale and placing them in a sack. She began 

carrying the sack on the interpreted advice of her father, whose refrain “‘You can’t just fly on off 

and leave a body’” Pilate took to be in reference to the prospector she and Macon left in the cave 

(Morrison 147). The sack is that with which she collected his unburied bones. Carrying these 

reminders of the past—her connection to which she reinforces by regular consultation of her 

atlas—Pilate forms a very different relationship with both her own history than perhaps any other 

character in the novel. Guitar, Song of Solomon’s other geography attendant, views geography 

solely as a manifestation of socio-economic realities: the history of cheap labor, forced 

transportation, and global markets. But Pilate escapes this trap: that all personal experiences 

must also be historical in order to resist ontological banishment. Whereas Guitar is unable to 

dissociate the political and the personal (and thus had Milkman worrying that he would be 

willing to kill those close to him), Pilate reclaims the personal from the potentially political. The 

bones she carries, which may, the novel later hints, be her father’s bones instead of the 

prospector’s, remind her (in either and both cases) of the violence from which she has come and 

in which she remains implicated. Yet she is not burdened by their presence, or haunted by the 

past, as Guitar is, but affirmed by their reminder, comforted by Jake’s ghost. She finds a stable 

and self-made home to set the sack down, the physical counterpart to the internal stability with 

which she learned to face her burdens of ostracism and homelessness:  
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 When she realized what her situation in the world was and would probably always be she threw 
away every assumption she had learned and began at zero. First off, she cut her hair…Then she tackled 
the problem of trying to decide how she wanted to live and what was valuable to her. When am I happy 
and when am I sad and what is the difference? What do I need to know to stay alive? What is true in the 
world? 

 Pilate’s internal self is virtually Audre Lorde-esque. In her essay “Poetry is Not a Luxury,” Lorde 

argues that poetry and other forms of self-expression are the tools with which one crafts new ways of 

being and imagining. The guiding principle of such self-expansion must be attention to “the true meaning 

of ‘it feels right to me’” (Lorde 37). Just so, Pilate grounds her identity and relation to the world in 

her own personal, internal, often sensory experience, and then uses this grounding to deal with 

the world. She develops a positive relationship with ghosts, driving off melancholy with her 

father’s advice to “sing.” She goes through life from one livable moment to the next. Her version 

of the egg metaphor that so deftly characterized Guitar and Milkman is telling. Instructing 

Milkman on how to make the perfect soft-boiled egg, she identifies two key points: first, “the 

water and the egg have to meet each other on a kind of equal standing. One can’t get the upper 

hand over the other,” and second, the egg must sit for the duration of “one small obligation. Like 

answering the door or emptying the bucket and bringing it in off the front porch. I generally go 

to the toilet” (Morrison 39-40). Just as Guitar’s talk of busting shells indicated his belief in the 

necessity of violence to successful wake work, and Milkman’s taking of the heart of the bobcat 

“like a yolk” suggested an alternative, Pilate here demonstrates a different approach altogether. If 

the egg is representative of the self-knowledge and self-shaping that wake work constitutes and 

enables, then Pilate here achieves it by localized, self-generated means. She acquires what the 

yolk represents—be it self-knowledge or independence—with nothing but her own internal sense 

of self. All of this is not to say that Pilate is without her own flaws and impediments. She spends 

her entire life ostracized in the margins of society. She fails to save Hagar from her misplaced 

love for Milkman. Most significantly, she does not survive the novel, but is killed by Guitar in its 
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last pages. With Pilate’s counterpoint established, it is now time to move to that climactic scene, 

and the reply to Sharpe that it represents. Pilate’s other advice about soft-boiled eggs, that the 

water and the egg have to meet each other at equal temperatures, neither overcoming the other, 

proves to be apt foreshadowing for the metatextual statement prepared.  

 Songs of Solomon: Text, Multiplicity, and the Imaginary 

The novel’s final scene is no simple hierarchy of moral comparison, but a meeting of 

voices. Guitar and Milkman’s fateful tumble off the edge of Solomon’s Leap is, indeed, a rupture 

into the structural, narrative-scale wake work that will enable their voices to meet, and to coexist 

with others. Initially, the encounter seems to reestablish a moral hierarchy. Guitar fulfills his 

betrayal of ideals when he shoots Pilate, and Milkman demonstrates his growth by confronting 

him—valuing justice over safety, offering to Guitar and the surrounding land the life that had 

before been so inwardly turned. “‘Here I am!’ Am am am am, said the rocks…‘You want my 

life?’ Milkman was not shouting now. ‘You need it? Here’” (Morrison 337). Milkman leaps as 

“fleet and bright as a lodestar” into the “killing arms” of “his brother,” prepared now not to fall 

into the air, but to “ride it,” for he knows now the wisdom of his ancestors and their mythology 

of freedom (Morrison 337). Perhaps he flies, perhaps not, but either way, he would seem to 

represent the possibility of achieving a transcendent understanding, a knowledge of history that 

is unbound by its cycles. But what follows prevents such a simple reading from taking place. For 

Milkman does not fly, nor does he fall—not definitely. The novel intervenes. It ends abruptly, 

leaving its principle characters and their philosophies suspended in an infinite instant of narrative 

non-closure. In this newly made liminal space between the interior of the novel and the exterior, 

much becomes possible. 
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First, the validity of all three central characters’ approaches to wake work is brought to a 

threshold of ambiguity. In other words, it is no longer clear who carries the novel’s preferred 

approach. Each character either undergoes a reinvigoration of previous validity, as in the case of 

Guitar, or encounters a clear limitation to a seemingly ideal mode of being. In a minor but 

difficult to overlook detail, Guitar puts down his gun: “‘My man,’ he murmured to himself. ‘My 

main man.’ He put the rifle on the ground and stood up’” (Morrison 337). The meditative and 

revelatory connotation of “murmur,” and the fact that Guitar lays down his arms as soon as 

Milkman offers himself up, recall Guitar’s initial efforts to jolt Milkman into a necessary form of 

self-understanding. There is no question that Guitar has descended into a deeper moral depravity 

than before—he has just murdered Pilate, he behaves with angry suspicion (betraying his earlier 

insistence that “I am not angry at anybody”) when he meets Milkman on the road—but the 

surrender of the gun suggests a retraction, a late but concrete turning point in Guitar’s intentions. 

“‘My man,’” he says, and perhaps it becomes possible to connect his actions in the novel’s 

second half, however misguided, with his exhortations in the first. Guitar’s path, though gone 

astray, began with the self-command and moral intentionality that Milkman has only reached 

now. This is their first encounter since Milkman learned the full extent of his roots, and perhaps 

Guitar finally realizes that Milkman has become who he needed to be. None of this excuses 

Guitar’s actions or the place he’s come to, but it does recall the cornerstone of justification that 

animated Guitar’s early claims about the Days and their purpose. With this hanging in the air, it 

becomes difficult to dismiss Guitar’s approach as failed or misguided. After all, can a violent 

response to an undeniably violent world be easily discarded? Pilate’s limitations were discussed 

earlier, but they are clearest here: even as Milkman realizes that “without ever leaving the 

ground, she could fly,” he only does so while cradling her corpse (Morrison 336). She is, 
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perhaps, the only character in the climax to fly with any certainty, for at the moment of her death 

an eagle swoops down and carries her earring into the sky. But she dies, her granddaughter dies, 

Reba is left alone and newly bereft of her charmed luck. And so the house of women that shaped, 

guided, protected, and challenged Milkman falls to ruin, even as he comes to realize their 

importance. But even Milkman’s ecstatic revelation comes too little too late.  

“There must be another woman like you in the world. Somewhere, there’s got to be one 

more woman like you,” Milkman says of Pilate, but only after she has died (Morrison 336). 

Similarly, while he was miraculously far enough along the right track to realize that “while he 

dreamt of flying, Hagar was dying,” his late remorse does not return her to life. Nor, certainly, 

does it revise history, for even though Milkman realizes eventually how callously selfish it is to 

abandon a wife and twenty-one children, he still imbues himself with Solomon’s myth. It is 

telling, then, that in his initial elation at learning the key to Solomon’s song, he wants to swim in 

“the whole entire complete deep blue sea,” but the only water available is a small quarry infested 

with water moccasins (Morrison 327). The snakes, early associated with Pilate and eternally 

associated (in another male-centric, female-silencing myth) with Eve, recall the women 

overlooked in the redemptive rush of male flight. The inability to reach the sea, too, echoes the 

opening lines of the chapter that framed Milkman’s initial desire to begin his journey of self-

discovery: “Truly landlocked people know they are” (Morrison 162). To weave all of these 

details into what appears otherwise to be a conventional scene of baptismal triumph generates 

doubt as to whether Milkman has really advanced as much as he seems to. Even granting him the 

benefit of the doubt—assuming that he carries the box of Hagar’s hair the way Pilate carries her 

sack of bones, that his alteration of the titular song to say “sugargirl” instead of “sugarman” is 

more than a gesture intended to comfort the dying Pilate—twenty pages is slim compensation for 
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a novel of thoughtless misogyny. Something in the optimism of Milkman’s narrative rankles. 

Perhaps his legs are steady now, but that does not mean his wings should be trusted.  

All of this, all of the destabilization of narrative dominance and moral authority, is 

preparatory for what the novel makes possible by bringing these three characters (and the host of 

characters whose stories they carry) to the place that it does. For if Milkman does not fly or fall, 

then his state cannot be held as superior to Guitar’s. Pilate may definitely fly, but she is also the 

only one of the three who is definitely dead. Rather than ending with an experiment in moral 

comparison (or worse, a parable privileging one response over another), Song of Solomon dares 

something larger. It breaks into a liminal, extratextual space capable of holding these voices in 

tension and balance with each other. To elaborate, not only does the lack of resolution leave 

interpretation perpetually open, but the language and circumstance of the encounter renders it a 

Levinasian moment of expansive recognition.  

Judith Butler, in her work Precarious Life, describes Levinas’s interpretation of the 

biblical reunion of Jacob and Esau: the archetypical meeting of estranged brothers in which one 

is certain of the other’s intent to kill. Upon seeing each other’s faces, however, they realize that 

neither means the other harm, and they see one another as if for the first time. Butler reads this 

moment, through the lens of Levinasian ethics, as a “rupture of being,” a caesura in regular time 

and discourse in which the recognition of the one by the other unlocks a space of mutual 

definition and interdependence (Butler 134). In other words, the moment of potential 

confrontation is also the moment of interchange, when multiple subjectivities express and realize 

their coexistence, their mutual benefits, critiques, limitations. This is precisely what occurs when 

Milkman tackles Guitar off the cliff. For not only are the circumstances of their meeting 

practically biblical—the last word used to describe their relationship, as Milkman wheels toward 
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Guitar, is “brother”—but the novel conspires to extend and expand the moment of their contact 

infinitely (Morrison 337). Held forever in suspension, the narratives of Milkman and Guitar 

never finish, but exist in perpetual relation, continuously revealing each other’s advantages and 

flaws. By taking narratives that are not as set in meaning as they had seemed and holding them 

together in this space of critique and (re)interpretation, the novel achieves a more nuanced, 

realistic, and expansive portrait of wake work than any single character could contain. The 

tension that existed on the level of character dissolves as the text’s chorus of ending voices 

recalibrates the terms on which wake work is perceived and understood. Are there elements of 

Humanism and ahistorical escapism among Song’s narratives? Certainly. But counterbalanced by 

all of the other narratives, as well as their own built-in limitations, none is able to become a 

dominant, exclusive, monolithic representation. Rather, the image of wake work is multiple. 

Some approaches, like Guitars, are heavily political, while some, like Pilate’s, are highly 

Humanistic and personal. All are able to exist in tandem with each other, in productive and 

revealing tension. And each is therefore able to resonate fully and authentically: for if Milkman’s 

mythic coming-of-age can be acknowledged as limited, then it can also be truthfully appreciated 

for what it does accomplish (a not insignificant advancement of self-knowledge). Whether 

Humanist, Post-Humanist, or both, Song’s approach to wake work exists in vast and constantly 

shifting variety. The question of which lens is proper or truthful is thus swept away in the 

undeniable multiplicity that anything even remotely representative of reality must always be. 

Having filled itself with fantastically complicated characters and then given them a space in 

which to perpetually coexist, Song of Solomon has re-envisioned wake work as a mosaic of 

possibility. This is an achievement. Sharpe herself said that one of wake work’s most hopeful 

purposes is the possibility that “we might continue to imagine new ways to live in the wake of 
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slavery,” to insist upon claim to new ontological territory and new modes of being in a world that 

would see those things denied (Sharpe 18). By imagining and re-imagining paths through the 

wake, Song of Solomon both grounds wake work concretely in the sexual, racial, and economic 

intersectionality that suffuses it, and illuminates a vast tableau of possibility for navigating that 

environment. Newly imagined are not only, potentially, any of the novel’s individual narratives, 

but their capacity for coexistence, mutual critique, and the consequent expanded horizons of 

ontological possibility.  

It is no wonder, given how laborious and cognitively dissonant such a vision is, that it 

exists only in suspension. Floating and revolving in the air of an eternally unanswered question, 

like Milkman and Guitar, could it exist the same way if it came to rest on the solid earth of 

reality? Can that which is imagined by the threshold of a novel’s ending exist beyond its pages? 

These are questions that must be answered, as must questions of this conclusion’s relevance to 

the real and violent world of the 21st century wake that Sharpe so searingly examines in the 

remainder of her book. To these questions, Song of Solomon gives no immediate answers, but it 

may grant the hope of imagining them.  
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