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I think that if people put so much emphasis on family and children, it is because they live in great isolation; they have no friends, no love, no affection, nobody. They are alone; therefore they have children in order to have somebody.

--Simone de Beauvoir

Like Simone de Beauvoir, Toni Morrison criticizes parents who enmesh themselves in their children. De Beauvoir condemns the contemporary family as an inadequate solution for "the problems generated by an evil society" (15), but Morrison's view of family relations depicted in her novels is considerably more textured, since she is interested in the etiology and the consequences of enmeshment. By emphasizing the contextual dimensions of her family dramas, the interpersonal family patterns that develop intergenerationally, Morrison extends her sympathies to all her characters, even the most seemingly undeserving ones. Yet the family as interpersonal system has been largely neglected in studies of Morrison, even in Song of Solomon, perhaps her most ambitious multigenerational text.(1)

From the perspective of psychological criticism, the dominant critical discourse has been resolutely Freudian. As Eleanor Branch writes, "There is no question... that Milkman's story is, in part, centered on the resolution of Oedipal issues" (70; see also Rushdy 311-16 and Hirsch 82-92). The psychoanalytic critic's attention is most often directed to Milkman's antagonism toward his father, or his obsessive relationship with his mother, or his apparent inability to love another woman. But too exclusive a focus on "Oedipal issues" leads invariably both to an oversimplification of the complex generational relationships within the family and to a diminution of the reader's sympathies that Morrison attempts to evoke for her characters. If a character's behavior is conceived of in solely intrapsychic terms - of unconscious properties and drives residing exclusively in the self - critical discussion leads to unequivocal moral judgments for or against characters. The clinical tension between the self and the family is intensified by an exclusive focus on either the individual (i.e., intrapsychic clinical theory) or the family (interpsychic theory). The Oedipal Complex as a theoretical orientation, as Knapp suggests, oversimplifies because it does not address the self-in-family (59-69). Without mapping systemic operations of the families depicted in the novel, it is therefore inevitable for the critic (such as Heinze 85), to choose sides in the novel's Family Feud, creating simplified dichotomies of villain and victim, good living and bad living, "Northern" and "Southern" personalities, and materialistic versus "aesthetic" families.

If the critical focus shifts emphasis from the intrapsychic to the interpersonal or social dynamic, we discover that Song of Solomon is a portrait of enmeshment - the suffocating bond parents occasionally create with their children that Morrison calls "anaconda love" (137).(2) Song dramatizes a variety of relational constructs that lead to parental enmeshment. The novel contrasts Macon Dead's and Ruth Foster's families of origin to reveal why they overinvolve themselves in Milkman's life, as they attempt to recapitulate childhood patterns in their own family. Morrison, however, does not privilege Pilate's unconventional, matriarchal, marginalized family unit over Macon and Ruth's conventional, patriarchal, bourgeois nuclear family, as critics often claim. Neither Pilate's nor Macon's family is functional; both sets of parents seek to fuse with their offspring to satisfy their own emotional cravings. Understanding the web of family dysfunctionality increases an appreciation of each character's complexity and of the novel's ambitious thematic design.

I

A "Nice" Place: Lincoln's Heaven as Macon's Lost Governor

The Dead family is organized by brutality and violence, most notably Macon Dead's wife-beating and his abuse of his children. Macon is easy for the reader to despise, for he seems created to elicit distaste and contempt. He is the stereotypical landlord, evicting widows and orphans because they are behind in their rent. He consumes himself with the outward symbols of wealth and elegance, buying the finest cars while the rest of the African-American community in his city suffers dire poverty. He reinscribes within his family the discourse of slavery when he tells Milkman, "Own things. And let the things you own own other things. Then you'll own yourself and other people too" (55). It is no surprise that most critics see him as the novel's villain.

A literal interpretation of Macon's actions is sufficient to categorize him as such. Yet this moralistic reading contradicts Morrison's stated intention, for she herself defends Macon in interviews and commentary.(3) Macon also justifies himself, telling his son Milkman: "I am not a bad man. I want you to know that. Or believe it" (74). Understanding Macon's statement depends upon recognizing the system of relations he has helped create in his family, and of the dynamics of his family of origin. The context of the Dead's domestic violence reveals that Macon's brutality is embedded in a family organization used to sustain and preserve the family's unity. Macon's violence is a symptom of fundamental processes operating within his family's system.(4)

In analyzing the patterns of disturbed families, Gregory Bateson writes that "any self-correcting system which has lost its governor... spirals into never-ending, but always systematic, distortions" (211). For Macon's family of origin, Lincoln's Heaven, the farm where he grew up, is a systemic "governor," a structural mechanism that establishes each member's relational identity within the family. Lincoln's Heaven is for both Pilate and Macon a site of domestic concord and cooperation, as they work with their father, Jake. Their family prospers as does the farm itself, and the interaction between all family members is harmonic and cooperative. With the loss of this mechanism in their childhood, both Pilate's and Macon's characters "spiral" in complementary trajectories.

Lincoln's Heaven is not simply where Macon grew up, but a symbolic space.(5) It represents a psychological anchor, a social site where different generations cooperate freely and generously, and where two sexes confront each other as equals. It was, says Macon, "nice" (53). As an adult, Macon seeks to recover that paradise lost.(6) His aggressive actions as an adult are paradoxically intended to establish himself as a replication of his own father, and his home as a duplicate of the farm of his youth. His father-identification, indeed, takes the form of reconstructing Lincoln's Heaven: "he would re-create the land that was to have been his" (52).

When the governor was in place in his youth, when his father owned the land free and clear, Macon was a "nice" and "good" person, a devoted son and brother. Because Macon's mother died giving birth to Pilate, Macon is parentified as a four-year-old child, and must assume the role of Pilate's dead mother, carrying her to the fields and tending to her in Macon Sr.'s absence: "At one time she had been the dearest thing in the world to him" (20). In fact, he thought of her as "his own child" (27). As Pilate tells Milkman, "Macon was a nice boy and awful good to me. Be nice if you could have known him then. He would have been a good friend to you too, like he was to me" (40). While reminiscing with Milkman about the farm, Macon seems to undergo a psychological transformation as he speaks: "His voice sounded different to Milkman. Less hard, and his speech was different. More southern and comfortable and soft" (52).

Superficially, his violence - which contradicts his deeply felt sense of "responsibility" to his family (74) - appears to issue from Macon's greed, his domineering sexism, and his acceptance of "white" middle-class values. But seen from a systems perspective, Macon's abuse has its psychological origin in his family of origin. We learn little of his father Jake's personality, but one briefly narrated incident requires close examination to discover the covert psychic themes of Macon's family of origin. His beloved wife dead, Jake must name his daughter and, to the midwife's horror, writes "Pilate":

"You don't want to give this motherless child the name of the man that killed Jesus, do you?"

"I asked Jesus to save me my wife."

"Careful, Macon."

"I asked him all night long."

"He give you your baby."

"Yes. He did. Baby name Pilate." (19)

His choice of "Pilate," then, is his act of rebellion, his retaliation against God for what he perceives as cosmic injustice. Clearly, Jake has choices - expressing faith, for example, or resignation, or despair - in reacting to his personal tragedy. Jake's response implicates his children in his battle against God; in doing so, he unknowingly makes his reprisal a corporate event. Beyond their awareness, the children are made complicitous in his rebellion. In Macon's presence, he angrily strikes back at what he perceives as divine injustice by giving his daughter "the name of the man that killed Jesus" - in effect, sharing with his children his sense of cosmic entitlement and his Luciferian rage when he suffers tragic loss?

Lincoln's Heaven is another vehicle for Jake's self-assertion, this time against a viciously racist society. Symbolically, the farm consolidates two opposing but complementary forces: self-aggrandizement and self-dispensation.(8) Lincoln's Heaven is for Jake's family a symbolic nexus of self and community, two spheres that the farm, created through Jake's labor, connect. First, the farm represents material evidence of Jake's self-assertion and personal achievement, despite the overwhelming odds against him. For Macon, Lincoln's Heaven symbolizes his father's superb self-actualization in a racist society: "[H]e had one of the best farms in Montour County. A farm that colored their lives like a paintbrush and spoke to them like a sermon. 'See? See what you can do?'" (235). The farm epitomizes the self independently shaping and controlling the obdurate world: "We got a home in this rock, don't you see! Nobody starving in my home; nobody crying in my home, and if I got a home, you got one too!" (235).

If owning Lincoln's Heaven permits pride in the self, it also ties Jake firmly to his community. Ownership offers Jake and his children the opportunity for self-giving within the family circle, and for extending generosity and joy to African Americans. The farm serves as a communal vehicle for Jake's rebellion against racial injustice, since the success of Jake's farm allows the community to participate in his rebellion vicariously.(9) As Susan Blake writes, Jake affirms community "at the expense of the white folks" (81). This is at least partly why Jake's farm becomes a locus of communal pleasure in the county, where people enjoy "real peaches like they had in Georgia, the feasts they had when hunting was over, the pork kills in the winter... and Sunday break-of-dawn fishing parties in a fish pond that was two acres wide" (234-35). But peaches and fishing parties are not the only reasons the farm is a community center; Jake's success represents a symbolic settling of scores, a statement against white supremacy.

The farm also stabilizes and strengthens domesticity. The children learn reciprocal care-taking on the farm. Pilate bakes cherry pies for Macon, while Macon watches over Pilate. Since their mother is dead, their father is their only parental model; he is, in a sense, a Janus-like figure, embodying both self-empowerment and involvement of others in his own emotional and psychic designs. While Lincoln's Heaven continually reinforces Jake's heroic nature, at the same time it provides a context for Pilate and Macon's collaboration and mutual support.

As a vanished psychological space rather than as the literal theft of land, the farm's loss and the trauma of Jake's murder will plague Macon and Pilate throughout their lives. The trauma of loss initiates the "spiraling" in both children. Macon's brutality begins when the governor - the totality of opposing symbolic meanings that Lincoln's Heaven reconciles within the family of origin - disappears with the murder of his father. As Macon says, "Something went wild in me... when I saw him on the ground" (234).

Macon restates the psychic themes of his family of origin through his acquisition of real estate. By creating a real estate empire, Macon asserts himself, for his business represents both his rebellious self-assertion and his accommodation to the patterns he learned from his father. But without "the lost governor" regulating his actions, Macon spirals out of control. Thus, the relationships with people that his ownership could possibly generate result in perpetual conflict because he fails to recreate in his own property the full complexity of the farm's symbolism, That is, for Macon, ownership of "things" signifies only his own self-aggrandizement and his combat against a highly personalized sense of injustice. He is, as it were, "split off" from the communal dimension that his property could serve for him (as property once served for his father). He cannot conceive of the possibility that his private property provides: that he can balance self-aggrandizement with generosity and cooperation within his community and can work cooperatively with other family members.

Instead, he is feared as a tyrant by his community and his own family. Instead of conceptualizing injustice as the racism his community confronts daily, Macon personalizes injustice. And like his father, Jake, he retaliates. But while Jake's battles were cosmic, Macon's targets are pathetic. Instead of rebelling against God or the white establishment, Macon battles the widow who cannot pay her rent. His facing down Porter (who is armed with a shotgun) recalls his father's courage, but not his vision.

Macon, then, represents one pole of the family dynamic - powerful self-aggrandizement through material possession. Pilate, the "raggedy bootlegger" (20), represents the other opposing but reciprocal pole (generosity through self-abnegation). Acting in compensatory balance with Macon, Pilate renounces the world excessively just as Macon excessively grasps for it. Because she never knew her mother, her personality characteristics derive solely from Jake. Like Macon, she resembles her tall, dark father. Her ability to cook soft-boiled eggs and her renowned wine-making echo Jake's farming prowess. Her love of the natural world, implied by her "fruity" odor (135), suggests Jake's peach trees. Like her brother Macon, Pilate attempts to recreate the security and love she enjoyed as a child on the lost farm, but fails because she too is oblivious to the balancing, harmonizing aspects of her original family's governor.

A chronic pattern of conflict between Pilate and Macon - organized around the possession or dispossession of property - acts as a conjunctive force tying together the brother and sister, despite the emotional cut-off that occurs in their adulthood. In their childhood, Lincoln's Heaven symbolically reconciles messages of self-assertion and selflessness. But with Jake dead and the farm stolen, any relationship that promises self-gratification for either sibling is experienced as temporary and leads only to betrayal and loss. Their identity-creation partially follows gender roles, for Macon attempts to fulfill the assertive male role while Pilate attempts to be the nurturing female principle. Although a majority of critics see Pilate as the hero of the novel, she too seeks but ultimately fails to recreate the relationships of her family of origin.(10)

Unlike both Macon and her father, Pilate is utterly indifferent to possessions, and the self-affirmation that "things" may imply. That Pilate floats as if unattached to the community is symbolically implied by Pilate's house lying on the perimeter of the socialized African-American community (27). As if in parody of Macon's conversion of land into deeds, Pilate owns only a dead man's bones, a geography book, and a rock collection, remembrances of places she has visited, but where she could not stay. Like her father, Pilate rejects conventions and social verities, but Morrison is ambiguous in characterizing Pilate's deliberate choice of repudiation: "Her mind traveled crooked streets and aimless goat paths, arriving sometimes at profundity, other times at the revelations of a three-year-old" (149). Pilate's last words are also ambiguous, expressing love, but also regret for her alienation: "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" (336). In their extremes, Pilate and Macon unknowingly seek to recreate Lincoln's Heaven for their own families, but fail because they each deny in their characters the partial truths implied by their sibling. Macon's view of family life is frozen and enclosed around his self-aggrandizement, just as Pilate's is defined by self-denial and renunciation. Each extreme implies its opposite, but is incomplete without synthesis.

Pilate can reproduce her original family no more successfully than can Macon. Her family exposes her imbalanced character just as Macon's family reflects his.(11) Her inability to understand the past's weight on her own spirit, an inability that jeopardizes her own family's welfare, is symbolically expressed by Pilate's failure to understand her dead father's cryptic messages. Just as she cannot understand that she carries the dead weight of her father's bones, she fails to understand fully how the loss of Lincoln's Heaven - the dead weight of her own past - has helped shape her treatment of Reba and Hagar. Like her mother, Reba cares nothing for property or possessions. Reba magnifies the destructive aspect inherent in Pilate's self-denial by allowing herself to be exploited by nameless lovers; in the text, moreover, she seems a nullity, "vacuous" (46), lacking characterization or development. But it is Pilate's granddaughter Hagar, losing her own identity to Milkman's sexist whims, who suffers the fatal consequences of Pilate's original loss. "What," Guitar wonders, "had Pilate done to her?" (307). As if in answer to Guitar's unspoken query, Morrison writes, "all they knew to do was love her" (308). Their devotion, however, is another form of "anaconda love."

Although most criticism blames Milkman for Hagar's madness and death, Pilate and Reba are also partly responsible, for they are emotionally enmeshed in Hagar's life. In complementary relation to Pilate and Reba's exaggerated austerity, Hagar's life trajectory is yet another "spiral," but her self-renunciation is the converse of theirs. Her spiritual emptiness - "She had no self left" (137) - is ironically balanced by her vast sense of entitlement: she believes that Milkman must love her simply because she loves him. Her feeling of entitlement is a result of Pilate and Reba's enmeshment, their eagerness to give her everything. While they deplete themselves for her sake, she becomes the consummate consumer, receiving anything she asks for. Her mother and grandmother dress in rags, but Hagar is the epitome of fashion and elegance.(12) She is, as Morrison says, "a spoiled child" (Song 151, Conversations 145). Misunderstanding Hagar's statement that "Some of my days were hungry ones," Reba replies, "We get you anything you want, baby. Anything. You been knowing that" (48). Even at 36, Hagar remains their "baby girl" (319). Hagar dies insane, lost in her delusion that she can control another person's love with a suit of clothes. Just as the schizophrenic may emerge after generations of increasingly disturbed family interaction, so Hagar may be described as the (patho)logical consequence of Pilate's lost governor.(13)

II

"Pressed Small": Ruth's Quest for Power

With this paradigmatic model of Macon's family of origin established, we can return to Macon's own family. The chaos of his present family life is in part a consequence of his attempt to reconstitute his family of origin. Macon chooses a wife who, he believes, will be adjunctive to this design, but because he insufficiently understands his own unexamined aim, Ruth is destined to create even greater chaos for him. Thus, Macon and Ruth's marriage may be conceptualized as a set of powerful psychic forces set in motion by the childhood families of each.

For Macon, Ruth signifies the symbolism of her Biblical namesake. She outwardly conforms to the stereotypical image of a devout housewife, and she adheres to the "separate spheres" doctrine deriving from gender definition, occupying herself with the duties of the household while he maneuvers in the larger world outside the family. Although she describes herself as "pressed small" by Macon (124), beneath her placid exterior Ruth struggles to wrest power from him. Her strength lies, paradoxically, in her weakness, her "smallness."

Ruth learned her strategy for gaining power through a weakness in her childhood's family, a family legacy of her enmeshment with her father, Dr. Foster. As "the most important Negro in the city" (22), Dr. Foster is consumed - like Macon - with acquiring property and wealth, and he treats Ruth as a servant, "useful" for housework and for his caretaking after his wife's death (23). Dr. Foster positions her as his child just as Macon will as his wife: a "thing" possessed. Ruth rewards his possessiveness by freely choosing her alienation for her father's sake: "I had no friends... but I didn't think I'd ever need a friend because I had him. I was small, but he was big" (124).

Ruth intuitively understands, however, that she can use her "smallness" as a mask to disguise her own efforts for control, regulating the family system that her father has established for his own benefit. Ruth is "devious" (75) and "manipulative" (74) in exercising control, especially when he becomes ill:

She had the same calmness and efficiency with which she cared for the doctor, putting her hand on death's chest and holding him back, denying him, keeping her father alive even past the point where he wanted to be alive, past pain on into disgust and horror at having to smell himself in his next breath. (134)

Ruth discovers that her deference and servility can be her weapons. She enacts the role of the good daughter, "calm and efficient" in her duty to her father, though her effort to keep death at bay is contrary to her father's desperate wish to die. By ministering to him, she attempts to deny him the relief of death, even though she knows "that her father wanted to die" (140). She ostensibly perpetuates her victimhood by prostrating herself before him, but through her service to him she also perpetuates the means of her power.

Ruth employs her strategy of control through manipulative weakness in her marriage. By marrying Macon, her social inferior, Ruth continues her role of self-abasement for her father's sake (since he encouraged her marriage), but simultaneously she asserts superiority within her marriage.(14) Morrison neither exculpates Macon nor depicts Ruth as simply a masochist seeking suffering. Rather than becoming a helpless neurotic, Ruth uses Macon's battering to fortify her position as the center of power in the home.(15)

Morrison describes Ruth as leading "her husband down paths from which there was no exit save violence" (64). Ruth's daughter Corinthians understands her mother's method, "how her mother had learned to bring her husband to a point, not of power (a nine-year-old girl could slap Ruth and get away with it), but of helplessness. She would begin by describing some incident in which she was a sort of honest buffoon" (64). By depicting herself as a "buffoon," she ruins herself as Macon's "property" and denies him his dream of Lincoln's Heaven. She receives his abuse, but also renders him impotent before his children and consolidates their sympathy for her. Outside the household, Macon wields power as landlord, but within his family, physical power is the only alternative he believes he possesses. If one views the process of this family's functioning, Macon's violence represents his futile, reprehensible effort to offset the emotional power Ruth has garnered, ironically, through her own submission.

In the one incident of domestic abuse that Morrison dramatizes, the family dynamic of Ruth's self-abasement countered with Macon's violence is clearly elucidated. At dinner, Ruth happily tells of how she was humiliated at the Djvorak wedding, since she did not know (as a Methodist) that she should not take Catholic communion: "all were able to admire her honesty and to laugh at her ignorance" (65). At her telling of this trivial event, Macon loses control and hits her. What is the process of this conflict? By humiliating herself, Ruth unknowingly jeopardizes Macon's precarious design to reconstitute Lincoln's Heaven in his home; as a "silly woman" (66) not worthy of his "ownership," she betrays him in his effort to "re-create the land that was to have been his" (52). Further, when she calls herself "Dr. Foster's daughter" at the wedding and "daddy's daughter" at the dinner table, she deprives him of his delusory "ownership" of her and erodes his self-respect and masculinity. In the face of this experienced "injustice" in his own home, he retaliates - a pattern, learned from Jake, that he has repeated since childhood. But by receiving his blow, Ruth wins her psychological victory over Macon in their war for Milkman's soul when he leaps to his mother's defense: "You touch her again, and I'll kill you," Milkman threatens (67). Momentarily, at least, Milkman forms a coalition with Ruth against Macon, but his defense of her could not, he knows, change the family dynamic: "It would change nothing between his parents. It would change nothing inside them... The game would go on" (68). His vain effort to "rescue" his mother, he intuitively understands, is doomed to fail because his parents' relationship has co-evolved through the decades.

This analysis of family process obviously does not excuse Macon for his battering, nor does it blame Ruth. An unreflective man, Macon is no longer a wounded child, and Morrison makes clear that he is responsible for his reprehensible treatment of his wife and children. But understanding his battering within the context of the Dead's family functioning not only makes him a more complex character, but also gives a clearer vision of Ruth than as simple victim. Within his family, Macon continuously enacts the role of the insensitive, grasping brute because his vision of Lincoln's Heaven has failed. Ruth reciprocates by "calmly and efficiently" debasing herself because this is her only claim to control and power, especially over Milkman. As if in a dance, Macon rages in the home, then retreats to his real estate business to reinforce his masculinity and pride. He acts out Ruth's self-fulfilling prophecy of the brute, so that Ruth can continue in her role as suffering, self-debasing victim. Each conspires to reinforce the psychological patterns of the other, for the process itself has become habitual and serves to rationalize their collective pain.

III

"You Can't Do the Past Over": Milkman's Enmeshment and His Release

If this family contained only these two polarities, these two conflicting partners, the system would ultimately collapse. The Dead family achieves homeostasis (i.e., emotional stability) through the supersession of the son, Milkman. Milkman is the focal point of the novel's thematics of enmeshment. Milkman provides Ruth with marital surrogacy (a male to serve), and Macon with a shadowy reflection of his own workings with Jake. Milkman, then, serves as the family's connective agent. Through him, because Macon's rage and Ruth's unsatisfied love are continually regenerated, they maintain a workable (though unhappy) balance. Milkman has been controlled by both father and mother. He has been triangulated into their power struggle, and it is his life's task to extricate himself.(16)

Milkman's conception and infancy foreshadow his triangulation with his parents. Ruth schemes with Pilate to become pregnant with Milkman not because her baby would be "a person to her, a separate real person," but would be a "passion" intended "to hold them together" (131) - that is, an attempt to control Macon. Predictably, her pregnancy provokes Macon's abuse in his attempt to abort Milkman. Ruth imagines Milkman's birth, her "one aggressive act brought to royal completion" (133), as her victory over her husband. Her care of Milkman fortifies her triumph, since prolonged breastfeeding of Milkman, resulting in his nickname and Macon's public humiliation, reinforces her self-image as the suffering servant who at least controls her home.

Far from acknowledging his son as "a separate real person," Macon too uses Milkman as a weapon for dominance and control of Ruth. Macon, like Ruth, infantilizes his son; as Milkman tells him, "You treat me like I was a baby" (50). Although Macon sends his daughter to an exclusive school, he does not allow Milkman to attend college, coercing him instead to work as a real estate agent, a job providing evidence of Macon's victory over Ruth: "His son belonged to him now and not to Ruth" (63). Macon also forces Milkman to adopt his values, even ordering Milkman to burglarize Pilate's house to steal her treasure: "Get it. For both of us. Please get it, son. Get the gold" (172). Most disturbingly, Macon sets Milkman the example of his own domestic violence. When Milkman strikes Macon in defense of his mother, paradoxically, Milkman's blow precipitates in Macon "a grudging feeling of pride in his son" (68). In fact, Macon hints that he covertly encouraged, then permitted his own beating: "I want you to think about the man you think you whipping. And think about the fact that next time I might not let you. Old as I am, I might not let you" (74). "Letting" Milkman strike him may serve a purpose of which Macon is unaware at that point: to justify for himself that he can reveal his suspicion of Ruth's incest, and thereby fortify his own competing coalition with his son.

Milkman senses that his life is "pointless, aimless" (107), and his drifting has roused the ire of some critics. Trudier Harris, for example, writes, "A spoiled brat, Milkman becomes a trial to our sympathies" (89). Milkman, however, may be suffering from a depression at least partly a consequence of his parents' enmeshment with him, their desire to possess and control him completely.(17) Their desire crystallizes around Milkman's choice of a vocation. He discovers that he is "excellent" in business dealings (107) - a trait he absorbs from his father. The narrator describes his business talent with a positive tone, and implies that this could be a career path for Milkman, but for his own ambivalence. Why is he so divided about what to do with his life? At least partly, he is entrapped in his parents' battle over what he should become. Ruth wants him to go to college and become a doctor (like her father), for "she had as little respect for her husband's work as Macon had for college graduates" (69). Thus, he is placed by his parents in an untenable situation: if he pleases one, he rejects the other. It is no wonder that, unable to make choices for himself, he feels "everybody wants something from me" (222).

Enmeshed with both parents, Milkman tells himself that "you can't do the past over" (76). This truism is precisely what Milkman must accept emotionally. Though he cannot change his family's history, even as events occurring a century earlier have helped chart a course for his life, he must develop a separation from his parents' emotional lives that will release him from his enmeshment. He can no longer exist as "a garbage pail for the actions and hatred of other people" (120). Milkman's task is to allow "a self inside himself [to] emerge, a clean-lined definite self" (184), an identity differentiated from the image imposed upon him by his parents for their own emotional purposes. Before this differentiation can occur, however, he must understand his parents as they are - ordinary and damaged as children themselves.

Prior to his acceptance of his parents' imperfections, he despises them both. He "would not pretend that it was love for his mother," for he had never "thought of his mother as a person, a separate individual, with a life apart from allowing or interfering with his own" (75). For Milkman, Ruth is "an obscene child playing dirty games with whatever male was near - be it her father or her son" (79). His relationship with his father is equally negative: "he differed from him as much as he dared" (63). To see his parents in a different light is similar to a religious conversion, a spiritual transfiguration that leads to other fundamental changes in the way he relates to all people.

As critics have noted, Milkman's conversion occurs on multiple levels. He senses his connection with his ancestry, he learns domestic harmony with Sweet, he commits himself to the community at Danville, and he feels guilt over his treatment of Hagar. He learns to love Pilate. Antecedent to all these profound changes, however, is his differentiation from his parents' lives, an emotional sundering that occurs on his trip South. Milkman knows that he must "go solo" (220) in more ways than one, for his enmeshment with Ruth and Macon have prevented him from empathizing with other people. Preoccupied with his parents' problems, he must learn to establish his own emotional boundaries so that he can tolerate his parents' suffering without becoming entangled in their unconscious expectations of him and their childhood losses.

But this separation is double-edged. He must also release them from his sense of grandiose entitlement, from his demands that they conform to his unrealistic and unreasonable requirements as perfect parents. Milkman is trapped in a "fairy tale mess" (183); unknowingly he has wished that his parents were a king and queen, with untainted pasts. On his trip, he can imagine his father as a child "[who] loved his father; had an intimate relationship with him; that his father loved him, trusted him, and found him worthy" (234). The son of a wealthy man, Milkman has been given much, but he also resents the sympathy and understanding they have legitimately expected from him - not in return for their munificent gifts, but as a human obligation. He himself recognizes his refusal to sympathize with his parents as his own selfishness: "[H]e thought he deserved only to be loved - from a distance, though - and given what he wanted" (277). Like the mother and father of Hansel and Gretel, to whom Morrison alludes, Ruth and Macon have damaged their children, but Milkman must learn to understand their past and forgive their parental transgressions.

His escape from enmeshment begins when he consciously releases both parents from his infantile desire for their perfection. As their son, he must be capable of listening to both parents without demonizing either one, taking sides, or absorbing their grief as entirely his own - all features of his earlier enmeshment with them. Because he could not be independent emotionally to understand their own childhood enmeshments, he could not respond to them without either corrupting his love for them or becoming enlisted in their struggle for control. His literal separation from them (during his trip South) permits an emotional detachment, one extending to them the freedom to have their own problems and to tell him about themselves. Milkman asks himself, "Why shouldn't his parents tell him their personal problems? If not him, then who?" (276). His rhetorical question reveals his willingness to assume responsibility for his parents, but not to identify emotionally with them, to recognize their grief, but not to claim it as his own. At this moment, Morrison writes, a new identity begins to emerge, and he is reborn: "[H]is self - -the cocoon that was 'personality' - gave way" (277).

Milkman's liberating realization of his human obligation to his parents is symbolized by the disappearance of his hypochondriac limp, a "deformity [that] was mostly in his mind" (62). At fourteen, Milkman notices that one of his legs was shorter than the other; he feels "shooting pains" and "believed it was polio" (62). When he finally realizes his genuine connection to his parents, however, he experiences an "exhilaration":

he found himself exhilarated by simply walking the earth. Walking it like he belonged on it; like his legs were stalks, tree trunks, a part of his body that extended down down down into the rock and soil, and were comfortable there - on the earth and on the place where he walked. And he did not limp. (281)

Symbolically, Milkman can "walk alone," autonomous yet connected to Ruth and Macon by a generous sympathy that he had not felt before. He literally discovers his parental "roots" - symbolized in the image of the tree that describes his own new solidity. It is this change towards his parents that is the catalyst for the spiritual transformation he is about to undergo.

If Milkman's escape from parental enmeshment is understood as the narrative's central concern, his "flight" at the novel's conclusion comes into clearer focus. Failing to reframe the event within the context of Milkman's enmeshment, the critical tendency is to read this symbolic event too literally. Thus, critics interpret it both from a positive and negative perspective. His gesture has been seen as "suicidal" (Brenner 18), as a defeat of "the dragons of despair, nihilism and sterility" (A. Harris 75), as proof of his change into a "caring, responsible, communal adult" (Hovet and Lounsberry 138), and as a cowardly escape from "the political possibilities inherent in human interaction with history" (Lubiano 113). But if we read this scene within the frame of Milkman's affirming his family relations while simultaneously separating himself from the enmeshed structure that had heretofore been his entire emotional life, Milkman's liberation is, as Morrison asserts, a "marvelous epiphany" (Conversations 232).

It is therefore crucial to conceive of the events leading up to his flight within the framework of Milkman's family. He calls out to Guitar as his "brother," and he affirms (through his tribute to Pilate) his connection to his parents. His flight is both toward family (in affirming his relationship with Guitar and Pilate) and away from enmeshment. As such, flying symbolizes the positive dimensions of the family, certainly an anomalous scene in this novel of damaged and suffering children. His decision to "surrender to the air" is a resolution to open himself to the emotions of others, his family's especially but not exclusively, without claiming ownership of these emotions, or control of the people experiencing those emotions.

Morrison thereby dramatizes her conviction that the individual self, as well as the family, is an agent of change; that the individual does not simply undergo the family's masked negotiations and transactions passively, but also to a certain extent shapes and chooses these processes, initiates and develops them. Milkman's life implies that the self's value inheres in its ability to change itself and thus become at least partially self-creating. Because Macon, Pilate, and Ruth could not face the suffering of their childhoods directly, they were incomplete as adults and looked for their emotional completion in their children. During his trip South, Milkman looks back. In doing so, he learns the wisdom to understand and forgive his parents, and in this way he frees himself from his enmeshment. For Morrison, it is possible to escape "anaconda love."

Notes

I would like to thank John V. Knapp for his guidance and suggestions in writing this essay.

1 For a discussion of Morrison's class consciousness, see Mbalia (50-66); for Freudian analyses, see Freiert, Royster, and Branch; for examinations of mythologies, see Benston, Blake, A.L. Harris, Herman, Hover and Lounsberry, and Lee; for feminist discussions, see T. Harris (85-115) and Duvall. Although Berger's analysis focuses on Beloved, his argument that the historical trauma of slavery inevitably interferes with contemporary family relations is pertinent to Song: "Beloved insists that a traumatic presence in excess of any discourse is a key factor in historical transmission" (415).

2 "Enmeshment" is a term coined by Salvador Minuchin to signify the parent's overinvolvement in the child's emotional life that leads to the loss of psychological boundaries in both parent and child. When the child grows older and seeks independence, Minuchin argues, enmeshment interferes with autonomy and growth (51-66).

3 In an interview with Nellie McKay, Morrison resists any reductivist interpretation of Macon by defending his complexity as a character:

Q: [W]e don't admire [Macon].

A: Why not? The people in these novels are complex. Some are good and some are bad, but most are bits of both. I try to burrow as deeply as I can into characters. I don't come up with all good or all bad. I do not find men who leave their families as necessarily villainous.... I don't come up with simple statements about fathers and husbands, such as some people want to see in the books. (Conversations 145)

4 Feminist critics of systems theory contend that a systems analysis underestimates or downplays the social roles of patriarchal wife-batterers, and avoids assigning blame to a male-dominated society. Avis, for example, argues that "male violence and abuse directed against women and children in families are the norm, not the exception" because of "normal male socialization" (228; see also Herman, 1970). From the feminist perspective, a systemic view of wife-beating ignores the asymmetrical power relations existing in a patriarchal society (see Cottone and Greenwell 168 ff.; for a negative critique of ethics in systems theory, see Maranhao 81-87).

System theorists, however, argue that attribution, while not causal, does not deny individual responsibility for unethical action. Palazzoli writes that systems therapists "[distinguish], but do not [disjoin] an object from its environment" (267). As Goldner et al. write: "Gender inequality is a social reality and women who are beaten by men are their victims. At the same time... reciprocities and complementary patterns in the couple's relationship are implicated in the cycle of violence" (345). Giles-Sims asserts that it is necessary to ask how wife-battering occurs rather than why:

This approach is based on the assumption that linear cause-effect analyses cannot capture the complexity of mutually causal relationships. The question of how violence develops over time to the level of wife battering, and how the wife battering becomes an ongoing pattern resistant to change requires a process approach. (32)

5 Lincoln's Heaven has private significance for Morrison; it is modeled on a farm previously owned by Morrison's family, given to her great-grandmother by the government during Reconstruction. The farm was lost through legal entanglements, as Morrison explains: "It was like the old man in The Song of Solomon. Those people [her grandparents] didn't really understand what was happening. All they knew is that at one point they didn't own the land anymore and had to work for the person who did" (Conversations 54).

6 Smith correctly argues that Macon is "without an organic connection to the soil that saves Macon Sr. from obsessive, dehumanizing materialism" (137). But by seeing Lincoln's Heaven too literally - as an actual place rather than as a symbolic psychological dimension - she overlooks the farm's dominance in Macon's imagination and its force as his imaginative construct. For Macon, much more is at stake than his Southern, agrarian nexus.

7 Unable or unwilling to demarcate emotional boundaries between himself and his children and parentifying his son Macon, Jake creates little or no hierarchy within his family. Jake's implied enmeshment with his children in this scene has been largely ignored by critics, who occasionally idealize him as the perfect parent; his, the perfect family: "[Jake's] history of vulnerability and longing, of warmth and care, his unique relation to property, contributes to the picture of ideal paternity offered by Macon/Jake" (Hirsch 77). From this perspective, Morrison's ambiguity intended in the choice of Pilate's name is neglected.

8 Given Macon's cruelty to his tenants and obsession with status, critics often infer Morrison's attack on private property and ownership. Lubiano's comment is representative: "At the very least, the narrative represents a powerfully explicit attack on the ownership psychology and hierarchical ideology characteristic of a patriarchal and capitalist culture" (97). Yet this perspective ignores Morrison's positive tone in narrating Jake's proprietorship and the report of the pride Montour County residents feel in the Dead family's material attainments: "[Milkman] bragged a little and they came alive. How many houses his father owned (they grinned); the new car every two years (they laughed); and when he told them how his father tried to buy the Erie Lackawanna (it sounded better that way), they hooted with joy" (236). It is, perhaps, Morrison's purpose to dramatize the psychological benefits and detriments of private property and materialism.

9 Imber-Black writes of the family system embedded within "larger" macrosystems (e.g., hospitals, schools, therapists, etc.), and the patterns that emerge from the interaction of the two. As she points out, the interaction of two systems is often critical for the very survival of the family: "The family system and the larger system often hold emotional and physical survival value for one or more family members" (164; emphasis hers). Jake's "larger system," of course, is his African-American community, not the helping systems described by Imber-Black. Nevertheless, Jake's commitment to his community echoes the seriousness of Imber-Black's analysis, since much of his personal life's meaning derives from his socially recognized achievement within his community.

10 Pilate's character polarizes criticism of the novel. For a few of the critics who idealize her, see Willis (91 if.), Samuels and Hudson-Weems (61-63), T. Harris (89-95). Other critics, however, argue that Pilate is deeply flawed. Davis writes that Pilate "originates nothing," lacks "conscious knowledge," and acts with "an oddly garbled sense of mission" (339); Bakerman describes her as a "failure" (556); Scruggs finds her pathetic and alienated (320-22). Morrison's own commentary on Pilate is much more ambiguous than that of either Pilate's admirers or detractors: "I was just interested in finally placing black women center stage in the text, and not as the all-knowing, infallible black mattlatch but as flawed here, triumphant there, mean, nice, complicated woman" (Conversations 231).

11 Willis's immensely influential essay argues that Morrison typically creates "three-woman utopian households" (106). McDowell also argues that Morrison validates "the all-female household" (79). Yet Pilate's family can hardly be described as utopian, given Reba's "vacuous" and self-destructive behavior (Song 46) and Hagar's lack of self-respect. Morrison herself comments on the absence of men as a loss within the family: "Hagar does not have what Pilate had, which was a dozen years of a nurturing, good relationship with men. Pilate had a father, and she had a brother, who loved her very much... her daughter Reba had less of that... Hagar has even less" (Conversations 144). A more balanced view may be that while Morrison affirms female strength and autonomy, she also affirms men's participation in the family - but certainly not based on a hierarchy of gender-specific roles, or as saviors of women.

12 Duvall argues that Macon, not Pilate, is somehow responsible for Hagar's materialism, but then qualifies this assertion: "Hagar's death may be traced to Macon Dead inasmuch as she becomes crazy as a result of loving Macon's son, who is raised to reproduce Macon's middle-class values.... It would, however, be inappropriate to label Macon as the sole or final author of Hagar's desire" (110).

13 See Bowen 23-45, who describes enmeshed family relationships of the schizophrenic. His theories have been confirmed with more recent research (Falloon et al. 215-40). Levene et al. write, "Clear boundaries are important for patients with schizophrenia... [S]ymptoms may be seen as manifestations of blurring of boundaries between self and others" (76).

14 Researchers note that a substantial difference in social or economic status may lead to a higher risk of wife-beating. Walker finds that batterers tend to be less well educated and lower in socioeconomic class than their wives: "It is probable that these issues are often measures of the fundamental sexist biases in these men that indicate their inability to tolerate a disparity in status between themselves and their wives. Perhaps they used violence as a way to lower the perceived status difference" (11).

15 Morrison's depiction of a woman achieving power through her own suffering coincides with at least one feminist view of spousal abuse, one that asserts that battered women seek "power in the primary way society sees as legitimate for women: standing by her man.... The more she can stay with a difficult relationship, the more opportunity she provides herself for experiencing power" (Goodrich et. al. 171).

16 The triangular relationship, "triangulation," is a central tenet of family systems theory. In contrast to the dyadic conceptualization of marital relationships, triangulation involves a third party (often the child) - a three-person emotional configuration - as an essential means of stabilizing the relationship between the spouses. When the third member is called into play, the conflicts between the first two are somewhat lessened, but also frozen into place. Thus, the third member has a homeostatic function in preserving the marriage, but the conflictual issues are never resolved because of the presence of the triangulated member. For the classic discussion of triangulation as a means toward homeostasis, see Jackson; for a more recent discussion, see Schultz 77-120.

17 For a discussion of depression in Keep the Aspidistra Flying and The Magus, see Knapp 165-210.
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