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While Song of Solomon is generally seen as a myth of the male maturation, it also contains the subtext of Pilate's rite de passage and the ritual of cultural immersion. In her history is the process by which she acquires the values that will sustain Milkman and by extension, the black community. Pilate's initiation occurs much earlier than Milkman's. Having been raised in relative isolation in the edenic Lincoln's Heaven, Pilate is abruptly and cruelly cast out as an orphan into the greater reality. Her quest for acceptance, however, turns into rejection, her navel-less belly a semé of exclusion.  Thus, in a reversal of the male myth, her initiation does not result in integration into the community but isolation from it. She must reach an individual, though parallel, level of maturity: "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, she cut off her hair ... Then she tackled the problem of trying to decide how she wanted to live and what was valuable to her" (p. 149). Pilate must first deconstruct herself - symbolized by cutting off her hair - before she can reconstruct truth which in addition to her two maxims - that she does not fear death and she has "compassion for troubled people" (p. 150) - include traditional values. In her wanderings, Pilate has engaged in the hard work ethic: "Hoeing, fishing, plowing, planting, and helping out at stills" (p. 147). Formal education was not a waste. "I didn't mind it too much," she says, "matter of fact, I liked a lot of it. I loved the geography part. Learning about that made me want to read. And the teacher was tickled at how much I liked geography. She let me have the book and I took it home with me to look\ at" (p. 142). Had it not been for the child-molesting preacher, Pilate would have stayed in school. Instead, she takes her education on the road, learning geography and life through experience.  In addition, and more important than acquiring traditional values, Pilate, isolated from an uncomprehending society, develops compassion, a respect for people's privacy, generosity, and unrestrained laughter. "She gave up ... all interest in table manners or hygiene, but acquired a deep concern for and about human relationships" (p. 150). That concern leads her back to community, the natural and inevitable completion of her maturation process. Ironically, then, isolation from community inadvertently provides the means for Pilate to develop antistructure.  When Pilate returns to Southside she again endures rejection even though she eventually becomes the answer to Macon Dead's example of a good life. ... She represents the antithesis of her brother's way of life, though they essentially share the same values: hard work, education, and family. The difference, however, is again the motive behind these values....
