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Song of Solomon: The Legacy of Racism
The book Song of Solomon by Toni Morrison is among the most insightful takes on racism in American history. The book paints a picture of the systemic oppression that was inflicted on blacks and various other minority ethnic groups since the first European settlers moved to the American continent. The author focuses more on the racism suffered by African Americans. This book is Morrison’s third novel and is among her most successful literary works. The book won several awards for its depiction of racism from a different perspective than most other books of similar themes had previously done. The author chose a male protagonist because she felt that black males had more to learn from this story than women. She felt that black males still do not understand how to develop strong family and community bonds even though those pillars are considered the most important for survival of the black community. Morrison uses a black male protagonist to show the full effects of racism on the black community as experienced from the eyes of the traditional head of the family. 
Racism in this book is used to show how society can cause long-term suffering for those who are oppressed and discriminated on the basis of ethnicity. Racism is the main theme in this novel and is highlighted in the experiences of Milkman, Hagar, Macon Sr., and Macon Jr. The extended families of these characters are also affected by this form of oppression. Milkman is made aware of the history of his great-grandfather Solomon who was thought to have flown back to Africa to escape the clutches of slavery and racism. While this is evidently a fable, many people believe it to be true. Slavery caused Solomon to leave behind his wife and children as he felt it was more important to be free. Those actions by Solomon led to several generations facing the challenges of racism and growing up in a society which considered slavery of fellow human beings to be an appropriate behavior. Milkman understands that his family since the period his grandfather was born has suffered because of the actions of the white society. He then agrees to steal gold from his own aunt with the help of his best friend, Guitar, who has also suffered from the effects of racism. When Guitar thinks Milkman has refused to give him a cut of the loot, he decides to kill him but does not succeed. The lack of humanity from both Milkman and Guitar show how racism made its victims lose touch with their own humanity. Milkman agreed to rob his aunt and even when he realized there was no gold he decided to go and rob another property of his grandfather. Guitar made the decision to kill his best friend quite quickly even though he was not sure that Milkman had found any gold. Milkman’s father, Macon Dead II, is also lacking in humanity. A close acquaintance of the Dead family says, “A nigger in business is a terrible thing to see. A terrible, terrible thing to see” (Morrison, 22). Macon is seen to completely lack the ability to sympathize with others around him, even elderly members of his own community who need help. The loss of human decency showed that racism had an effect on its victims whereby people would undergo so much hardship that after some time they did not have a clear understanding of right and wrong. They became willing to be monsters like the people who enslaved them and practiced racism.
Racism in this book also took on the form of lack of law for the black man. Milkman realizes that the white society makes laws for themselves and treats blacks in any way they want to. It is a reason why his father, Macon II, decides to become so heartless to everyone he meets regardless of race. His only focus becomes money and this makes him hated by all around him. The lack of law to govern all races is highlighted by Guitar. He tells Milkman, “You stupid, man. Real stupid. Ain’t no law for no colored man except the one that sends him to the chair” (Morrison, 82). This quote highlights the situation that blacks found themselves in when racism became a standard practice by whites in America. Blacks would be treated badly and sometimes murdered but the whites controlled the laws hence the reason why many murders of black people went unpunished. However, if a black man committed even a minor crime, it would likely lead to his death. Sometimes one did not even need to commit a crime, as Morrison writes about the murder of Emmett Till by four white men who later confessed (Wilentz, 63). It led to the attitude among blacks that since there was no justice for them, there was no need for them to follow the laws which were set by the white man. They became more focused on taking the law into their own hands and finding justice on their own.
While racism is the main theme of this novel, an important point raised by the author is how black women of the time faced a double challenge. Women of African descent were subjected to racism but also suffered the burden of keeping families together. The men were usually more likely to be murdered or set free. It led to women being repeatedly abandoned by men who were also very interested in escaping the slavery and racism that existed in American society at the time. The author writes how Hagar shows Milkman she cares for him on a consistent basis but that he does not show her any love or concern. Black men are considered the workhorses of humanity but Morrison argues that it is the women who fit that description (Wilentz, 69). Racism created bigger burdens for black women than men because the men only generally had a responsibility toward themselves. Women had to consider their responsibility to their husbands, children and entire communities. This attitude continues to this day as women in society are expected to be more responsible. Men such as Solomon who fly away from tough situations are regarded as heroes but women who make the same choice would be considered to be irresponsible and bad examples for young girls. The author uses the stories of Hagar and Ryna, Solomon’s wife, to highlight how women faced double burdens under racism.
From this novel, the reader learns how black people were never given the freedom to act independently. Morrison writes that Milkman only knew of the world what other people had told him about it. She writes that Milkman felt like a garbage pail for the actions and hatred of other people and that he had never acted independently (Hirsch & Smith, 29). The author shows that Milkman understood his life to not be his own. His life was always influenced by the wishes and demands of others around him, particularly the whites who oppressed black people. When Hagar wanted to kill him, he did not mind dying. This is because he felt like his life was of no value if he could not even make decisions without having to consider whether they were acceptable to the white man.
The novel Song of Solomon depicts racism from a different perspective. The author uses a black male protagonist to highlight the legacy of racism and slavery on the black community. The author shows how racism can have a lasting impact that goes on for several generations. Morrison also addresses the impact of racism on women because it is an issue that is rarely covered in literature that focuses on this topic. This book offers a deeper look at the experience of blacks in America and their relation to white mainstream society. The reader becomes aware of how racism not only took away the freedom of blacks, but also their humanity and awareness of universal values such as respect and sympathy.
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