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Chou, Sisu. “An Analysis of Death in Jesmyn Ward’s Sing, Unburied, Sing.” Studies in English 
Language & Literature 47.2 (2021). 167-186. This paper examines the nature and function of death 
depicted in Jesmyn Ward’s novel Sing, Unburied, Sing. In the biopolitical society that is formed upon the 
threshold of bare life, black characters in the novel set in Mississippi are forced to inhabit a domain of 
state of exception. The ghosts in the novel indicate that the legacy of racial slavery still affects modern 
American society through racism, since the society is founded on the inclusive exclusion of black people. 
The fear for actual death forces black people to meet the condition of bare life. The novel suggests a 
possibility to negate such biopolitical power that kills by subjugating death. Black characters negate the 
formation of the extralegal power that produces them as bare lives, which is illustrated by Pop’s killing 
Richie before the arrival of the lynching mob. The young boy Jojo’s wish to know death  hence delivers 
a positive message, since it implies his readiness to resist the very means of coercion that confines black 
bodies in the domain of bare life. Jojo and Kayla show that they will learn and remember the ghosts’ 
deaths, nevertheless not haunted by the fear of death. (Ewha Womans University)

Key Words: death, biopolitics, black, bare life, social death 

I.

Jesmyn Ward is a two-time National Book Award winning American author. She is 
the author of Salvage the Bones(2011), which depicts the plight of a working-class 
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African American family as they go through Hurricane Katrina. Her third novel, Sing, 
Unburied, Sing(2017) was the 2017 recipient of the National Book Award. It takes 
place after Katrina, delivering hope and struggle of living in Mississippi with 
racialized bodies through a family tale. Ward's novels are well-known for delivering 
real life events through poetic languages. Ward’s writings combat the consistent 
devaluation of black people in the United States and reaffirm hope, which according 
to Ward is not "an intelligent hope, […but] a necessary hope"(Guardian). 

Ward's third novel Sing, Unburied, Sing traces the twined narratives of a mixed 
race thirteen-old-boy, Jojo, his mother, and the ghostly figures who died before them. 
Although not one of the narrators, Jojo's grandfather, Pop is also central in the story 
as the paternal figure of Jojo. The novel begins with Jojo’s birthday when Pop and 
Jojo kill a goat to celebrate. Pop was sent to Parchman Prison when he was 15 where 
people were starved, beaten, and forced to labor. In Parchman, Pop meets a young boy 
named Richie, who was only 12 years old when he was brutally imprisoned. Richie 
dies in his attempt to escape Parchman and comes back as a ghost later in the story. 
Jojo's mother, Leonie is a young mother who is rather absent to her children. Leona 
is addicted to drugs, and whenever she gets high, she sees her dead brother, Given, 
who was killed by white people when he was young. In the novel, despite Pop's 
strong objection, Leonie takes Jojo and her daughter, baby Kayla to Parchman Prison 
to pick up their father, Michael. On their way back, Jojo encounters a policeman, who 
handcuffs him and puts a gun to his head. Ever since that trip, Jojo sees the ghostly 
figure, Richie, whom he knows from Pop's story. After coming back home from the 
trip, Jojo asks Pop as to what exactly happened to Richie. Reluctantly, Pop tells Jojo 
that at Parchman, a man named Blue raped one of the female inmates. Richie caught 
the act and escaped Parchman with Blue. During their escape, Blue accidently rips a 
white girls' dress, which caused a rage in the local white community who formed a 
lynching mob. Pop, who was following them to protect Richie, knew that white men 
would not make a distinction between Blue and Richie and kill them both. In order to 
protect Richie from the lynching mob who cut Blue into pieces, Pop pulls out a knife 
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and stabs Richie in the neck. The novel ends with Kayla telling the ghostly figures 
that gathered around them to go home, and sings for them. The ghosts are then 
soothed by Kayla's songs and smile with relief. 

In this paper, I am particularly interested in the nature and the function of death in 
Sing, Unburied, Sing. Death is central in the story and is placed closely aligned to life 
itself. The novel begins with Jojo's thirteenth birthday, which is celebrated through the 
ritual of killing a goat. The young boy Jojo wishes to be able to "look at [death] 
straight" to show Pop that he has earned these thirteen years(Sing 1). Jojo’s journey of 
growth unfolds by learning about ancestors' deaths and contemplating how to face one 
himself. The fact that Jojo matures by learning about death suggests that there are 
different layers of death. The ghostly figures in the novel do not threaten Jojo; they 
rather seem to inform him about the social function of death that threatens black 
people to live with the condition of bare life. This paper hence draws on the theory 
of biopolitics to analyze how black lives are included in the socio-political system 
solely through social exclusion, while a life requires condition and support to make it 
sustainable. Ultimately, since the social death of bare life is formed and maintained 
through the threat of biological death, the paper examines how black characters negate 
the biopolitical power that produces them as bare lives in the racial power dynamics 
by subjugating the constant threat of death. 

 

II. 

In order to investigate the nature as well as possibilities of death in a society, it is 
first necessary to construct the theoretical groundwork on the sovereign power of life 
and death. In his book "Society Must be Defended," Michel Foucault asserts that what 
distinguishes the old sovereign power from that of the modern is the latter’s emphasis 
on life itself. In the classical theory of sovereignty, sovereign power was only effective 
on life "at the moment when the sovereign can kill"(240). Gradually, however, the 
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emphasis on death moves onto life, as people constitute a sovereign in order to live. 
The basic function of power thus becomes what "improve[s] life, to prolong its 
duration, to improve its chances, to avoid accidents, and to compensate for 
failings"(254). This leads to the formation of a biopolitical society, in which social 
power "takes life as both its object and its objective"(254). This does not mean that 
the power of killing is no longer exercised. Foucault states that even in the political 
system that bases its power on the control of life, killing is made possible through the 
intervention of racism(254). For Foucault, racism is "the break between what must live 
and what must die"(254). The social subject of “I” is able to proliferate through the 
elimination of those of the “inferior species”(225). In the biopower mode therefore, the 
power of killing is not enacted through the murder per se, but through the complete 
void of social and juridical protection of life, which will drastically lower its chance 
to survive. Foucault thereby concludes that biopower is one that "no longer recognizes 
death," but rather "literally ignore[s] death"(248). The modern society that function 
through biopower then, is one that determines who to “make live and let die”(241, 
emphasis added). 

Giorgio Agamben in his book Homo Sacer extends and amends Foucault’s thesis by 
stating that the lives that are “let die” are not ignored by the law, but are included in 
the cultural juridical system only through exclusion. He argues that the Western 
politics as a whole is established upon the structure that forms the inner domain of 
bare life as its threshold. Building up and amending Foucault's argument of biopower, 
Agamben introduces "bare life," who "may be killed and yet not sacrificed"(Homo 
Sacer 8). To be more specific, bare life is someone who can be killed without that act 
of killing being considered as a homicide or a sacrilege. Agamben emphasizes that 
modern politics is not so much about "life as such [as] a principal object of the 
projections and calculations of State power"; rather, he states that "the exception 
everywhere becomes the rule," thereby making the separation between "exclusion and 
inclusion, outside and inside" impossible(9). Agamben explains that "Bare life remains 
included in politics in the form of exception, as something that is included solely 
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through an exclusion" on the very threshold of politics(11). The zone of bare life is  
referred to as "the state of exception" by Agamben, who admits that it is indeed an 
ambiguous zone of politics(19). Agamben takes a concentration camp for instance 
which is fundamentally different from a prison, since unlike a prison that is still part 
of the penal law within the normal order, a camp is a domain of the suspension of the 
law. A camp is a space of exception where law applies in the way of an ambiguity, 
which is "topologically different from a simple space of confinement"(20). 

Although Agamben amends Foucault’s thesis on the argument that power “ignores 
death” through the argument that bare life is included in the law through exclusion, 
both theorists emphasize the state’s power on life itself. Just like Foucault’s argument 
that the power to kill is enacted by “let[ting] die,” Agamben conceptualizes that “bare 
life” is someone whose life is in the state of exception of lawful protection. Both 
Foucault and Agamben’s arguments are especially powerful in connection with Judith 
Butler's analysis on life. According to Butler, the social recognition of life is 
significant because life is "precarious" in “the dependency on people"(Frames 14). 
Butler explains that a person's "survival is dependent on what we might call a social 
network of hands," in the social ontology among others(14). In other words, life 
cannot exist by itself, since it demands a condition and support to make it livable. 
What is crucial in getting the support to make life livable is that one’s body must fit 
the social frame of recognition(5). The frame of recognition is "the general historical 
schema or schemas that establish domains of the knowable," which recognizes lives 
worth saving(6). Butler claims that for one to survive, "a life has to be intelligible as 
a life, has to conform to certain conception of what life is"(7). Similar to Foucault’s 
argument, Butler’s analysis on the social norm of recognition also refers to a frame 
that selectively determines who to make live and let die in the absence of social 
support to make their lives sustainable.  

Although all the scholars above provide the groundwork on what constitutes lives 
and death in a society, they do not demonstrate as to how social regulation on life is 
practiced according to the cultural elements such as race. Hortense Spillers in "Mama's 
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Baby, Papa's Maybe: An American Grammar Book" argues that the destructiveness of 
the slave trade lies in the production of "American Grammar," which is a symbolic 
system attached to black skin that hinders the social recognizability of the black skin. 
The coercive system of slavery has profoundly troubled African people' gendering in 
family units, and such "ungendering" effect has removed African people from the 
normative gender formation within families and cultures(68). African people were 
hence precluded from joining American social norms, deprived of cultural relatedness 
of patriarchal gender formation. Spillers refers to such a condition of African diasporas 
as "flesh" that is distinguished from "body"(68). The "flesh," unlike the social 
subjecthood of body, represents being removed from families, names and other cultural 
relatedness to be recognized as a social subject. Spillers argues that the racial slavery 
has brushed "American Grammar" on black "flesh," so that black skin cannot be 
interpreted as a social subject according to the cultural and historical normative frames 
of recognition. 

A society that brushed "American Grammar" on black people produced black skin 
as "flesh," so that it cannot be read as a social "body." In other words, the "American 
Grammar" inscribed on black people produces black bodies as someone who is 
unworthy and unequal in the social and juridical order. The unrecognizable black flesh 
then is put into a domain where law and protection is suspended. This is critical 
because as Butler argues, "life requires support and enabling conditions in order to be 
livable life"(21). Since a life exists amongst the dependency of others, enabling 
condition to make life livable is significant. However, the Middle Passage slave ship 
produced negative meaning on blackness, which produced a social norm that ignores 
hence excludes black bodies. The power to kill in modern American society is 
operated in connection to racial features, through the very absence of lawful protection 
and support of black lives. 

JanMohamed takes Agamben's argument of bare life to further investigate death. In 
his book Death-Bound-Subject, JanMohamed formulates the nature and function of 
lynching. He states that lynching creates the lynching mob as the sovereign power, 
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since the mob in that moment possesses the absolute power to decide who lives and 
who dies. At the same time, the mob also produces bare life as such, since the act or 
the threat of lynching is extralegal, lying outside the juridical procedures. JanMohamed 
hence uses the term "death-bound-subject" to define the utter abjectness of the subject 
position of the victim. He differentiates “death-bound-subject” from Spillers' notion of 
"flesh," in the way that "flesh" is "though denuded almost entirely of its subjectivity, 
flesh is still alive," emphasizing the affinity of death in the notion of "bare life" and 
the "death-bound-subject"(10). JanMohamed explains: "one needs to stress that bare 
life always exists as 'flesh' that is readily and easily convertible to 'meat' and that it 
is precisely this convertibility, […] between the two that constitutes 'bare life'"(10). 
Ultimately, a death-bound-subject is someone in the zone between flesh(alive) and 
meat(dead), between "the (im)possibilities of life and the (im)possibilities of death," 
exposed to unpredictable threat of death(10). 

At the center of his book, JanMohamed examines the use-value and the 
exchange-value of the threat of death. In his analysis, he differentiates actual-death 
from social-death, stating that the former is the biological death of a subject, while a 
social death furnishes the condition to be an absolute powerless in the world. What 
JanMohamed stresses is that the latter is conditioned upon the subject's fear of the 
former: "the possibility of actual-death is the precondition for the slave's social-death 
in that it is the slave's desire to avoid that possibility, that is, his fear of that, that 
forces him to 'agree' to become a slave, a socially dead being"(17, emphasis added). 
Likewise, JanMohamed asserts that bare life is confined to the domain of social-death 
where lawful protection for life is suspended because of the fear of the threat of the 
actual-death. The threat of death that forces one to inhabit the zone of social death is 
imminent to the extent that it is arbitrary, lawless, and unpredictably present. Hence, 
it is the imminent threat of death that forces bare life to inhabit the hostile condition 
of the social-death. Such a dialectical relation between the actual- and social- death 
then also provides a possibility for bare life to negate its state of exception. 
JanMohamed explains: "If, however, the slave can overcome the fear of actual-death, 
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if he is willing to subjectify the possibility of actual-death, then, […] it can no longer 
be used as a mode of coercion"(57). In other words, by overcoming the threat of 
actual-death, the subject is able to negate the formation of extralegal sovereign power 
and subvert the coercive system to produce itself as bare life. 

JanMohamed's examination of actual- and social- death is valuable to this paper, 
since it provides a subversive possibility in the zone of utter social abjection where 
people are exposed to the imminent threat of death and thus forced to inhabit the zone 
of exception. Although JanMohamed explains this in connection with racial slavery, 
the returning ghostly figures who are “unburied” in Sing, Unburied, Sing suggest that 
modern American society is still affected by the history of slavery. The reappearing 
ghosts in the novel collapse the boundaries of time and space, suggesting that the 
power of racism still hovers modern American society. The ghosts who are “unburied” 
in the novel intervenes in the narratives of the living, suggesting that black characters 
such as Jojo and Leonie’s lives are still affected by the biopolitical mode of racism. 
As Richie testifies in the novel, history is “like a snake that sheds its skin. the outside 
look different when the scales change, but the inside always the same"(Sing 172). The 
returning ghosts in the novel who are dead but “unburied” then shed light on the 
racial discrimination in the society that skips critical evaluation. 

In the following chapter, this paper investigates Jesmyn Ward's novel Sing, 
Unburied, Sing by focusing on the black characters who live in the imminent threat of 
death as well as the possibility to negate it. The characters are haunted by the 
unpredictable presence of actual-death, just like Leonie who sees Given's ghost. Given 
was killed by a white boy who did not receive proper lawful punishment; Jojo also 
witnesses Richie's ghost ever since his trip from Parchman Prison where a police 
officer aimed a gun at him, and he has never been more adjacent to death before. 
Nonetheless, the novel suggests a possibility of overcoming the condition of bare life 
by taking over the fear of death and subjectifyng it. Jojo begins the novel with his 
birthday wish that he wants to know and be able to look at death straight, which 
delivers his determination to negate the very means of oppression against him. He 
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learns to face death from Pop, who killed Richie before the lynching mob could get 
to him, in order to disaffirm the formation of white sovereign power that kills, and 
prevent Richie from being produced as a bare life. 

II. 

In this chapter, I investigate on the condition of being in the state of exception and 
the possibility to resist and negate it by subjugating death in Sing, Unburied, Sing. 
According to Agamben, the state of exception is where the law applies through 
suspension, which produces those who inhabit the zone as bare life who "may be 
killed and yet not sacrificed"(8). Sing, Unburied, Sing begins with Jojo's narration on 
his thirteenth birthday. The novel aligns life and death closely next to each other from 
the very first chapter, by deploying Pop to prepare a goat to celebrate Jojo's birthday. 
Jojo helps his grandfather, hoping that Pop will not read his slowness as the fear of 
killing the goat. The strong smell of death that arises from slicing the goat, however, 
forces Jojo to repulse from it. As Pop slices the goat's stomach, Jojo narrates: 

[Pop's] slicing and the smell overwhelms like a faceful of pig shit. It smells like 
foragers, dead and rotting out in the thick woods, when the only sign of them is the 
stink and the buzzards rising and settling and circling. It stinks like possums or 
armadillos smashed half flat on the road, rotting in asphalt and heat. But worse. This 
smell is worse; it's the smell of death, the rot coming from something just alive, 
something hot with blood and life. […] all I can see is […] the soft eye of the goat then 
then I can't hold myself still and watch no more, then I'm out the door of the shed and 
I'm throwing up in the grass outside. My face is so hot, but my arms are cold.(Sing, 
Unburied, Sing 5-6, emphasis added)

 The smell of death overwhelms Jojo despite his wish to confront death. Although 
the rotting smell of death comes "from something just alive, something hot with blood 
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and life," the smell nauseates him(6). Despite its affinity to life, death is what causes 
the living body an immediate physical repulsion, strong enough to make Jojo face 
away and vomit. Jojo's body vomits to ensure that it is distanced from what is so foul 
and dangerous as death. It is noticeable that even though death is what a living body 
naturally expels, Jojo begins the novel wishing to know what death is, and "to think 
that it's something [he] could look at straight"(1). Jojo still keeps company of Pop and 
follows his directions after throwing up in the grass.

The reason why Jojo needs to look at death straight is because of the precarious 
condition of living as a black person in America. In a biopolitical society that discerns 
who to make live and let die, the social discrimination is practiced through the 
ambiguous domain where law is suspended. The legacy of racial slavery produced 
what Spillers terms the “cultural seeing by skin color," associating black skin with 
negative meanings, producing them as social abjects who inhabit the zone of 
exception("Mama’s" 67). The novel deploys ghostly figures to point out the society’s 
convention of “cultural seeing" of black bodies. Given’s ghost that Leonie sees, for 
instance, points out that the fact that the legacy of slavery that confines black people 
within the boundary of social death is still in practice. Jojo's mother, Leonie sees her 
brother Given’s ghost whenever she is high on drugs. Given was an outgoing student 
who loved to play football with white and black classmates. Leonie recalls that one 
day, Given went hunting with his white teammates where he bet one of the boys that 
he "could kill a buck with a bow before the boy could take one down with a 
rifle"(Sing 48). On that trip, Given won the bet against a white boy. Leonie explains 
that Given won the bet partly because he was good, but also because everyone else 
drank beer like orange juice, not expecting Given to win(48). The white boy who lost 
shot Given with his gun in anger. The white boy's family covered the boy's murder as 
a "Hunting accident," which brought an agreement with a DA officer. Eventually, the 
white boy was sentenced to only three years in prison and two years' probation. 

Given's death in the novel reveals the precarious state of black lives on whom the 
juridical orders apply differently from white people. His return as a ghost suggests the 
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black racial discrimination that operates to kill beyond the law does not have a closure 
even in the modern society. The racial mark of blackness on Given body conceals his 
subjecthood and steals his social recognizability away from him. Although Given 
"played football with, tussled in the locker room with, and sweated almost to breaking 
on the stadium field with" the white boys, they did not consider him as someone with 
an equal chance of winning the bet(49). The fact that the court and the DA office 
took Big Joseph's appeal that it was an "accident" instead of a hate murder also shows 
the imbalanced scale of rules that applies to the white and black people. Leonie refers 
to Given's ghost as "Given-not-Given," which symbolizes his condition of being 
"Given" a life in the society but is also at once "not-Given," since Given does not 
enjoy the protection and condition to be able to be liberally sustain his life.

The fact that Leonie sees Given's ghost indicates that what has happened to Given 
affects her life as well. Given's haunted presence indicates Leonie's fear of her 
precarious state as a black person in the society. Avery Gordon in his book Ghostly 
Matters states that "ghost is primarily a symptom of what is missing. It gives notice 
not only to itself but also to what it represents"(63). Given’s ghost then represents 
Leonie’s sense of absence of support for her life as a black person, being exposed to 
unpredictable threat of death. Leonie’s seeing the ghost as a symptom of what is 
missing is also similar to the amputated patient that experiences phantom limb. 
Merleau-Ponty provided a famous observation on an amputated patient who feels the 
pain of an absent limb. According to him, feeling a phantom limb indicates a 
discordance between his bodily image and the actual body. The symptom of the 
phantom limb is positive in the way that it indicates the readiness to engage with the 
world, but it is also a negative symptom because it is a state of "refusal to recognize 
the deficiency" in actual life(Phenomenology 76-78). Leonie's haunted vision of 
Given-not-Given then is to feel the absence of an equal social recognition of Given’s 
black body as the other white boys. Leonie sees Given’s ghost because neither the 
white boy’s family nor the juridical order recognized Given’s black body as someone 
equally entitled to lawful protection. Given’s ghostly presence then signifies Leonie’s 
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preoccupation and fear of the black bodies’ precarious state exposed to death, thereby 
being forced to inhabit the zone of bare life. 

In fact, it is through the very fear of death that racial discrimination is maintained. 
In the novel, Jojo often asks Pop for his stories about Parchman prison. Parchman lies 
in the center of the novel as a place that is fundamentally different from a normal 
prison. Parchman is a facility that is constituted of mostly black inmates, who are 
arrested without proper juridical procedures and forced to starve and labor. Parchman 
Prison is an exemplar of Agamben's notion of "state of exception," since it is within 
the law's responsibility but only through its ambiguous suspension in the way in which 
the inmates were not given lawful trial nor a chance to appeal. According to Pop, 
what forces people to remain in Parchman is their fear of the shooters. Inmates are 
subjected to coercive labor from day to night, after which people are no longer able 
to “think” but only able to follow the bodily desires to "eat" or "sleep"(68). One of 
those bodily desires left is to "run" and escape from Parchman, however, people do 
not run for fear of the shooters who surveil with guns in the readiness to kill. Pop 
explains: 

From sunup to sundown we was out there in them fields, hoeing and picking and 
planting and pulling. A man get to a point like that, he can't think. Just feel. Feel like 
he want to stop moving. Feel his stomach burn and know he want to eat. Feel his 
head packed full of cotton and know he want to sleep. Feel his throat close and fire 
run up his arms and legs, his heart beat out his chest, and know he want to run. But 
he wasn't no running. We was gunmen, under the gun of them damn trusty shooters. 
(Sing, Unburied, Sing, 68-69 emphasis added). 

  Under the surveillance of the gunmen and trusty shooters, there was "no running" in 
spite of the desire to do so(69). It is hence the threat of death that maintains the 
boundary between Parchman and outside. Pop explains that the same mechanism was 
used in his great-great-grandmother’s time, when the slave traders invaded villages to 
kidnap people and sell them as slaves: 
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Once, my grandmama told me a story about her great-grandmama. She'd come across 
the ocean, been kidnapped and sold. Said her great-grandmama told her that in her 
village, they ate fear. Said it turned the food to sand in they mouth.. … that 
[great-great-grandmother's] skin grew around the chains. That her mouth shaped to the 
muzzle. That she was made into an animal under the hot, bright sky, …. I knew what 
that was, to be an animal. (Sing, Unburied, Sing, 69 emphasis added)

  According to Pop, slave masters came across the ocean to Pop's 
great-great-grandmother's village to forcefully capture people. Pop's 
great-great-grandmother said that people in the village ate "fear," which turns the food 
to sand, snatching their lives away from them and "made [people] into an animal"(69). 
Likewise, in both great-great-grandmother and Pop's cases in Parchman, people are 
forced to stay under the coercive system because they are bounded by the imminent 
possibility of the actual death. Pop's ancestor describes that even after the Middle 
Passage slave ship, her skin "grew around the chains" and the "mouth shaped to the 
muzzle"(69). The skin grew around chains and mouth shaped to the muzzle because 
the threat of death lingers, bounding the bodies even after the slave ship to confine 
their lives like “animal[s]”(69). 

Founded in the legacy of racial slavery, the Parchman Prison that still exists to 
torture and force people to labor in Pop and Jojo's timeline function to produce and 
maintain that threat of death to produce black people as bare life. When Pop was 
young, his older brother, Stag got into a fight with a white navy officer. Afterwards, 
a group of white navy officers went to Stag's home and sent both Stag and Pop to 
Parchman prison. When they tied up Stag and Pop and took them to the road, they 
said: "You boys is going to learn what it means to work, [...] To do right by the law 
of God and man, [...] You boys going to Parchman"(19 emphasis in the original). The 
white men’s use of the verb “learn” is noticeable, since it indicates that Parchman is 
a place where Stag and Pop can “learn” their social positions. Parchman is an 
extralegal place that even Pop, who was just at home when the white men came, can 
be confined and tortured because he is black without juridical procedures. What black 
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people “learn” in Parchman Prison under the surveillance of the trusty shooters then is 
their condition of being a bare life, which is to be in the zone of exception where 
they can be killed and abused without bringing attention of the legal consequences. 

The central presence of Parchman in the novel thus emphasizes the social boundary 
that includes black lives solely through means of exclusion even after generations. 
Although Jojo represents the youngest generation in the novel with his sister, he is 
still exposed to the precarious state of a black person and learns the horror of death 
on his way back from Parchman. When Jojo joins Leonie to go to Parchman to pick 
up his father, he experiences an excessive use of force by the white policemen. The 
policemen stop and search their car after learning that the car comes from Parchman. 
From the encounter with the policemen, Jojo begins to see the young boy Richie's 
ghost, who was in Parchman with Pop but did not survive. When the police stop the 
car, Richie tells Jojo that the police are "going to chain you"(169). The next moment, 
a policeman asks Jojo to step out, and puts handcuff on him and points a gun at the 
thirteen-year-old boy. Richie says that although the social system looks different after 
generations of modification, the basic structure remains the same: "Sometimes I think 
it done changed. And then I sleep and wake up, and it ain't changed none"(171). This 
means that the fundamental political structure that creates bare life as such remains 
unchanged, as Richie continues: “It’s like a snake that sheds its skin. the outside look 
different when the scales change, but the inside always the same"(172). Richie’s ghost 
surpasses space and time, indicating how American society is "haunted" by the 
political structure that produces  "inclusive exclusion" of bare lives (Homo Sacer 9). 
Although a lot has changed since Pop's great-great-grandmother's time, black characters 
still consist the domain of exception where they can be arrested and killed without 
such illegal acts being prevented or punished. 

The fear of death that Parchman injects in people is a mode of power that 
subjugates people. JanMohamed in his book The Death-Bound-Subject writes that the 
imminent and ubiquitous possibility of death "makes the slave live in such a way that 
his being is consumed with the preoccupation of avoiding the possibility of death"(19). 



An Analysis of Death in Jesmyn Ward’s Sing, Unburied, Sing   181

In other words, it is the possibility of the biological death that makes the slave to 
remain in the state of subjugation. When Jojo encounters the white policeman, the cop 
"has his gun out, pointing at" him, kicking and yelling at him to get down in the 
grass(Sing 170). Jojo wants to soothe his younger sister, Kayla who was running to 
him and run back to Misty, but he finds his body defies him and not able to speak, 
preoccupied by the imminent threat of death: "I can't speak. […] [Richie] distracts me 
from the warm close day, […] but only for a second because I can't help but return 
to this: Kayla's brown arms and that gun, black as rot, as pregnant with dread"(170). 
The gun freezes Jojo's body and forces him to stop from doing whatever would kill 
himself or Kayla. The policemen's gun does not leave Jojo even after he leaves the 
policemen, since the white policeman's excessive use of force implies that he can be 
killed by the very people who represent the social rule and justice. Just like Pop's 
great-great-grandmother's description that the chain on the Middle Passage slave ship 
grows around her skin, Jojo narrates that "The image of the gun stays with me. Even 
after Kayla throws up, after the police officer checks my pants and lets me out of 
them biting handcuffs, […] that black gun is there"(170-71). The imminent possibility 
of death lingers and haunts Jojo even after the arrest. 

Likewise, Parchman Prison as well as the white policeman use the threat of death to 
subjugate black people and confine them in the domain of bare life in the soceity 
established upon the legacy of slavery. The black characters in the novel are 
death-bounded in the sense that "the cultural seeing by skin color" conceals their social 
subjecthood and subjugate them within the domain of social abjection through the 
imminent and persistent threat of death(“Mama’s” 67). Nevertheless, JanMohamed 
argues that such is not a permanent status, since there is still hope to resist against it 
and thus to be unbound from the threat of death. To be more specific, since it is the 
threat of actual-death that makes social-death of bare life possible, one can take over the 
very means of coercion by taking over the threat of actual-death. JanMohamed explains: 

In [the slave's] desperate state, actual-death provides him with the only means of 
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negating the master's power over him. It also constitutes a form of independence, 
however fleeting it may be: his "voluntary" death affirms his freedom of choice, 
whereas his involuntary death or his acceptance of social-death only confirms his 
bondage.(The Death-Bound-Subject 18)

  Likewise, the involuntary death or the acceptance of social-status confirms the state 
of bare life as well as the death-bounded status. If this is the case, by taking control 
of the actual-death, the slave is able to affirm the freedom of choice and thus deny the 
social-death. 

Jojo's birthday wish to be able to "look at [death] straight" then is significant in the 
novel(Sing 1). If it is the fear that forces black bodies to meet the condition of bare 
life, to be able to "look at [death] straight" implies Jojo's willingness and readiness to 
negate the racial subjugation of black people. On his birthday, Jojo learns how to face 
death from Pop. Pop is Jojo's main paternal figure in the novel, who is not haunted 
by any of the ghostly figures that appear in the story. Pop faces death calmly, as it 
is revealed in the first chapter where he kills the goat. Pop's action of killing is 
precise and confident, delivering accurate commands to Jojo on when to "Pull" the 
goat inside out and then turn it to the "Other side"(5). 

In fact, what has happened to Pop and Richie in Parchman Prison shows the reason 
why Pop is not haunted by the threat of death. Pop recalls that when he was 
imprisoned in Parchman, he notices the young boy Richie, who was only twelve years 
old at the time, "lagging crooked like a ant that's lost scent"(69 emphasis in the 
original). Pop felt sympathetic to the young boy and thus looked out for him in the 
prison. One day, Richie caught a man named Blue running away from Parchman after 
raping a female inmate, and joined him. Pop followed them partly because it was his 
job, but mostly to protect Richie. While running away, Blue came up on a white girl 
who was fetching water from a spring and ripped her dress. Word quickly got out and 
white people formed a lynching mob, which was "eager as hounds to the hunt" of the 
black man who ripped a white girl's dress(253). Pop knew that the mob would not 
differentiate Richie from Blue, but would lynch them both: "[…] when it came to Blue 
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and Richie, [the mob] wasn't going to tell no difference. They was going to see two 
niggers, two beasts, who had touched a White woman"(253). When Pop was tracking 
down Richie, he saw the bonfire that the white mob lit and heard Blue's scream. The 
mob was cutting pieces off Blue: "Fingers. Toes. Ears. Nose. And then they started 
skinning him"(254). When Pop finally found Richie, the boy was crying at the sound 
of the mob and Blue’s scream. Pop knew that the mob was going to do the same to 
Richie as they did to Blue. The mob would cut Richie into pieces "till he was just 
some bloody, soft, screaming thing, and then they was going to string him up from a 
tree"(255). Pop thus killed Richie with his own hands before the lynching mob arrives. 

As JanMohamed states, the function of lynching lies in its formation of the white 
sovereign power, while at the same time establishing the black victims as bare 
lives(Death-Bound-Subject 9). The act and the threat of lynching defines sovereign 
power, as he asserts: "Each and every act or threat of lynching instantaneously defines 
and creates […] the lynch mob(and by extension, each individual member of that mob) 
as sovereign power: the mob and the individual decide, with absolute power, at that 
very moment who lives and who dies"(Death-Bound 9). Further, the sovereign power 
that lynching creates lies outside the juridical procedures, since the act itself is one 
that affirms its extralegal sovereign power(9). The moment of lynching thus defines 
and creates bare life as such, who can be killed without that act or threat requiring 
juridical procedures(9). In order to resist against lynching that creates the white 
extralegal power to kill as well as producing Richie as bare life who can be killed 
without consequences, Pop kills Richie with his own hands. Although it is not ideal, 
it was Pop’s way of keeping the promise of protecting Richie from the lynching mob: 
"We gone get you out of this. We gone get you away from here" and "I'm a take you 
home"(Sing 255). Although punching his shank into Richie’s vein broke Pop's heart, as 
he confesses that he can still smell Richie's blood under his own skin, Pop is not 
haunted by Richie's ghost, fearing that one day he might be killed by a white lynching 
mob. By subjugating Richie's death, which is the very means that white mob establish 
their sovereign power, Pop subjugated the actual-death of black bodies, so that Richie 
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and Pop's black bodies cannot be produced and maintained within the zone of the 
social death. 

As a result, although Pop lives in pain for having to kill the young boy, he is not 
death-bounded in the unpredictable and lawless threat of death. The ritual of killing 
the goat on Jojo's thirteenth birthday is then very symbolic. Jojo narrates that he wants 
Pop to know that he "can get bloody," so that Pop will think that he has "earned these 
thirteen years, so Pop will know [he is] ready to pull what needs to be pulled, 
separate innards from muscle, organs from cavities"(1). The act of pulling "what needs 
to be pulled" and "separating innards from muscle, organs from cavities" symbolizes 
Jojo’s willingness to unbound the fear and the threat of death that bind his black body 
to the domain of bare life(1). Therefore, despite the topics such as black lives in the 
racial power dynamics exposed to murder, the lynching mob, excessive use of police 
force, and unlawful imprisonment, the novel yet delivers a positive and hopeful 
message. This is because the young boy Jojo's readiness to overcome the fear of death 
could take over the very means that produce the extralegal power that kills and 
produces black bodies as bare lives. 

III.

In the last chapter, Ward describes a chorus of the dead, who fill the tree branches 
and look at Jojo and Kayla. The ghosts do not speak but tell their deaths through 
“their eyes, their great black eyes”(Sing 282). To Jojo who looks up to the tree filled 
with the dead, Richie says: “Now you understand life. Now you know Death”(282). 
The scene where Jojo and Kyla meet the ghosts does not indicate that they are 
haunted by the fear. Kyla soothes the ghosts by her song as if to show that the history 
of racial oppression will not be forgotten but remembered to resist the threat of actual 
death. 

 The question of life is closely connected to that of death in the novel. Just like 
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Vinson Cunningham points out that “The book’s most moving illumination of danger 
and exposure is one of its least supernatural,” the death, ghosts, and the lynching mob 
in the novel deliver the racial violence against black people’s lives that is still 
effective today (New Yorker). From Pop’s imprisonment in Parchman Prison, Given’s 
murder, and Jojo’s encounter with the police and the ghosts, the novel gives an honest 
reflection of the modern American society that operates through the biopolitical power 
mode that “let die” of black people. Ward nevertheless delivers a hopeful message to 
negate the oppressive racism that forces black lives to inhabit the zone of bare life. 
Although the biopolitical power forces the black characters in the novel to face the 
condition of bare life, the confrontation of death provides the possibility to take over 
the very means of such oppressive power. 
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