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INTRODUCTION
PARADIGMS OF DEATH (OR LIFE) AND DEATHLIFE


Perhaps the whole root of our trouble, the human trouble, is that we will sacrifice all the beauty of our lives, will imprison ourselves in totems, taboos, crosses, blood sacrifices, steeples, mosques, races, armies, flags, nations, in order to deny the fact of death, the only fact we have. It seems to me that one ought to rejoice in the fact of death—ought to decide, indeed, to earn one’s death by confronting with passion the conundrum of life. —JAMES BALDWIN, The Fire Next Time

In light of ongoing existential circumstances, Black expressive culture naturally has interrogated and wrestled with the constitution of existence—its beginning, its present, and its end. Why would it be otherwise when, as the above epigraph makes clear, denial of the realness of death is futile and unproductive in that it deforms both the nature and the meaning of death and life?

Death and life: while some, as is the American way, seek to sever the connection between the two, social circumstances contain language and practices (e.g., cultural depictions of Black bodies as dangerous, “law and order,” geographic confinement as something like a grave) that serve to reinforce their relationship despite objections. To avoid this discussion is to misunderstand history and deform aesthetic framing of the social world. They—death and life—are thought together to the extent that being for Black bodies involves the simultaneous potentiality of both, and this generates a geography of speculation both reasonable (drawn from interrogation of sociopolitical, economic, and cultural conditions) and affective. One way to describe this relationship of death and life is through the image of dying. And, so, what Victor Brombert says concerning Franz Kafka’s take on death—one whose poor health kept death always a consideration—is applicable here. “Death for Kafka means not an end,” Brombert writes, “nor a passing (or passage) located in a time soon to come, but an everlasting reality of pain in the present; not in fact death, but a permanent dying.”1

Pushing forward, Blackness attached to certain bodies has long functioned as a trope, a graphic sign, of this dying—housing at once the terror of death and the longing for life. In a sense, Blackness within the context of the United States has served as a frame for decay, a relationship to social chaos constituted by and monitored in terms of the counterdynamics of whiteness. And in this narration, in this performance against (Black) death and for the sake of (white) life, Black bodies are always and already representative of a perceived dangerous intersection. To think and perform Blackness is, within the context of our social world, to negotiate death and life. In fact, Blackness is constituted by the coherence, the coterminous relationship, of death and life as this is projected onto certain weight-carrying communities. As a consequence, in terms of physical exposure and metaphysical restriction, the history of the United States in relationship to Blackness is a history of demise—an often-denied performance of what I call deathlife. One of the more graphic narrations of this configuration comes from hip hop culture. In certain ways, hip hop culture—and I am particularly concerned with the lyrical content of rap music—offers a language, an alternate grammar and vocabulary, for articulating the nature and meaning of deathlife.

In what follows here, I position deathlife against another paradigm—life distinctive from death—in order to set the stage for its application vis-à-vis rap music.2 The examination of these two paradigms isn’t intended to suggest a distinction between death and deathlife. Rather, my aim is to isolate for discussion the intent behind deathlife as a structuring of the Other. Whites, by means of whiteness, don’t “see” deathlife—privilege involves not having to. Instead, they feel its meaning and name its impact using the language of death or life.3 The distinction (death or life versus deathlife) is a matter of orientation (whiteness or Blackness), not substance. In making this claim, in the following section, I mean to highlight, from the vantage point of whiteness’s logic, a cartographical presentation of deathlife cast as death or life. The goal is to provide a sense of how embodied Blacks are positioned within US social arrangements related to deathlife (or what whiteness projects as death or life) and the discourse of anxiety marking this positioning of Blackness.4 The aim of whiteness in so doing is to position Blacks in relationship to death and life—and in this way ratify the social world. In making this argument, I begin to contextualize and offer pretext for narrations of deathlife that are presented in the remaining chapters.


Paradigm 1: Life or/and Death

How does it feel to be a problem?

—W. E. B. DU BOIS, The Souls of Black Folk

By considering the manner in which Blackness has been constructed as the meaning of death for whites, and publicly performed as the “technology” of deathlife, I want to extend the notion of Blacks as a problem presented by W. E. B. Du Bois early in The Souls of Black Folk.5 And I do this by recognizing that the “Veil”—his term for what is not only a material source of division and exclusion but also a type of hermeneutical device, or tool of perception—hampers the manner in which Black people are viewed and understood by whites, but affords a clear presentation of whites.6 Hence, Blacks as a problem is tied to the production of whiteness (by white people) and its aims. Mindful of this, I want to note the flip side of that formulation (i.e., Blacks as a problem) by briefly considering Du Bois’s later formulation of whiteness as presented in the essay “The Souls of White Folks.” For Du Bois, something about the second sight of Blacks allows them to “see” and to know whites—to view them from a place of familiarity in that he, like all Black people, is “bone of their thought and flesh of their language.” This is a deep familiarity informing Black people, but one that troubles and angers whites, resulting in white denial of Black people’s substance and place within the social world; instead, as Du Bois writes, “They deny my right to live and be and call me misbirth! My word is to them mere bitterness and my soul, pessimism.”7

Undergirding this is a modern development: the creation of white people as unique and special, the measure of humanity, the standard, ontology’s conclusion, with Blacks as a failed ontology in that they are defined by a radical status as “not like whites.” This is a modern logic, which serves to shape the expanse of the social world and all its resources—and which is summed up by the category of whiteness. Or, as Du Bois expresses the predicament, “There must come the necessary despisings and hatreds of these savage half-men, this unclean canaille of the world—these dogs of men. All through the world this gospel is preaching. It has its literature, it has its priests, it has its secret propaganda and above all—it pays!”8

Whiteness is a justification for total consumption, for unbridled expression of desire; it frames a system of thought combined with diabolical practice that is sanctioned through violence and disregard of any (and all) who pose a threat to this logic of superiority and its grand claims. Or, in Du Bois’s words, “Whiteness is the ownership of the earth forever and ever, Amen!”9 According to the grand narrative, without the presence of whiteness and white people to maintain it, the world would lack substance and meaning—and instead would devolve into chaos. Du Bois sees the trick here, knows the falseness of such claims, and names what whiteness puts in place to manage such exposure. This barbarity isn’t a misrepresentation of white people, not a misnaming of whiteness; rather, it is the very nature of white culture. Maintenance of this falsehood is intense and bloody. It is rabid in its moralizing and championing of a white world through condemnation of Blackness vis-à-vis Black people: “Say to a people: ‘The one virtue is to be white,’ and the people rush to the inevitable conclusion, ‘Kill the “nigger”!’ ”10

Here, one begins to see the manner (and means) by which whiteness captures the idea of Blacks through a discourse of anxiety, with Blackness constructed as a corrective narration of deathlife distinct from the experience of whiteness as a relationship of life over against death. In other words, the construction of Blackness carried through Black bodies is meant to isolate death for the white population in something other than themselves. By so doing, Blackness through Black bodies takes on death so that others (i.e., white members of the social world) are able to operate through a controlled encounter with death. Put another way, I am suggesting that whites (through the development and operation of whiteness) work to construct existential arrangements and ontological structures that make death visible and “manageable” by projecting it onto Black bodies.

White bodies do experience death, but whites are able to “attach”—a type of projection—their worst fears about death (as the taking of life), the most grotesque dimensions of their anxiety of death, to Black bodies. This happens with respect to two geographies: (1) physical demise and (2) irrelevance—as an ontological and epistemological rupture in its most graphic form.


PHYSICAL DEMISE

The nature and meaning of death have changed; the locations for death and the framing of death have altered due to various socioeconomic, political, and cultural shifts in collective life over the centuries. Yet something related to the awareness of death remains in place and undergirds reflective awareness of life’s vulnerability. Whites live with an understanding of and fear regarding the end of physical existence. This is such a strong component of individual and collective life that physical death loses its distinctiveness and becomes less easily distinguished from what is called life. In this regard, one might think in terms of material, physical life/death as opposed to a much clearer distinction such as life … death.11 There have been efforts, of course, to control, monitor, and ritualize material death (the end of vital biological functions), or to privatize it so as to make it manageable, to make it fit within a particular sociocultural understanding.

Death experienced in this form gives whites time, resource, and opportunity to work out arrangements in a way consistent with individual need/want and in light of communal assumptions and priorities. It might involve arrangement of resources, nurturing relationships, and so on. This is an economy of death that is manageable and to some extent “owned” by whites. The opposite of this, the type of death avoided, involves a hard death, entailing death that is untimely (outside the socially assumed chronological frame for human life), death that is violent or in some other way outside the pattern of life or death desired by the person, or death that for any other reason is outside the dominant narrative of life or death. Such death disrupts sociocultural arrangements that mark out life or physical being within a given community. In this way, physical death produces dis-ease within a community and fosters a certain type of anxiety within individuals.

While there may be cultural nuance and difference in the practices of marking off and discussing death, whites and Blacks use similar structuring(s) of physical death; laws, for instance, determine how any body can be disposed of or stored.12 The physical body, the biochemical reality whose biological functions end, can be ritually addressed after death.13 It can be mourned, represented in a variety of ways, and then set apart from living in a clear and “final” manner. It can be presented and available to the living in cemeteries and urns but still at a safe distance from the living, confined, managed, epistemologically docile. Not so with irrelevance premised on a certain epistemology. It, the body, must be apparent, in place, and exposed to life so as to differentiate it from that which isn’t meaninglessness. In this regard, the practices related to the material body are fairly set across cultures and social dynamics. For example, whites and Blacks both use professionals who prepare bodies for presentation and ritualized goodbyes, and so on. Yet there are limits to this connection, in that death as presented here grabs at Blacks in certain ways and casts Blacks in a particular relationship to demise. The challenge is this: contacts, or communities, nurture structures of connection that ease the reality of death, but they also involve the production of circumstances (e.g., diseases and violence) that undercut the offerings of relationship. There is the movement through the world aware that life is framed by death, and death by life.14 This, of course, is true for those who are considered human in ways that have fundamental mattering—who are socioeconomically, politically, religiously, and culturally human—that is, whites.15

The arts have recognized and faced this dilemma over and over again. Particular social developments and challenges have prompted this recognition and the need to aesthetically present it. Karla FC Holloway’s insight is worth noting: there is an intimate link between “color and death.” And this connection guides much of what she, and others who hold to this opinion, says about the nature and meaning of the rituals and processes of addressing physical demise within Black communities. In addition, Holloway argues, this connection between color and death shaped cultural production, as the arts became a way to express the nature and meaning of this tragic relationship.16 But regardless of the motivation, the arts have marked out deep awareness of this limitation. On this point I share a question with Sharon Patricia Holland: “What if some subjects never achieve, in the eyes of others, the status of the ‘living’?” Our answers are different. Holland frames the question in light of Toni Morrison’s brilliant Beloved and raises the specter of existing with the dead, being “at one with the dead.”17 For Holland, Blacks are perceived as ghosts.18 Not so for me—and this is where we begin to move away from the physicality of death. I suggest Blacks do not achieve the status of the “living” not because they are categorized with the dead—the ancestors, for instance—but because they are neither fully objects nor fully subjects. Put another way, they have a particular materiality—an embodiedness that produces discomfort and anxiety in the general non-Black population—but they have limited metaphysical importance, in that their presence is without deep epistemological and ontological significance because they have no will that matters. They, through socioeconomic and political arrangements, for example, are put in place and monitored by the dominant population; in this way, they occupy an in-between space of sorts.

The dead must also be “alive”—present, ever-present—if the meaning of whiteness is to have meaning. But the dead can’t be so present as to cause epistemological and ontological discomfort on a fundamental level for those (advocates of white supremacy, among others) depending on this particular arrangement of the dead. Put differently, Blacks must be recognizable—“human” enough to be visible, or regarded—but not able to demand so much attention, or significance in time and space, as to threaten those who advocate modalities of white advantage. One might think of the deaths of Michael Brown, George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, and Trayvon Martin as representing this visceral desire to maintain the placement of Black bodies.19 To talk about death—to understand it on some level within and beyond its most superficial dimensions as confrontation of the senses in the form of physical demise—is to talk about life. This, nonetheless, is a reality fought on a variety of fronts. The logic of life, in fact, is death.



ONTOLOGICAL DEATH

There are ways in which the very presence of Blacks in North America entails a certain type of death. Slavery, as the sociologist Orlando Patterson has aptly noted, involves social death: the surrender of will or authority for the sake of physical life.20 This arrangement has certainly shaped the context and content of Blacks’ existence in the Americas, but I have in mind a different dimension of this situation, related, but to be wrestled with in its own right. What Patterson describes so vividly entails the existential arrangements of “life,” the experience of living within a context of race-based discrimination. The embodied Black body is confined in time and space in ways felt through the flesh and in relationship to other bodies. Yet there are also ontological considerations of note, meaning ways in which the very being of Blacks is defined by the presence of demise. Indeed, the Black body as social construct is the language of demise, in that it was meant to signify and speak of and tame the end of being as a subject. This ontological death is not the end of vital functions such as heart activity or brain activity. Nor do I mean the end of spiritual vitality in a traditional religious-theological sense. This is not death as a physical or “spiritual” condition, but rather death more fully as an ontological positioning and an epistemological rupture regarding knowledge of being, of life integrity, of dignity, and so on. It is the loss of meaning more generally as opposed to the particular ending of a particular person’s mattering.21

This ontological and epistemological situation means the “identity” of Blacks isn’t simply marked by stigma. That is to say, Erving Goffman’s keen work on the nature and meaning of the stigma as marking a person who is “reduced in our minds from a whole and usual person to a tainted, discounted one” doesn’t fully capture the construction—epistemologically and ontologically—of Blacks.22 For Blacks aren’t simply human with both “virtual” and “actual” social identity as less than—as somehow and in some way impure. It isn’t a matter of a Black person, a complex human being understood or stereotyped in a way that renders them problematic or deficient in some way.23 No, the Black person means something more fundamentally different, and perceived as a necessary danger. Stigma has too limited a range of influence and form, in that any given attribute can render an individual “usual” or “unusual.”24 Such is not the case for Blacks, for whom the challenge is always and already deeply ontological-epistemological and expressed existentially. Even the idea that some “attributes” are always a problem doesn’t fully capture the situation. Furthermore, the “not quite human” sense, as Goffman outlines it, the sense of race as a stigma, doesn’t recognize sufficiently the nature of the ontological dis-ease (not simply social understandings and arrangements, that is, social identity) assumed to be constituted by Blackness. In some respects, what Goffman points out as stigma involves a type of social and/or physical symmetry lacking in some persons. For the Black person, however, it is more than this lack of symmetry.25

What Neil Small says concerning the discussion of death within scholarship and as differentiated over time in the West is relevant here: “Death is the apotheosis of this grand dream of control and of the belief in the power of the ordered.”26 As Blacks have been constructed as death, this means for those needing and wanting this arrangement that death is both sought and feared—having something of a religious quality. It is an odd arrangement: Blacks are projected as death within a context fighting to keep death at bay, and participation in American life in any substantive way requires Blacks to buy into the death they are projected as constituting. With this in mind, it is clear that Russ Castronovo’s intriguing notion of “necro citizenship” fails to fully capture what I mean to represent here. He argues that US democracy enjoys nonresponsive citizens—Blacks—who do not react to political developments, who are passive and still, who are … corpses.27 His sense of a citizenry rendered docile, disengaged, corpselike entails some of the actual consequences associated with the irrelevance or death of African Americans, but I have more in mind, more than the sociopolitical spheres of life. For Castronovo there is something about recognition of morality as political capital that says a word about “democratic existence within the state.”28 The corpse—the body—can be dead, or it can be reanimated through particular shifts in political ideals, practices, and sensibilities. This sense of death, of the final disembodiment, understood within the context of “necro citizenship,” has something to do with the sense of privatization that so many have understood as the modern turn regarding the dead, while the political is public. This separation isn’t certain and it isn’t fixed, when, for instance, one considers the political importance of the social death of enslaved Africans.29 I mean something more fundamental by “irrelevance” over against the “dis/embodied experience, social position, and political metaphor” intended by Castronovo. The death I describe is the structuring of knowledge about Blacks in spheres of collective interaction (such as their educational ability and criminality) and the very meaning of Black bodies that undergirds these other historical patterns of individual and collective life. Death so conceived is one reason we can talk about bodies mattering.30

It is not the case, nor need it be, that all agree Blacks are so constructed. The manner of structuring Blacks as such isn’t dependent on consensus. It only needs to become the dominant logic, with white people benefiting directly and indirectly from its normativity, and this doesn’t preclude slippage regarding when and how Blacks are so understood. The presentation of this logic must be compelling or at least presented in light of a shared need, and over time it will become the unspoken reality, the assumed condition. It, this logic, to borrow and apply in a different context a phrase from Albert Camus, entails “solidarity against death.”31 Undergirding this configuration of Blacks is an epistemologically grounded and ontological move: Blacks are needed in order for meaning to be and to be lodged in the “life” of whites. Within this narrative of meaning, Blacks are a cautionary tale suggesting the importance of accepting the dominant structuring of individual and collective existence—of safeguarding against contamination. Letting one’s guard down in the presence of Blacks can result only in destruction of social existence as vital, vibrant, and humane. This second form of death, according to whiteness, is a meaninglessness that restricts life force to memory: it subjects one to the caprice of others, to the will of others who determine to what degree one has presence. It is to be without the human will that “matters.” Ontology, through death, is warped, and social relationship involves confinement and destruction.

This discussion is not one simply regarding alterity—the Other as a “presence” to be recognized and addressed. Such cannot be the case when Blacks are ontologically and epistemologically dead—that is, irrelevant. This difference in being won’t be addressed by simply recognizing the Other or having the Other recognize the dominant mode of humanity. Even the aesthetic representation of Blacks, from the minstrel shows’ “Zip Coon” moving forward, offers yet another way in which the Black person serves as the marker of death, represented in and by the cultural frameworks and imagination of the general public.32 It is in thinking of Blacks in this way, and presenting them in this fashion, that whites over the course of centuries have been able to envision themselves as alive, or invested with meaning, as subjects moving and arranging their world. Over against Blacks, they have relevance within a social world marked by no central and consistent meaning.33 Everything about Blacks as being irrelevant has an underlying function of affirming as right this grand narrative of white life over against death. There is a warped assumption that, through Blackness, whites can harness reality and control it through a mode of prescience.34

Blacks are constructed as the embodiment and discourse of danger, destruction, and disorder, whose very efforts to produce meaning result in contamination and chaos that must be controlled by naming them irrelevant.35 Yet, oddly enough, this process is not without its weak points. For instance, to the extent Blacks cannot be forgotten within the US narrative of white domination, the Black person is immortal: dead to the extent that they are projected as without meaning, but perpetually alive to the extent that their memory is essential for the safeguarding of the American narrative. Some have recognized such weaknesses and have worked to exploit them, if by no other means than signifying them. From my perspective, that is the case with hip hop culture in general and rap music in particular. Those who carry the bodies of symbolic death (and who pose the threat of physical death) speak in haunting tones of their demise and what it means for the larger structures of existential concern within the US context.36 More precisely, hip hop culture is an intervention of sorts, marking a cultural shift—a change in the grammar and vocabulary of living that acknowledges the presence of death. But, through this acknowledgment of death tied to Blackness, rap artists seek to shift its significance and benefit. That is, rather than this association with the workings of death acting as a marker of a less-than status, it is used to project substance. In this situation, meaning is me(an)ing, or a tension between the individual and frameworks of communality played out through/in the fragility of life.




Exposing and Claiming Death

My aim in this section is not to offer a full rehearsal of how rap is related to death in general or murder in particular. Instead, I want to share a few examples to establish a sense of how death functions in much rap music. As artists guided by this paradigm reflect, one has no choice but to consider death and life, to be aware of both. A sense that they are distinguishable entails a point of graphic and explosive conversation.

With respect to physical demise, hip hop has something of an elegiac quality—an irreverent poetic reflection on those who are dead, which includes by its very nature rehearsal of death’s production. Such is the concern with relationship to death, which is to say, how one interacts with it. In certain ways murder is a dominant motif and, in this manner, it is tied to the Western preoccupation with the ending of life through crafted narratives exploring demise. As Michael Collins reflects, “The beautiful murder, the murder lifted into the mind by ‘winged words,’ is in many ways the heartbeat of American culture—indeed, of all western culture.”37 The situation, however, is more focused than that—situated within a particular social geography—and, so, what James Baldwin reflects regarding the nature of socioeconomic and cultural life for Blacks in mid-twentieth-century Harlem holds true for hip hop’s attention to death. The circumstances related to the awareness of loss, or epistemological clarity, make plain that “your losses are coming.”38

I want to avoid the quick move to the “why” of killing and instead describe and analyze the “how” and “what” of killing within hip hop culture qua rap. In other words, murder in rap is often viewed from the vantage point of life—what it takes away—yet there are important ways in which murder in hip hop also speaks about the substance of death. Much has already been made of the taking of life, or the presence of active demise, within hip hop culture, particularly as chronicled in gangsta rap.39 And this focus is not without good reason, when one considers the sociocultural impact of the gangsta personae that emerged during the culture wars of the 1980s and in relationship to the age of crack. So, something about the effort to claim time and space, to constitute presence and significance, is connoted through the ability to consume time and space (i.e., murder).

Resembling a thematic arc found in the fiction of Richard Wright, relevance (or what Calvin Warren might call “ontological murder”) for a despised Black figure seeking to be a subject within an anti-Black social environment involves the ability to take life.40 If one cannot determine fully the shape of one’s own social existence, one can produce it through negation—through the ability to end the (social) life of another. There is a “feel” for living produced by the taking of life—a carving out of psychological space and meaning through the void resulting from the manufacturing of demise.41 For Blacks, as Wright and later rap artists would attest, the possibility of physical or ontological demise is always present, always threatening. Does one take life, or does one have one’s life taken?

Taking life becomes the ontological equivalent of having life. Think, for example, of active demise as a marker of being represented in Dr. Dre and Ice Cube’s 1994 song “Natural Born Killaz.” Life is amplified through the consumptive power of death. While Ice Cube described the song as satire, there’s no concern or remorse regarding the consequences of life taken. Rather there is only an excitement at times erotic in nature: “It feels like I’m bustin’ a nut when I open you up.”42 Presented from the perspective of the one who controls life by taking it, vitality is determined in light of a signifying of codes meant to safeguard life. Murder is without a larger logic and without grand claims. It takes place because it can, and within this possibility of demise the murderer constructs an arrangement in which one controls life through death. The “right” to life is superseded by the ability to end life. In this sense, production of death serves as a signifier of subjectivity, as a mode of being in contradistinction to social dictates. Or, in the words of DMX,


Look me in my eyes (WHAT!)

Tell me to my fuckin’ face that you ready to die (C’mon).43



Murder, then, is the performance of a twisted personhood. It is not only the taking of life by murder that constitutes a marker of significance; ontological vitality is also constituted through being the target of murderous intent.

Biggie Smalls (The Notorious B.I.G.), murdered in 1997, famously outlines this philosophy of existence in “You’re Nobody (’Til Somebody Kills You)”—the counter to Dean Martin’s “You’re Nobody till Somebody Loves You.”44 The visual imagery associated with the track presents Biggie Smalls dressed in a long black coat and hat, leaning against a hearse, looking out at the person holding the record album. The license plate with the letters “B.I.G.” suggests the artist is the one orchestrating or ritualizing the transition between realms, serving as something along the lines of a funeral director. From this cover imagery to the lyrics, death is present. Through the track, Biggie Smalls comes to grips with death by seeking to manage it, to determine its arrival and its target. This isn’t quite the gangsta encountered through “Natural Born Killaz,” but death is still managed. Although the posture is a bit different, there is still a direct relationship between projected personal meaning and destruction of the Other. A direct relationship, a metaphysical mutuality, between taking and sustaining life is apparent and graphically portrayed through the defiant Black body occupying time and space. Agency is aggregated and signified through a body count.45

Something about this arrangement of ignoble reciprocity speaks to the metaphysical significance of the dead Black (male) body. Or, as Lindon Barrett reflects, “The dead black body may be an ultimate figure of regulation, unruly desire and its risks fully mastered. Yet, as the unfolding history of the United States attests in particular, what is most interesting is that this form of death has a highly useful social valence,” marked by a type “of social productivity.”46 What Biggie Smalls outlines in “You’re Nobody” isn’t hip hop’s presentation of the martyr. That is to say, the track doesn’t advocate seeking (or welcoming) demise, but rather indicates one’s value is determined by the desire to murder that it generates in others. Importance or worth involves negation, a mode of absence—ultimately the value of one’s life is measured in the void generated by its ending. In relationship to the materiality of being, the measure is the desirability of one’s economic holdings: one is valued to the extent one has things others will kill to secure. But on a more ontological level, significance for the Black body is measured against the merit of loss. Value is determined by how aggressively another tries to bring about one’s nonbeing. This is a radical give-and-take by means of which substance is assessed by a significant absence, and importance is defined by the appeal of a void. There is a tragicomic quality to these circumstances: tragic in that they define the existential environment described (and lived?) by the artist, and comic to the extent the artist is aware of these arrangements and seeks to maneuver with swag and thereby live despite the price for living.47

Still, death is accepted as part of the game but also denied, or, as the chorus of Biggie Small’s track laments, “I don’t wanna die, God tell me why.”48 Even so, to be (of worth) is to be in reach of death. Both the deceased and the one who murders claim substance, announce their presence through demise. Nonetheless, there is a paradox in play. The one who is killed, because of the rationale for taking that life, has inflated significance (they are “worth” killing) but is also diminished by the act. In other words, death is two-faced, jaded. It exposes, renders transparent, the cartography of status, signifying both the inauthentic and the celebrated real social substance:


You can be the shit, flash the fattest five (that’s right)

Have the biggest dick, but when your shell get hit

You ain’t worth spit, just a memory.49



Biggie Smalls’s album depicts the distinction between life and death, while recognizing circumstances can result in a quick transition from the former to the latter. Pride, prowess, money, and status can easily fuel a demand for blood. Puff Daddy’s rehearsing of Psalm 23:4–6 (“Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil …”), with which the song starts, is quickly overcome by Biggie Smalls’s recounting of life marked by “strictly gun-testin’, coke-measurin’. ”50 Is he the chosen one framed by the scripture rehearsed? Or do the lyrics signify scripture by offering an orientation premised not on the blessing of life, but rather on the promise of death—expressing the fragility of life in which divine assistance doesn’t trump the intent of a murderer?

The bestowing of subjectivity isn’t a matter of divine creation and orientation but instead is found in the bringing of death—“somebody” does the killing and in that process of taking bestows personhood. Obtaining material goods doesn’t constitute this personhood but merely becomes the occasion of a certain visibility that, through death, brings meaning. Death consumes life and leaves behind residue in the form of memories and reputation. The curiosity about a theologized depiction of life qua scripture over against existential concerns is short-circuited through a materialist turn because, Biggie Smalls recounts, “Niggas in my faction don’t like askin’ questions.”51

Social status and its markings (e.g., wealth and notoriety) can bring death, as Snoop Dogg chronicles in “Murder Was the Case That They Gave Me”—released a year after Snoop Dogg was charged with (but not convicted of) first-degree murder, after his bodyguard shot and killed someone.52 The story weaves together the threat of death with the promise of life enabled by a cosmic turn; but even this doesn’t entail a break from the materiality of both. Death is felt, and life is defined, over against the looming possibility of demise. Like blues artists before him, Snoop Dogg works a deal with the “Devil” meant to render life robust and deep with material markers of importance, but it simply delays the consumption of life by death.53 That is, either way—through murder or the surrender of one’s soul—loss is the paradigmatic transposal. It simply solidifies the metaphysical dimensions of and material geography for death over life. But, unlike Biggie Smalls, who tells the story from the perspective of the murderer who brings death, Snoop narrates from the perspective of the one challenged with death. In this case, he’s brought back from the brink and reconstitutes an alternate modality of life, but not without the ongoing threat of demise:


Just remember who changed your mind

’Cause when you start set-tripping, that ass is mine.54



The bedtime prayer that begins “Now I lay me down to sleep …,” recited mid-track, offers no clear protection from the threat of death. An appeal to a moment of innocence succumbs to significant demands that impinge on the body. Perhaps there is a type of desire for inactivity, for rest, but it gives way. It, this prayer, is a theologization of circumstances without salvific potential. Time isn’t disrupted or reconfigured along new lines of meaning and being. Praying doesn’t trump preying. Again, life is distinct but lived in the shadow of confinement and demise, and this arrangement isn’t softened or altered through theological proclamations and platitudes.

Between Snoop Dogg and Biggie Smalls, there are distinctly different perceptions regarding the embodied response to death. For the latter, it can instill status; for the former, it is to be avoided, in that it marks the tragic. For both artists, death is already and always a consideration—one that is distinct from life. In other words, death marks an end to connection and to the workings of community, and importance tied only to ephemeral realms of memory. Put yet another way, death has a direct and negative relationship to life—marked by the taking of agency and the residue of vulnerability exposed in a most graphic and permanent form. It is to lose grip on the markers of substance impinging on one’s psychosocial geography.

Distinction between death and life constitutes a mode of self-sacrifice acknowledged in lyrics as an assertion of self over against the Other for justified reasons related to the established code of conduct. This is one way of thinking about “getting got” as a mode of status exchange revolving around the dynamics of reputation that is real but in/tangible, and shadowed by a materiality of consequences (e.g., money). All of this—murder and being murdered—has meaning to the extent the social parameters and rules for life are agreed upon, or, in other words, because all involved know the “game.”

In playing this game to the death, there is both longing and disregard. Both require an object kept through destruction. The Black body is understood as significant, as bearing “weight,” to the extent it is open to the loss of life in either an active (murder) or inactive (murdered) form. To recognize similarity—both partners being in the “game”—does little to dissuade aggression. To kill and to be killed are forms of manageability, as well as the graphic ritual enactment of annihilation. The language used to narrate stories of murder (lunatic, psycho-driven murder, maniac) suggests recognition of the act as antisocial and outside the normative morality of collective life—a type of social dysfunction. Or, as Dr. Dre and Ice Cube put it,


Journey with me into the mind of a maniac

Doomed to be a killer since I came out the nut sack.55



These artists, despite what might be the listener’s initial reaction, don’t seek to normalize murder; rather, they rationalize it by describing circumstances and social contexts in which death is necessary if one is to value life or at least maintain the viability of existence. In a word, they expose and manipulate the logic of whiteness.

While narratives of death over against life have tended toward the totalizing impact of murder and Black male occupation of time and space, this does not mean that the perception accurately reflects circumstances. I would not attempt to authenticate any assumption that death has a special hold on Black male bodies or that the distinction between life and death is any more graphic or intense when gendered in that way. Social coding and cultural assumptions concerning gender may help shape those to whom one listens; but it doesn’t mean women within rap aren’t experiencing the impact/fullness of death and narrating it. Rather, the mechanics of expression may bend to gender, but the nature and meaning of death remain as intense and determinative. Think of the demise of Philadelphia’s Chynna Rogers, a model and rap artist. Her death, in 2020, probably as a result of addiction, is not a common case of traditional gunplay like the stories recounted above—of bravado escalating into identity and personhood affirmed through death. Still, the narrative of death here isn’t unfamiliar. Yet drugs, in this case, aren’t marked by the lure of the hustler or the trap house presented from the perspective of the hustler. Instead it is death in relationship to a young woman, whose end is still a bit mysterious.56

Working within the orbit of the A$AP Mob, her early releases (especially “Selfie”) gained Chynna an audience beyond the fashion world she’d entered after signing with Ford Models.57 Her music blurs the line between death and life: embodied struggle (perhaps) chemically fueled is a circumstance shadowed by mechanisms of demise. The titles of her EPs—such as music 2 die 2 (2017) and in case I die first (2019)—speak to this presence of death and focus on the dynamics of death in public. However, it isn’t simply the titles that explore these conditions. Instead, the lyrical content provides a grammar and vocabulary of death as slow spectacle. In fact, “her output thrives on bringing light to the things often relegated to hushed conversations in the corners of the mind: drugs, death, despair.”58 Chynna, the embodied artist, is shaped and figured through the highlighting of effects: the biochemical play that both intensifies and destroys as the body is re-shaped by substances that “blunt” the dynamics of life, leaving death in their wake. The somewhat slow, intentional, sleepy, and haunting delivery of her lyrics, laced with reference to a bluesy haze of activity, guides the script as it announces her pattern of “question[ing] my life all the time.”59 Demise is amplified; life ends and death takes over.

From a profession (fashion) centered on the hypervisible body to the lyrical content of her music, there is a shift from the body as ideal and static to the body as altered and victimized by external materials brought into it. With the former, death is bracketed, or “quarantined,” behind a frame of beauty; but with the latter, the body is subdued. The body is vulnerable—not only dimensional and tagged by the potentiality of life but also susceptible to death. There is the lyrical, the skeletal, the to-the-bone manner in which habit encourages a mood in which death is a matter of honestly portrayed living … ended. The performance of life with its trauma surrenders to a type of stillness at the end. Or, as Chynna asks, “Shit ain’t bad forever, is it though?”60 One doesn’t necessarily see the full performance of demise—Chynna didn’t speak about her addiction until after rehab—but rather the “mood” of demise is rehearsed and layered on a visible body, and it is done in a way that fades life into death.61

In addition to Chynna’s raps addressing demise from a young woman’s perspective, remember Rapsody’s “Aaliyah,” a track in which she recounts the dynamic relationship between existential circumstances and notions of death. As she reflects, there are various dimensions to demise measured by quality and quantity—a circumstantial weight borne by those on both sides of the divide:


Only plan for some niggas, was the plan to stay alive

Is a loss a blessing? Only a few of my friends died

I know another side of graves, some always at a graveside.62



Life is taken and this constitutes death: a distinct experience framed in terms of negation. In a certain sense, the threat of ending life is totalizing, shaping not only how living is understood but also the preoccupations directing movement through time and space. The tools of demise are ever-present, working in a variety of contexts but all targeting vulnerable bodies on display. To be part of a hip hop–inflected community is to be seen by means of a negative visibility and prone to demise. To live is to be exposed and targeted. As Lil’ Kim reflects in “Pray for Me,”


I’m more worried about the streets takin’ you from me

I’m more worried about police takin’ you from me.



Yet this worry doesn’t paralyze. There is agency present to the extent Black embodied bodies not only are exposed to death but also can perform death and in this way be death dealing. This is an awareness that doesn’t stifle activity, but rather motivates and directs engagement:


I’ll whack a nigga, then buy a flight to Madrid

I did the bid, now I do the most …63



Social meaning plays out within a metaphysical and historical arena of death against life. And there is enough separation between life and death to allow forethought of action and reflection, at least in the form of memory rehearsed and exercised. While differentiated to some degree, life and death in this schema both impinge on time and space in similar ways and are consistent with the logic of the social environment described by hip hop culture.



Paradigm 2: Deathlife

In 1974, while speaking with a French journalist, James Baldwin reflected on his life and said that he “never had a childhood, he was born dead.”64 Born dead: an existential and ontological intertwining of life and death played out within the framework of embodied Blackness. Mindful of Baldwin’s statement—how it links life and death existentially and ontologically—and moving beyond a discussion of killing and dying as the existential scope of rap music, this book explores not the “how” of death, but rather the “what” of death. That is to say, my concern is the manner in which Black bodies are coded by social understandings of and reaction to deathlife.65

Over against the paradigm of death versus life highlighted above (i.e., paradigm 1), the paradigm of deathlife pushes against the assumed safeguard of both real and symbolic boundaries. To relate this description of two material-metaphysical patterns using common tropes, one might think of it this way: the latter (deathlife) is met through the sensibilities of the trickster (i.e., the technique of movement that blends worlds) whereas the former (death versus life) involves a distinction exhibited by the preacher, who speaks of movement from one to another opposing plane. What the preacher offers is the elegiac response to a perceived exhaustion of vitality in one plane of existence. If one is of faith, the preacher claims, one is reconstituted on another plane beyond loss and sorrow. The preacher’s approach is consistent with the argument found in spiritual and gospel music: freedom entails the detangling of life from death through a transhistorical “beyond.” Despite the preacher’s claim, even if death and life could be distinguished and held apart—one against the other—language doesn’t have the capacity to illustrate the process. Vocabulary and grammar remain on the border of each and are marginal to the content of both.

This framing of deathlife isn’t mere recognition of “both/and.” Put another way, one might think of it as an expressed superposition housed within embodied Blacks. This isn’t a mode of epistemological agnosia whereby there is an inability to distinguish objects that are distinguishable. This is to say, distinction between life and death so as to safeguard one over the other just isn’t, and effort to produce distinction is without effective possibility. To speak of one is to name the other. Furthermore, deathlife involves more than a highlighting of a symbiotic relationship between life and death, in which these two realities are in close proximity or relationship without having that connection alter the meaning of either. More than that, there is a fundamental connection—involving a blending together beyond simple patterns of contact between slippery social conceptions. Black existence as embodied and geographically arranged speaks and reflects this relationship: embodied death as life, life as death. They are coterminous in that they entail the same situation.

The Blackness of certain bodies entails the mapping out of this relationship, as it constitutes a blurring—mingled meaning that speaks life as it speaks death. By and large, the primary locations of hip hop’s—more precisely rap music’s—development are geographies of this denial of distinction. At least, they are locations serving as a vantage point from which to recognize and narrate this economy of denial. In one sense, artists highlighted in the following chapters provide an alternate perspective, in that they narrate life as death (and death as life)—that is to say, a merger of life and death along the lines of ontological consumption. The artists reflect a mood of existential movement that assumes the epistemological “sameness” between life and death. It is harsh, and one might seek to signify it, but death remains inseparable from what is meant by life. Both mark the body, in this case the material Black body; and the discursive Black body is constructed in relationship to both. What these artists, in part, provide is a poetic engagement with/through this situation of sameness.

What is offered in rap presentations of deathlife, then, is a hip hop–inflected thanatological (or what might be more properly called a bio-thanatological) lucidity.66 To say this is to speak to the manner in which Blackness is to be a structured condition—despite all (e.g., economic gain through music production), recognized only in relationship to this condition of deathlife. This, however, isn’t the equating of Blackness with death, but rather the destruction of any distinction between life and death vis-à-vis the totalizing category of Blackness. One, then, shouldn’t think of this as a fixable circumstance that can be altered through persistent effort to the extent that Black lives can be made to matter; rather, it is a fixed circumstance defined in terms of its resolute resistance to alteration … for the sake of the social system and the world it manufactures. It is to name a culturally coded and politically, economically, and socially enacted sameness of death and life that isn’t constitutive of a transition “between,” a movement from one to the other, as narrated in light of social stories of “natural death” and “long” life.67 The structure of deathlife entails a push against the assumed utility of sociocultural confinement as a plausible safeguard for life as well as a denial of the accompanying assumption that death involves the ultimate loss of agency.

Deathlife is somewhat viral in nature: it has no meaning and doesn’t function outside a host, which is to say it has no meaning outside its enactment in Black embodiment. On some level, Blackness is constructed and constituted in such a way as to deny death to those who carry (as definition) its weight. To grant death would be to acknowledge a distinction that humanizes and to represent Blacks as similarly constituted to white bodies—as the vulnerable storehouse of humanity. However, Blacks are not indistinguishable from creatures existing outside the context of “cultured” sociality. While particular Blacks are forgettable, Blackness grabs attention and is subject to fevered engagement. Whiteness is a performance that demands a disproportionate counterperformance. Whiteness needs to be able to identify Blackness through Blacks so as to have it serve a function unfulfilled through others. To confine or kill a lion, for instance, offers nothing for whites seeking affirmation of distinction. For this affirmation to take place, there is a requirement of both (1) the threat of demise, and (2) comparable signs of life recognizable, yet distinct. Blacks serve as an entry point, a safety value that allows controlled access to Blackness. So, my concern here isn’t the applicability of the category of the human as a way to congeal Blackness in time and space.

Related to the ontological question, there is much I find compelling in the writing of Calvin Warren, and I engage him, along with Afropessimist Frank B. Wilderson III, directly and indirectly at various points, thereby marking out regions of commonality in our thinking as well as points of disagreement. Yet the ontological status of the target doesn’t capture what I want to say concerning deathlife as articulated in rap music.68 This entails a need to replace an ontological grammar with thanatological considerations in order to capture the nature and meaning of Blackness. Therefore, this book wrestles with dynamics of thanatology (again, perhaps more precisely, bio-thanatology), but only indirectly with the issues of concern framed by Warren’s questioning of ontology connected to “antiblack violence sustaining the world.”69 My concern here is with the intentionality of that violence and the social shaping power of that violence as well as rap music’s response to that outcome—deathlife. Hence, as readers will see, this book isn’t directly concerned with issues of being as a philosophical question, although death undoubtedly lends itself to such considerations; instead, the concern is with deathlife as a thanatological (highlighting its social dimensions) circuit.70 Despite how Blackness is situated, those who carry it are a target of abuse resulting in death but are also alive to the extent they animate a white fear and anxiety of dying—the collected presence of effect and affect. Blackness entails both: it is available as counterpresence, allowing whiteness to have social significance (i.e., alive), but also open to violence to prevent the demise of whiteness (i.e., dead).

This violence often involves the killing of individual Black people, and I want to pause briefly to consider what the death/murder of individual Black people entails for the larger system of disregard and demise. Simply put, it doesn’t reduce Blackness; rather, it amplifies Blackness. Stated differently, this violence speaks a relationship between Blackness and whiteness: an increase in one entails a related increase in the other. They are dependent, so killing a Black person doesn’t challenge said relationship. No, it reinforces and highlights the relationship, because Blackness, so to speak, is not the sum of its parts. One can’t “kill” Blackness by killing Black people. John L. Jackson Jr. might be brought into this discussion, since an affective embrace of this relationship as the “American” way can be said to relate (in a deadly manner) to what he calls “racial Americana”—which is a way of naming, in his words, “the inextricable linkages between race and nationhood.”71 Animosity between what, for the social world, are necessary categories gets expressed through modalities of violence and symbolized in forms of this “racial Americana.” Considering this, to kill a Black person is performance of this relationship. It is an active reminder of whiteness’s need for but hatred of the Blackness that is meant to undergird it and save it from “untimely,” or what one might call an “irregular,” death.

The dead Black person becomes a type of talisman, a device representing (both physically and psychologically) circumstances under control, which is to say life with death bracketed away and managed, at least for a moment. And this representation imagines the Black person both dead (killed in assurance of whiteness as life) and alive (an ever-present reminder of the danger of death). In chapter 4, I’ll think about this status in terms of the zombie, but here suffice it to say that Blackness doesn’t end with the death of Black people. The graphic “look” of Blackness with pretense stripped away through the act of killing continues to impinge, to impose. And the fear this produces for white people is in part the point of Blackness. One might think of the killing of Black people as a selective “pruning” of Blackness’s representation, which doesn’t hamper it but rather promotes its stability and growth. Its importance for the maintenance of whiteness and a certain set of practices for white people can’t allow for such a finality. Blackness does too much heavy lifting for whiteness, and therefore white people, for it to come to an end.

Blackness is not an in-between place as such but rather is a type of simultaneous occupation—or what one might call a type of metaphysical comorbidity conditioned and orchestrated through external structures of social anxiety that confirm the demands posed by the social world encountered. Blackness affords the social world the maintenance of an illusion—that of beginning and end, or a narrative of progression and development that manages the anxiety of death through a projection of reasonable life as a process of fulfillment over time. And the lack of time encountered by some within the social world is rationalized (or theologized) as an unfortunate anomaly presented through a grammar of lament: a re-membering.

The performance of Blackness (over against the performance, for example, of whiteness) can’t be captured and described using the same vocabulary and grammar of engagement. Those who carry Blackness are denied the affective arrangement of response and consideration expressed in such a way as to communicate death as “unnatural”—coming too quickly and taking away something precious. Blackness is constructed so as to hold together life and death and render them indistinguishable in function. Blackness, holding together what is called death and what is called life, can’t be controlled in full by the social world because it exceeds social limits. This, one could argue, accounts for how Blackness is both despised and desired (i.e., death is both repudiated and mesmerizing). On some level, there is an erotic quality to engagement with Blackness through violence to the extent, that is, such engagement allows a flirtation, or an affective entanglement, with what is both desired and feared.

The second decade of the twentieth century has provided urgent and excessive cartographies of this Blacks/Blackness arrangement. One gains a sense of this relationship of Blackness to the white social world in the testimony of former police officer Darren Wilson, who killed Michael Brown in Ferguson, Missouri, in 2014. (A white man, he was not indicted on state charges nor did he face federal charges.) During his testimony—an inner dialogic made public—Wilson described Michael Brown in terms that rendered him a caricature (“Hulk Hogan”) and ontologically foreign (a demon), one who seemed to walk through bullets gaining strength with each stride.72 (Absorption of destructive intent marks the Black body defined by deathlife.) While attempting to explain the shooting, Wilson said,


I start backpedaling and again, I tell him get on the ground, get on the ground, he doesn’t. I shoot another round of shots. Again, I don’t recall how many it was or if I hit him every time. I know at least once because he flinched again. At this point it looked like he was almost bulking up to run through the shots, like it was making him mad that I’m shooting at him. And the face that he had was looking straight through me, like I wasn’t even there, I wasn’t even anything in his way.73



Nothing is mentioned of Brown that would center his pain. This, again, is because Blacks through Blackness are presented as “demons.” What Blacks experience by means of their Blackness wouldn’t qualify as a category or type of suffering (not even in theological terms). Instead, it is simply a marker of qualified existence cast in other terms (ominous danger, disorder, aesthetic repulsion-appeal, animated hazard, virus). What Blacks experience through the white social world’s engagement with Blackness simply constitutes sanctioned and embodied aversion. For Wilson, Michael Brown oozed wildness and the threat of demise, which had to be contained, rendered tame, and confined within established boundaries. Blackness is a threat, but it is also a desired necessity: fundamentally, Wilson’s sociality is premised on the existence of this dilemma. Blackness constitutes a situation of both death and life performed and authenticated—despised and desired to the extent it is constitutive of the distinction that whiteness is intended to mean.74 Hence, death isn’t something that happens to Blacks, as if they can be named outside this framing. Rather, violence is a naming of deathlife made visible and active. Violence, in a manner of speaking, puts deathlife to work. Furthermore, it is only from the vantage point of Blacks that violence is shrouded with negative connotations. For whites, violence against Blackness by means of Black bodies is rendered justified—a necessary dimension of the social world’s infrastructure.

This all points again to a basic logic: the social world isn’t dependent on Black bodies only (or, directly, as if to say Black bodies “matter”), but rather the structure of society is grounded in the presence of Blackness. By extension, the social world (sociability performed) is framed and defined over against deathlife. Whether there is more to Black bodies than this is moot at best, and attention to the question does nothing to sideline deathlife as a basic consideration. To be clear, I am not saying Blackness involves life and death—the holding together of two meanings. Thinking this way misses the fact that Blackness doesn’t involve a choice, a selection of one over the other, an ability to decipher and name an alternative: life and death. Rather, Blackness is Blackness precisely because it entails—it is—the two as the same. Who is “Black” is a question responded to with a bit of fluidity based on proximity and need, inasmuch as the Black is one whose value is symbolic (indirect), a breathing and moving allegory. Other groups who aren’t participants in whiteness—who don’t perform the sociality of whites—can also be marked by deathlife. In effect, there are two categories: whiteness and all else. One sees this, for example, in the expansive manner in which violence serves as a means by which to affirm a particular arrangement—force assures whites of their whiteness. Think of the violent effort to present and arrange Latinx populations in a grammar of democratic life vis-à-vis firm borders, or the way during COVID-19 Asian Americans were rendered connected as they were often (and violently) targeted as the embodiment of viral threat and so on.

Furthermore, beyond “color,” the dimensions of the Black body are of limited concern because what the body—small or large, weak or strong—serves to represent is beyond scale. Even when the embodied body is subdued through killing, the body remains alive—a looming threat because Blackness is the same, despite the particularities of a given Black body. As with a virus, disabling one occurrence of Blackness’s presence doesn’t wipe it out but instead simply highlights Blackness’s expansive configuration. To kill a Black person is to point out at the same time the irrepressible nature of all Blacks as marked by the same Blackness. Removal of one points out the existence of so many others. For example, think of the communal continuity to Michael Brown, discussed later, who becomes all Blacks: the hashtag “#iammichaelbrown” and the like speak a word concerning the relationship of all Blacks to deathlife.

Blackness is without age restrictions, which is to say Blacks are in this coterminous relationship of deathlife from birth. So, violence as an acknowledgment of this relationship’s value to whiteness observes no limits when it comes to reinforcing the arrangement. One example of Blackness—or one Black—is the functional, interchangeable equivalent of another. Aiyana Mo’Nay Stanley-Jones (seven years old) was shot and killed in Detroit, when members of the Special Response Team charged into her grandmother’s home. She was sleeping on the couch, next to her grandmother. The police had entered the wrong apartment … and the list of Blackness managed goes on, each individual different (e.g., gendered) but the same with respect to how they represent Blackness. The need for Blackness as a functioning arrangement of deathlife creates its own justification and provides a grammar of threat against proper conduct. This is one way to read the trauma experienced by a six-year-old Black girl in Florida, who was arrested after “throwing a tantrum in class and kick[ing] a staff member.”75 She was taken to a detention facility, where she was fingerprinted and a “mug shot” taken. Blackness is perceived as a threat to be contained for the well-being of society’s white residents—and it is never too early to reinforce this framework. Or one might think of twelve-year-old Tamir Rice, who was shot and killed in 2014 while playing with a toy airsoft replica gun without the orange-tipped barrel, indicating it posed no threat.

As with the lynched body hanging from the tree, decomposing in the sun—as well as the small bits of that body later carried as souvenirs—the static body on a city street communicates a positioning that affirms both the demand for difference on the part of whiteness and a surrender to that demand as signified through Blackness. Though killed, the body is still animated in a particular sense and for a set of purposes, which is to say it has impact to the degree it impinges on (shadows) the sociality of whiteness and animates public/private conversation and exchange. It is not just the one whose body litters the ground who creates these conditions; no, any embodied Black is representative of these conditions and therefore poses a threat to the stability of whiteness’s framing of life as distinction. Hence, in this sense, the dead body is a trope maintaining certain “vital” functions. While confrontation with Blackness does not always produce this exact response, it is a ready option. There is a distinction between the death of a Black and the end of Blackness. The latter isn’t desired despite white nationalist rhetoric serving as sociopolitical subterfuge and a type of affective convulsion, while the former is performance of social sensibilities regarding life and death scaled down to that which affords repetition—one individual after another: Martin, Brown, Bland … all meant to justify the coding of Blackness.

To merely say Blacks are dead or are death is to miss an element of the terror they represent qua Blackness. If Blacks could be understood totally through death, the violence against them would be to safeguard life without the nature of life being challenged or disrupted. No doubt, Blackness constitutes such a challenge to life, but it also involves a potential signification of what life entails: its fragility, for instance. Life and death aren’t destroyed through this activity, but rather a reinforced sense of their mutuality is preserved. To be white is to live until otherwise—but even then, with physical demise, to be known through the memorial of a life remembered. To be Black is to exist, which is to say Blacks are “produced” as visible and anthropomorphic housing for Blackness. What is rendered visible (thereby meaningful) about Blacks as presented to (and active within) the world involves this sameness between death and life. Blackness is both cause and rationale. That is to say, Blackness isn’t a structure of convenience but rather a calculated and carefully arranged category that makes possible for whites an existential and psychological conjunction: or—as in life or death.

For Blacks there is no conjunctive possibility, no or as in life or death. Better yet, there is no vantage point outside the scope of both (deathlife) that would allow such a choice to be made. They are only representative, an embodied trope, of deathlife. Black bodies, as Blackness, cannot be described or positioned adequately as “dead” or “alive”—this grammatical move is unavailable because or stipulates possibilities made available only by whiteness. Rather, again, a coterminous relationship between the two renders Black bodies both at the same time. Blackness, by its constructed nature, opposes substitution or alternative; rather, it is totalizing in intent and overdetermining in effect. Blackness becomes the social world’s attempt to confine and tame death while advancing its take on life.

A visual representation of the distinction between life and death that whiteness struggles to maintain is offered in Gustav Klimt’s 1915 painting Tod und Leben (Death and life).76 On the left, one sees Death represented—visualized as a skeleton draped in a garment marked with religious symbols (crosses and other images). It holds something in its hand, and the held device is positioned as if Death is simply waiting for the right moment to unleash it on the group of living figures gathered to the right. Aside from the faint, white skull, the rest of Death is shrouded in dark tones; the darkness indicates a presence beyond full description and outside our ability to gather in. The more brightly colored, more vibrant, more identifiable mass of people at right is layered, perhaps depicting different moments of life—from the joy of relationship (as a mother holds a child) to the wonders of youth represented by the child. Those depicted cling to each other, at points blending together with only heads and small portions of bodies distinguishable. As one’s eye moves down the image (the important symbolic value of verticality), there is a man—the only man in the painting—holding and being held by a woman, his face buried against her shoulder, hers buried in their touching arms. One does not know if those in this huddled group have accepted death. Something about their grasping of each other—the desire for some sort of bond or connection—would suggest resistance and an effort to preserve life. Moving down the grouping, the joyous expressions give way to more somber looks until the last two figures, the largest figures, with faces hidden (reflecting melancholy, the awareness of death), suggest a feeling of time lost. Life and death are connected through a web of psychological and affective confrontations worn on the faces of those in the painting. Death is at a distance—hence, oppositional to life—but the potential of it inching toward life (it seems poised for movement) is already and always present. It is this situation of death as threat against life that the creation of Blackness is meant to address.

Whites are permitted a full range of affective responses and existential possibilities meant to safeguard a fragile psyche, while an effort is made to restrict Blacks to a range of responses deemed suitable by whites. Yet Blacks do respond, do develop strategies of engagement. Two recently popular theorizations of response involve (1) Afropessimism, which recognizes the social world’s dependence on Blacks as sentient beings (but not human, not understood through ontology) and a push against assumptions of political solutions to this situation; and (2) Afro-optimism, which projects a future in which Blacks exist, and in which imaginative framings mark the vitality of Black life.77 The former, for a variety of reasons, I find more compelling—more consistent with the shape of historical conditions, more in line with my moralist sensibilities, and more informative as a way to interrogate certain underexplored dimensions of hip hop culture. However, before giving attention to both an explicit and implicit read of hip hop through Afropessimism (by means of which I connect Blackness and/as Black people within the context of the social world), I want to consider a counter sense of Blackness and Black people by highlighting Fred Moten’s work. My goal in doing so isn’t to offer a full explication of Moten’s theorization of Blackness; rather, I want to offer a counterpoint (i.e., Moten’s “optimism”) to this project’s pessimism so as to provide context for my argument.78

A useful starting point is Moten’s essay “The Case of Blackness” (2008). He begins by remarking on the sense of pathology that has informed notions of Black people and Blackness, whereby activism on the part of Black people assumes, when it doesn’t more explicitly pronounce, the question “What’s wrong with black folk?” This question, read in relationship to its ontological considerations and to the thinking of Fanon, raises yet another question: “And if, as Frantz Fanon suggests, the black cannot be an other for another black, if the black can only be an other for a white, then is there ever anything called black social life?”79 Of concern here, for Moten, is what he references as “fugitive movement,” which is a type of unauthorized life that might fuel “black optimism.” Thinking through the issue of ontology and Blackness, Moten proposes that Blackness works at the intersection of the social and the ontological—of “fugitivity and impossibility”—and the “lived experience of blackness” by its nature calls for measurement through a para-ontology, a mode of disorder, a structuring of differences.80 Instead of concerning himself with the question of pathology—is the behavior of Blacks “pathological or natural”?—he wants to lift up another concern named in relationship to the benefit of fugitivity, of disorder, or disruption: “What is the efficacy of that range of natural-born disorders that have been relegated to what is theorized as the void of blackness or black social life that might be more properly understood as the fugitive being of ‘infinite humanity’?”81

What Moten offers is a way to challenge the pathology (and the organizing of that pathology), which has been seen as a flaw that prevents a sense of Black social life because social life is what takes place when Blacks are not included and Blackness isn’t present. Black social life is, for Moten, a fugitive act, a mode of expression and practice, naming a type of impossibility, but impossibility is not the same as absence.82 Fugitivity also seems to undergird what he would later say concerning Blackness as “enthusiastic social vision, given in non-performed performance, as the surrealization of space and time.” It helps to note that there is a danger embedded in Blackness as Moten conceives it—a danger stemming from its refusal to seek what the social world displays as desirable. Blackness in this case involves a refusal to be one thing—it is “consent not to be one: not just to be more + less than one but the mobilization of that indiscretion and incompleteness or ‘otherwise than being’. ”83 When viewed in light of the nature and workings of anti-Blackness, this refusal, according to Moten, enforces recognition that there is a distinction between Blackness and the people referenced as Black. There is, then, also a distinction between life and death, even if that distinction amounts only to a difference between “life and lives.”84

For Afropessimism, Blackness seems a condition that cannot be resolved, or addressed in ways that transform, short of destroying the social world. However, as I read Moten, there is a sense of Blackness as a troubled and troubling category, a type of “brokenness of being,” but a brokenness that doesn’t prevent living: Black people can “live with brokenness.”85 To do so is an act of fugitivity (a “space” of “dis-order”) and amounts to living with what Moten and Stefano Harney have called “debt.”86 As Kara Keeling elucidates, this turn to Karl Marx’s notion of wealth allows Moten to distinguish between Blackness and Black people, in that the former involves a type of “historical becoming” that isn’t restricted but speaks to the “racial dimension of ‘the human.’ ” Hence, Blackness “both exceeds and supplements those who are called ‘Black people,’ but cannot be divorced from Black people without epistemological and ontological violence to both the concept and the material realities it currently participates in organizing.”87

For Moten and Harney, Blackness isn’t the same ontological emptiness described by Frank Wilderson and other Afropessimists—an emptiness that consumes Black people; rather, it is to live in a “wild” space in which the modalities of order and domination don’t make sense any longer. This, one might say, is a type of abolition-inflected “refusal” that constitutes an action that counters the forces of disregard. Such is more than Afropessimism’s political apostasy.88 While recognizing the importance of Afropessimism as a revitalization of intellectual rigor in “Black study,” Moten counters what he perceives as Afropessimism’s refusal to “love” Blackness through a challenge to its notion of social death by means of which he seeks “to stay a black motherfucker.” Here something about staying Black involves a slight shift in grammar—“death and pessimism” toward “life and optimism.”89 Philosophically, one might say this involves a shift with respect to the relationship between Blackness and ontology. For Afropessimists, Blackness is outside the realm of ontological consideration (Blacks are sentient beings only), but for Moten’s effort to exist outside the desire to justify that existence (vis-à-vis a “standpoint”), not only is “blackness … ontologically prior to the logistic and regulative power that is supposed to have brought it into existence but that blackness is prior to ontology.”90 To be a “black motherfucker”—to continue to hold Blackness regardless, to seek ways to free Blackness from the assumptions of ontology—is to oppose Afropessimism’s read of social death (i.e., Black life lacks sociality). Instead, it is to view Black life as social but tied to political death in the burial ground called the world. For Moten, what Patterson actually describes is political death, not social death as commonly argued. To clarify the argument, Moten writes,


I am in total agreement with the Afro-pessimistic understanding of blackness as exterior to civil society and, moreover, as unmappable within the cosmological grid of the transcendental subject. However, I understand civil society and the coordinates of the transcendental aesthetic—cognate as they are not with the failed but rather with the successful state and its abstract, equivalent citizens—to be the fundamentally and essentially antisocial nursery for a necessarily necropolitical imitation of life.… Social death is not imposed upon blackness by or from the standpoint or positionality of the political; rather, it is the field of the political, from which blackness is relegated to the supposedly undifferentiated mass or blob of the social, which is, in any case, where and what blackness chooses to stay.91



According to Moten, the work involves this push for Black subjectivity over against “ontology’s sanction against the very idea.” As I read Moten, this isn’t merely a hope and it isn’t the goal; rather, it is the ongoing labor that fosters (a para-ontological) distinction between Blackness and Black people—a distinction between Blackness and strategies of being. This is the difference (what amounts to a very small distinction) between pessimism and optimism, based on the degree to which we “consent not to be a single being” but embrace instead a type of unsettledness without a standpoint.92

Black people are in relationship to the world, and according to Moten, this involves deprivation of a kind, in that “Black people are poor in the world. We are deprived in, and somehow both more and less than deprived of, the world.” This recognition, according to Moten, is shared between his optimism and Afropessimism; but advocates of the latter think of this along the lines of “ontological reach,” while Moten understands Blackness as the expression of an alternative modality of desire. In his words, “What if blackness is the name that has been given to the social field and social life of an illicit alternative capacity to desire?” Such involves, on some level, an effort to forge another world made “in and out of this world.”93 One might also think about such Blackness as a practice of resistance, which is to say, “Our resistant, relentlessly impossible object is subjectless predication, subjectless escape, escape from subjection, in and through the paralegal flaw that animates and exhausts the language of ontology.”94 Indeed, Moten is not alone in this desire for Black-life-affirming difference. Keeling, for example, also holds allegiance to the plausibility of “another world,” framed in terms of robust “queer futures,” by means of which a “wealth that cannot be measured by a predetermined yardstick” holds open possibilities that can’t be fully described.95 Yet Moten’s “optimism” and Keeling’s “another world” miss the mark for me and blur from clear view what I believe are important representations in and of hip hop that don’t fall in line with their approaches.

Moten notes the distinction between his approach (i.e., optimism) and that of the Afropessimists (i.e., pessimism) as being slim. Thinking across optimism and pessimism, Moten sees a relationship—the possibility of a “friendship” premised on some shared commitments (e.g., the slim nature of their disagreement) processed in light of their differences (e.g., a contrary sense of distance between Blackness and Black people). I think one may simply need to choose a stance and measure the distance between Blackness and Black people as they see it. Mindful of this, some might view hip hop as adopting an optimistic posture, and that would entail a particular framing that highlights certain artists. But there are other artists, some discussed in the following pages, who offer no clear distinction between Blackness and Black people, between death and life. It is this group of artists, who see nothing encouraging in the call for distinction, that I highlight for consideration. And it is in relationship to their art that I labor to name a theoretical framework—drawing on a sense of pessimism—capable of maintaining their sense of Blackness, Black people, and deathlife.

Turning again to Afropessimism, Blackness and Blacks are connected, but they are not the same: one occasions the other. To illustrate the point by borrowing from Hortense Spillers, one might think of it this way: Blacks are “flesh”—the first narrative, the marker of significance ripped away through violence—and Blackness is that which is left (i.e., the body) as a functionary for the logic of whiteness after the flesh has been taken away.96 Or, borrowing from Wilderson, one might say that Blacks involve the “performance” of deathlife and Blackness is the “paradigm” representing deathlife.97

Performance: There is with Afropessimism an important recognition of dire circumstances that projects a particular engagement worth noting (although these circumstances are understood and articulated somewhat unlike my take on Blackness):


Afropessimism is Black people at their best. “Mad at the world” is Black folks at their best. Afropessimism gives us the freedom to say out loud what we would otherwise whisper or deny: that no Blacks are in the world, but, by the same token, there is no world without Blacks. The violence perpetrated against us is not a form of discrimination; it is a necessary violence; a health tonic for everyone who is not Black.98



I agree with dimensions of Wilderson’s depiction of violence as necessary and as a process with relational dynamics, or what he calls a “positioning matrix.”99 Yet, rather than understanding violence as a negative act against Black bodies, I see it as whiteness’s affirmation of Blackness, as perhaps an anti-anti-Blackness. Violence so understood isn’t meant to foster political structures, economic mechanisms of wealth and poverty, or dynamics of a dys/functional democratic “experiment.” This violence is a naming and management of death and life through the establishment of Blackness as a trope of nondistinction (i.e., deathlife), freeing whiteness to function as a technique of difference: life or death. That is to say, whites are authorized through the logic and mechanics of collective life to punish Blacks (to the point of physical death), thereby preserving whiteness. And violence is a systemic process of affirming this social need. Through modalities of aggression, whites are freed from a certain type of visceral anxiety while still subject to the consequences of the trauma associated with maintaining this difference between life and death. In this sense, through Blackness, whites feel both nausea and euphoria.

The sense of life (and death managed) is ritualized and expressed as sociality. Something of this meaning is found in Wilderson’s remark concerning violence within the context of master-slave interaction. He asks, “What if anti-Black violence could be counted among the things that make life life?”100 Whiteness allows a sense of the present as the present (i.e., measurable and responsive localized episodes of white need/desire fulfilled), a presence-connoting activity that soaks in the moment. Blackness, on the other hand, extends beyond itself and is tied to a particular will to recall a pleasant past and speculate or confirm a future (for whiteness) that isn’t dissimilar to the structure of the present guarded vehemently through force. The future sanctions an ethics of containment and claims Blacks as its target. Such an orientation involves a missing present—a sense of meaning that short-circuits conditions in the moment and, in particular, a failure to interrogate violence and its rationale.

Violence as a core element of the social world depends on Blackness. Or, as Wilderson situates it, violence “underwrites the modern world’s capacity to think, act, and exist spatially and temporally.”101 Violence is a wild and aggressive refusal to deny whiteness. In this way, through the targeting of Blackness, whiteness preserves “time”—allowing measurability of events and determinable progress as personal and collective value and worth. And preservation of time is the maintenance of a calculable and structural arrangement of distinction that accounts for relationality and, in this way, gives a type of “substance” to whites. In turn, Blackness serves as a switch initiating a protective structuring of what “is” over against what can be “taken.” This keeps whites from dying to irrelevance, although it can’t safeguard fully from physical demise. Still, the democratic experiment as a weaponizable shaping of engagement with the world provides some effort to safeguard whites from the latter. In so doing, sociality is marked for whites by a potentiality exercised or wasted. Even if wasted, whites do not become corpses inasmuch as viability remains through the fact they once lived.

For whites, in most cases, pain or misery is a measurement of choice. It helps to think about this theologically by saying that, for whites, one might read pain and misery as having a theodical quality (a connection to defending god’s goodness despite human suffering), expressed in relationship to potentiality, pedagogical benefit, and projection of future. Blacks, theologically, can be read as the “anti” figure—those through whom life and death are read. In the parlance of the “first white president,” Donald Trump, “Make America Great Again.”102

Whether Blacks are ontologically substantive is an important issue, one alluded to earlier, but what grounds it is the manner in which Blackness covers Blacks and determines the meaning of presence and purpose. Blackness is fixed and firm—it is already and always deathlife. This is not dependent on Black death (i.e., the death of Black sentient beings), as Afropessimists surmise, but rather on Blackness to ground both death and life in one loved/despised framework. As such, I would argue in this context the social world is anti-Black and pro-Blackness: it needs the latter to sustain the viability of white life as distinct from death. Everything—structures of thought, mechanisms of meaning, ethical frameworks, affective registers, political practices, cultural codes, grammars of being, modes of pleasure, and regulatory boundaries—is caught in this double bind.103 Blackness becomes for whites and whiteness a means of avoidance and denial because the structuring of deathlife offers the social world (i.e., whiteness) and its inhabitants the illusion of selective performance: death or life. Blackness qua Black bodies serves as both the narration of this arrangement and the reason for the arrangement. Blackness and those defined by it make visible (and therefore manageable) what the white social world and its recognized inhabitants fear: life slipping away into an end through which social meaning is lost as access to (and control over) technologies of collective life—economics, politics, cultural production—expires.

Wilderson argues that a Black person is “a being that is dead, despite the fact that this being is sentient and so appears to be very much alive.”104 Is dead but appears to be very much alive: I would offer a change in perspective here and say Blackness involves Blacks as alivedead—no transition, no space, between the two orientations. To call Black bodies “death personified” doesn’t capture fully the dynamics of Blackness as deathlife, and to label whites as the “personification of diversity, of life itself” doesn’t announce the relationship of whiteness to Blackness as I seek to frame it.105 Instead, if Blackness is deathlife, whiteness is the opportunity (or “right”) to distinguish. This does not keep whites (through whiteness) free from threat, but they aren’t defined by this threat. Instead, whites are marked by a capacity for avoidance that opens them to challenge, despite social coding (e.g., gender, class, sexual orientation). Deathlife is a noting of no distinction between life and death. By extension, whiteness—through violence—exists to the degree life and death are synonymous in function and orientation and “external” to whites. Whiteness, then, has only to rub up against this sameness through force in order to be affirmed. Whiteness is defined by a practice of choice—the ability to live or die, each as a distinctive ordering of time and space.

Wilderson notes a tension akin to that I have alluded to throughout this discussion, although the larger argument might differ. Reflecting on a conversation in which it became clear that “the borders of redemption are policed by Whites and non-Whites alike,” he writes, “I, as a Black person (if person, subject, being are appropriate, since Human is not), am both barred from the denouement of social and historical redemption and needed if redemption is to attain any form of coherence.”106 Social death, according to Afropessimists, “can be destroyed,” although what is required in order to pull this off ends the social world and therefore requires of Black bodies a posture of commitment to the destruction of the social world that is, really, “impossible.”107 I’m unable to say the same concerning deathlife, in that there is no outside, no alternate mechanism for viewing or engaging. Objection to this arrangement by Blacks (or whites) doesn’t alter the framework because its logic easily shifts to render Black bodies accountable and responsible for what is done to them. Whites hide their hands, so to speak, making Black bodies accountable for Blackness and accountable to whiteness. For Black bodies, violence is a sign of demented desire, consuming them in order to stabilize the fictions of the social world. For whites, it offers an odd comfort—peace within the storm—suggesting their right to well-being, or life.

Exposure of violence, for example, through phone videos, tends to elicit sympathy for whites (as symbols of whiteness), drawing on the very intent of the United States as a white haven for distinction (life or death): “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.”108 Such is the case, as Christina Sharpe reflects, with respect to the dynamics of the US social world to the extent that “the ongoing state-sanctioned legal and extralegal murders of Black people are normative and, for this so-called democracy, necessary; it is the ground we walk on.”109 Yet this mode of death vis-à-vis the taking of life is one technique, while the other attacks and destroys more than existential arrangements because is an ontological killing—a sense of Blackness as “nothing” by means of which life and death are joined.110 Even when this sympathy isn’t in place, punishment for white performers of anti-Blackness is easily narrated as their having selected life over death, and the integrity of the deathlife framework is maintained. So conceived, the demise of a Black person might be better characterized in light of deathlife as being “disappeared” or a “forced disappearance.” In this way, something is captured of the manner in which the circumstances of this one Black person are always shadowed by an inability to distinguish life and death—by a fogged performance—and connected to larger social arrangements.

How some Blacks have engaged deathlife takes shape in the four central chapters of the present book. For now, I’ll argue that some whites lament this mode of demise—speak against it, act contrary to it—but their language of life and grammar of systemic change offer little to differentiate deathlife as life over death, and little to dimension its ubiquity. There is a symbiotic—as in close and mutually informing—relationship between Blackness and whiteness played out in its most graphic presentation on/through Black bodies. The Black body can’t but represent deathlife. Even the most liberal whites still envision Blacks over against deathlife; hence, they remain tied to these circumstances as constitutive. Whites, even liberals and progressives, need Blackness so configured; the question is whether, in word or deed, they will admit the benefit (the life-affirming quality) of this arrangement. For others, the action is more straightforward, in that they understand Blacks and Blackness as inherently linked, and all they see in and of the world affirms this relationship, including in their personal dealings, as each one knows someone who’s had a life-threatening encounter with a representative Black. For the liberal/progressive or the “Make America Great Again” public advocate, Blacks/Blackness remain the same in function.

This situation is both philosophically and theologically the case when one considers, for example, the biblical story of Abraham and his son, forced into a performance of obedience as substitutional demise.111 Relationship to a “Grand Unity”—to ultimate being—required the ritualization of death as a request for life (in the sense of distinction from surroundings). The story indicates Abraham was only required to surrender to the idea of sacrifice—that is, to think life gone as the opening to vertical meaning; yet, for his son, the one to be killed, the lesson involves something more overtly sinister. The potentiality of death (for life) isn’t measurable logically as tied to physical breakdown or existential circumstances, but rather is an endorsement of a larger, nonhistorical “order” that structures un/spoken commitments and obligations. The demand comes from (and thereby constitutes) the very structure of the world in that it is tied to the logic constituting the markers of disassociated meaning played out in sociopolitical, economic, cultural, and affective registers. And buttressing this is a simple assertion: something/someone must embody this demand for “blood.” The demand, of course, outweighs the need for cooperation. Abraham’s son, like the substituted ram, need not voice agreement or disagreement with the act of sacrifice (of staged death); in fact, they can’t, in that each in its own way lacks a vocabulary/grammar of restitution that can contradict the expressed conditions for participation in the Grand Unity.112 Abraham sees no necessary distinction between the two: one can replace the other; both serve the same purpose.

Either/or.

Still, there is something about Isaac that poses both possibility and threat: possibility to the extent he might be a suitable sacrifice, but threat to the extent he, in his demise, takes something of Abraham with him. Perhaps Abraham senses in him something that might speak “not I” and thereby disturb performance of the ritual. Or perhaps Abraham wonders who might be next: could the taker of life be taken in turn? Isaac’s death would be both sacrifice (renewing life) and murder (ending life). The willingness to murder is as good as the act. Still, the history of connection and interaction (son versus wild animal) makes no difference in how this plays out. Abraham, as does the thicket neutralizing the ram, holds steady what the world demands. Only the horizontally arranged logic undergirding the social world can decipher which sacrifice is more suitable. Desire as expressed here in the form of horizontal connection pushes beyond language of faith, beyond a grammar of psychic surrender. It is a ritual of assurance, a safeguard against being forced to acknowledge one’s awareness of the absurdity of that which is named “life.” However, what one might gather from this narrative is already known: life and death are bound together through the necessity of violence (as a type of white life logic). Black bodies, as deathlife embodied and active, represent for whites something along the lines of what Wilderson points out when discussing how white South Africans he taught creative writing viewed him: “I was both the trauma and the cure.”113

This is not to call Blackness “salvific,” as is the case with a sacrificial scapegoat. Such a suggestion would entail the ability to distinguish life and death: the latter guaranteeing the former through shifting of embodiment and representation by means of ritualization. The scapegoat, at least at the time of the ritual surrender, subdues the threat of demise in some form. The scapegoat or sacrifice, at least for a time, tames the perceived threat. But the white world needs the deathlife threat, and to banish it would be counterproductive. Because Blackness must remain, Blacks aren’t properly understood as the scapegoat, nor is Blackness properly positioned as the form of “sin” to be ended in that it is a necessary technology within the social world. Sin would suggest an alternate possibility of thinking and doing that isn’t available if the white world is to be maintained. No, here, theological formulations give way to a more mundane “contract” drafted, arranged, and enacted by whites for the benefit of whites. Referring to Charles Mills’s “racial contract,” Adam Serwer frames the racial contract in a manner that suggests the dynamical relationship underlying deathlife as Blackness managing the psychological and existential anxiety of whiteness. He remarks, in light of the murder of Ahmaud Arbery as he jogged through his Georgia neighborhood,


If the social contract is the implicit agreement among members of a society to follow the rules—for example, acting lawfully, adhering to the results of elections, and contesting the agreed-upon rules by nonviolent means—then the racial contract is a codicil rendered in invisible ink, one stating that the rules as written do not apply to nonwhite people in the same way.… The law says murder is illegal; the racial contract says it’s fine for white people to chase and murder black people if they have decided that those black people scare them.114



Despite the graphic and seeming finality of this violence, the societal goal isn’t to end Blackness because whiteness needs it to “be.” The demise of individual Blacks, then, doesn’t speak to an end of Blackness but rather the brutal effort to manage it, to display it, to express need for it. Physical death doesn’t negate this coterminous arrangement, in that the “presence” of Blackness as threat isn’t dependent on overwhelming materiality, but it is always real and impactful on the psychological and affective level. The physical killing of Blacks doesn’t kill Blackness but reinforces it; the desire (no, need) for whiteness/whites to confront it is an effort to confine and tame it—and in so doing preserve whiteness as life.

If there is fungibility related to Blackness as Wilderson describes it, here it would entail this process of one individual after another—the same violence enacted on Black bodies without difference.115 These individualized markers serve to verify or authenticate the claims regarding Blackness made against (and for) Blackness. In a word, Blacks can die (or be put to death), but Blackness cannot be ended, and so the technical nature of this arrangement isn’t captured through a strict grammar of “murder” (explored earlier in this introduction). That grammar separates life and death; it moves between the two and positions Black bodies in relationship to one over the other. Blacks produce anxiety in that their presence overflows the intent of whiteness, because deathlife by its nature exceeds the boundaries established through violence (and other means).



Narrations of Deathlife

Although Christina Sharpe and I think about the relationship of death to life in different ways and use our perceptions of death to explore and explain different moments of anti-Black thought and activity, one of her statements is applicable here. “Again,” Sharpe writes, “Black being appears in the space of the asterisked human as the insurance for, as that which underwrites, white circulation as the human.”116 Sharpe explores this depiction of Black being and death (the ability to breathe) in relationship to the wake (i.e., weather, as anti-Black climate), and here, through rap music, I explore naming and signification of Blackness and the constitutive nature of death and life as concurrent. If the social world and the well-being of its considered occupants (whites) are sustained through a reflexive relationship to the deathlife scenario, what of this is spoken back as echo or, at times, signified through rap music’s narratives? Is some of the animosity toward particular genres of rap music—from both Blacks and whites—tied to (while not limited to) its graphic amplification and signification of this construction of Blackness as deathlife?

The coterminous nature of life and death qua Blackness frames the United States, and recognition in various forms of this arrangement entails a poetic impulse exercised. That is to say, it has required the destruction of language and its grammar in order to reconstitute a mode of expressing the gross (as in without diminishment) nature of such circumstances. Hip hop culture’s manipulation of language in the form of rap music provides this service. Hence, this book is framed in light of this question: How does rap music articulate and respond to this arrangement of death and life, the positioning of Blackness by means of which it becomes a blending of the two into deathlife? Embedded in some rap lyrics, then, is a meaningful and lucid interrogation of the social mechanics of de/contamination. Awareness is the underpinning of dying, and as such it might be akin to what Peter Boxall calls “blind seeing”: a process of depleting distinctions such as that between light and dark, or in this case death and life.117 This is met with an affective response, which signifies dread—a type of subversive (or, better yet, perverse) joy embodied and ritualized over against social perceptions of life or death.

The artists discussed in the following chapters chronicle activities that engage (at times embrace) this deathlife model and signify its disturbing and disruptive social coding. As they make clear, to see Blackness is to see deathlife. If this work on the part of rap artists involves ethics to any degree, it is because of rap music’s linguistic function as offering perspective on the “what” in the “What ought we do?” question.

Deathlife isn’t the first text to explore death in relationship to Black existence; it would be difficult to think and write about Black existence without entertaining death on some level.118 However, less frequent is analysis of rap music meant to push beyond melancholic-centered description and analysis of victims or victimizers.119 Furthermore, in tackling the issue of deathlife my focus isn’t on unpacking and explicating the metaphysical dimensions of this positioning or naming of Blackness and Black bodies (although there are moments when I am so engaged). The concern isn’t primarily an ontological issue, but rather the aim is to provide thanatological narration of how certain artists—by no means all artists—at times name, describe, conceptualize, act out, or signify deathlife.120

My goal isn’t to assess the effectiveness or morality of these depictions. I offer a description of rap music’s relationship to deathlife without measuring it against some type of moral-ethical norm. What we believe ourselves to know about life and death (and the connection between the two) is often sensitive to a selective body of materials, drawing on the perspective and concerns of those other than the “victims” of the social world. Even when sources from those who carry Blackness (as their definition) are tapped, there is typically a concern with the pedigree of documentation. How often does the material output of hip hop culture claim philosophical ground beyond a grouping of scholars who embrace it, primarily as an extension of personal appreciation? I question a particular arrangement of respectability: how is it that Du Bois not DMX, Martin Luther King Jr. not Goodie Mob, tells us about the nature and meaning of life and demise? Deathlife shifts this archive by attending to and theorizing death and life in light of artists who claim the grime and grit of traumatic geographies.121

This introduction has worked to theorize deathlife and also to set out some contextual considerations regarding its function as a framing, as well as what its performative expression is meant to accomplish for whiteness/whites. Once the function of death on behalf of whiteness (framed through Blackness as deathlife) is established, the remainder of this book involves a thanatologically oriented exploration of rap music’s recognition of and response to these circumstances. And while some appeal is made here to various artists, the next four chapters focus on examples of rap music’s take on deathlife.

The first chapter explores deathlife through attention to Jay-Z, positioning him as something along the lines of the “Orphic” hustler: a figure who understands death as already and always bound to life, and for whom ethics entails effort to maintain this tension between the two. This figure lives in light of death, but without either life or death serving as a totalizing experience. Chapter 2 explores the delicate balance between life as death and death as life through Kendrick Lamar’s album DAMN., which is bookended by the potentiality of death and how death penetrates life. All the action (i.e., life) taking place within the various lyrical narratives offered on the album is consumed by the specter of death. I position Lamar as the antihero, whose challenge to the illusion of distinction (i.e., life versus death) is posed against the heroic effort to pretend a safeguard for life (expressed in Eminem’s “Stan” and “Bad Guy”), rendering it distinctive. In both chapters, life and death are presented, discussed, and interrogated. Together they address the signifying of deathlife, while the following two chapters map out the poetic consumption of deathlife.

In chapters 3 and 4, through performances of the erotic and the symbolic zombie, deathlife is seen to entail a merger of embodied possibilities that disrupt distinction between life and death by “playing with” or consuming the terminology associated with them: love, passion, hunger, and so on. The artists considered here serve to distinguish linguistically the dynamics of each appetite, thereby rendering deathlife connected through an intertwining of vocabulary used in relationship to them. In a certain sense, in the examples discussed in these chapters, death and life are consumed together as deathlife through acts of irreverence: behaviors that counter the ritualization possible when life and death are distinct. One might say the artists reject the socially assumed value in seeking to separate life from death and confine/manage the latter for the longevity of the former. They position deathlife as a mode of defilement, of destruction, that challenges the integrity and logic of the social world and the grammar/vocabulary used to narrate that social world. To rethink the nature of embodied Blackness in this case, one might argue, involves by its very nature a destruction of the social world as currently conceived—that is, the safeguards for meaning, the dynamics and processes of life as distinguishable from death, are negated. The very presence of embodied Blackness (e.g., the zombie) threatens the distinction: Blackness, in this regard, consumes both life and death.122 The zombie (chapter 4) and the demise devotee (chapter 3) involve the one who brings deathlife. Something about this blends time, conditions response “time,” and merges unto itself in such a way as to make an impactful separation of circumstances that promote life over those that promote death disingenuous. The moral and ethical framing of distinction is signified. What one encounters here isn’t a corruption of life, a stagnation of its more vibrant dimensions in the form of possibility; rather, it is a lack of distinction by means of which to initiate one is to satisfy the other. The volume ends with an epilogue in which two forms of melancholia are described and discussed: one related to death or life, and the other related to deathlife.

If either the signifying or consumptions of death projected onto Blacks qua Blackness involves a “victory,” to the extent this term has any use, it isn’t in what is gained but rather in what is prevented. It is embedded and expressed through each moment of disruption: each break in the smooth operation of whiteness, when whites are forced to see their whiteness and confront the cost of maintaining it. With respect to rap music as a poetic thanatological narrative, I argue that to separate life from death, and death from life, is to alter the meaning of each, to lose their significance. Such a claim is not to suggest they aren’t discussed within the language of the social world as distinguishable—each with a set of affective markers, biological conditions, political arrangements, and so on. Rather, it is to suggest that Blackness is constructed as a safeguard for, but also comes to connote, a defiance of distinction (i.e., death or life). To be clear, the language of distinction doesn’t apply here, despite the intent of whiteness otherwise. Death doesn’t always end physical sensation and biological movement. It can negate significance or ontological recognition. Yet it conditions, informs, and satisfies life in such a way as to make distinction meaningless. One might think of this not as “Black life as it is lived near death … deathliness,” but instead life as merged with death.123







PART I
Sig̑nifying̑ Deathlife







1
THE ORPHIC HUSTLER



When one thinks about mechanisms of communication employed by Blacks with great effect, high on that list must be musical expression. The poetic quality of music and the language shaping the lyrics have given Blacks ways to describe and critique arrangements within the context of a society always on guard against challenges to the status quo of whiteness.


Church … or Chuuch?

I learned the importance of musical expression long before I had the academic tools necessary to deconstruct and analyze the musical worlds fostered by my ancestors and contemporaries. First, during my youth within the context of the Black Church, I came to know and appreciate the manner in which music often challenged the sermon as the dominant modality of theologizing. Music marked out the various phases of Sunday morning worship, leading parishioners through the order of service from the precession to the benediction. The rest of the week, music marked the rhythm of life within a death-dealing society, in that the words of a hymn, spiritual, or gospel tune were used to capture a given situation. When other words failed, the gospel message captured through biblically based lyrics spoke clearly and compellingly to the circumstances of the Christian’s position as being “in the world, but not of it.”

Yet this musical articulation of the gospel message flirted with more “worldly” modes of musical expression. Sometimes the result—as in the case of traditional and contemporary gospel—was the Christian faith with a new rhythm. But as so many in churches like mine feared, this openness to secular musical sensibilities could just as easily draw the unsuspecting Christian into a full embrace of nonreligious sensibilities. Contemporary gospel too easily softened believers to the allure of R&B, pop, and the “world.” But for young people like me, the warning meant nothing. We were determined to like what we liked, play the music we enjoyed playing, and still show up for Sunday service singing, “This little light of mine … I’m gonna let it shine!” After all, like our parents before us (to the extent they’d admit it), we found something of ourselves—an epistemological recognition and existential comfort—in the “questionable” musical forms that kept us tuned in. As I was growing up, no musical genre expressed this better than rap music.

“Old school” hip hop artists spoke a world so creatively and compellingly that resisting their stories was a futile act. Their grammar and vocabulary were organic and captured so much of what young people like me knew and felt in and about the world. Lyrics explored and explained the already and always nature of death and life, in the form of deathlife—the not-so-subtle effort of whiteness to consume us for the sake of whites. Rap music recognized a certain ontological “truth” that brought into focus both the promise and the pitfalls of life (really, the nature of life and death as bound together) in the United States as, in my case, a young Black male. This appreciation, to be sure, wasn’t without its tension. I, after all, was a Christian, but I was moving to the rhythm of rap artists whose ethics and moral codes were creative, organic, but not always in line with what I had been trained to privilege as proper conduct. In hindsight, to some extent, this tension revolved around hip hop culture’s reframing of religious authority done through a signifying of theistic structuring(s) of meaning, including the artificial distinction between life and death. But should we have expected anything less than this signification of theological themes and assumptions from the child of the blues? If Nina Simone reminds us, in the spirit of the blues, of the sinner man’s lament as he runs from judgment, rap music that I was growing to love would probably respond, “Fool, don’t run; embrace your swag, and move with style.”1 That is to say, hip hop culture in the form of rap music was simply the most recent incarnation of philosophical-theological counterpoint as the marginalized manifestation of poetic protest. Rap spoke worlds and I was more than comfortable exploring those worlds. Even when it challenged my religious sensibilities, I turned up the volume and smiled. I was intrigued. I couldn’t stop listening.

Rap music had me, and I didn’t mind or fight its grip on my imagination—despite the fact that I first encountered it as my training to be a minister within the African Methodist Episcopal Church was underway.2 In light of these opposed sensibilities, I was both insider and outsider: the young Black male of concern within so many rap lyrics, but also a minister-type who represented a particular hustle infesting Black life. Expressed a different way: many artists were speaking to me and about me. This made for a particularly stubborn epistemological dissonance, or it could be described as troubling personal/vocational ontologies. It was a challenge to be sure, in that artists brought into question many of my religious assumptions and shot holes in the narrative of ministerial excellence: the minister is the “man” (usually a man) considered closest to the will of God and best able to hear the voice of the Lord. No, rap artists highlighted in verse the frailties of ministers and their abuses of resources and people. Lyrics, often without mercy, exposed ministers as pimps, frauds, and other questionable types: holiness was exposed as hollow. The minister is “frontin’, ” not faithful, proclaiming in his or her own way the lament of the hustler: “pimpin’ ain’t easy.”

The authority of the preacher simply clouded these circumstances through whooping and references to a divine sanction: “Let the words of my mouth and the meditations of my heart be acceptable in Thy sight, O Lord, my strength and my redeemer.” But rap revealed how some of these preachers kept their “pimp hand strong,” so to speak, through theological exercise and the well-placed doctrinal slap. And, related to the concerns of this chapter, many of these critiqued church professionals, by means of this theological exercise, traded on talk of death and life as distinct, with the former feared and the latter desired (albeit spiritualized). Reflecting on my days in ministry, I see something of this epistemological and ethical structuring of ontological restriction. In my former context, those eager for spiritual goods and other religious “stuff” surrendered epistemological and moral authority in exchange. Hip hop, particularly the poetics of life offered in rap music, challenged this arrangement in which the authority of the cosmic Other is filtered through the minister. In some cases, such as Reverend Run (Joseph Ward Simmons) or Kurtis Blow (Kurtis Walker), the artist becomes the minister—but without forsaking hip hop sensibilities, and with a posture that signifies the staid aspects of traditional ministerial appeal.3

Rap artists provided a model of authority that opposed the long-standing dominance of traditional modalities of leadership—so many of which went back to the Black Church’s genealogy of spiritualized authority. The preacher wasn’t the only one who could weave a story or frame moral and ethical obligation over against the cartography of life. The preacher might “whoop” but the MC spit fire, and that fire burned my mind long after the sermons (even my sermons) were over. Rap had a staying power; the rawness associated with the sound and the manipulation of instruments continued to vibrate through my mind long after the echo of scripture had subsided.

I don’t want to overstate the point in that I was able to maintain something that resembled a balance between the authoritative nature of the religious call to ministry and the more fluidlike sensibilities of the rap world. I walked the border between these two worlds—hip hop and church—finding something that appealed to my self-understanding and view of circumstances framing a life horizon marked by the best and worst of these cultural forms.

Perhaps this was all a consequence of the social world being a place of contradictions, of desires for meaning within a context best prepared to leave Blacks frustrated and unfulfilled (i.e., “dead”). The Black Church acknowledged this predicament but quickly turned to metaphysical claims, and I for some time embraced that approach and those claims. Yet hip hop looked at this predicament without blinking and advanced a position of defiance. This appealed to me, even when I couldn’t pull it off myself. I found intriguing rap music’s ability to maneuver between worlds and in the process deconstruct and reconstruct religious sensibilities, responsibilities, and notions of authority in line with a lucid sense of deathlife and the whiteness it is meant to cover.



Deification as Signification

The rap duo UGK (Underground Kingz) argued “game belong to me” in their 2007 track with that title, and this meant a reclamation of human agency, and thereby an ability to work the systems of “production” and “destruction” to one’s benefit.4 Here the duo, Pimp C and Bun B, chronicle the structuring of existence available to young people in the urban, Southern context in ways that speak to the struggles for meaning that can’t be captured adequately by the somewhat sterile and disembodied framings offered by many churches with their fear of death and desire for a spiritualized life. Such artists and their narratives create a space—a space that others fill with psychological probing prompted by recognition of the artists’ absurdity-marking encounter with the world. But this isn’t genesis of angst that demands nihilism; instead, it offers a more measured sense of the world framed by struggles over the meaning of death and life. Furthermore, it’s not the Black Church’s hyper-optimism premised on the assumption that “God is on the throne and all is well.” Instead, certain artists chronicle in lyrics a life less certain and already and always bound to death. There is a roughness and grittiness, for instance, in Geto Boys’ “Mind Playing Tricks on Me” (1991) and Scarface’s “Mind Playin’ Tricks on Me” (1994) that speak to encounter with a harsh and unresponsive world. Life distinct from death is questioned. This is over against the dreamlike state of some churches’ response to the challenges of human existence. “Just a little talk with Jesus makes it right” seems underwhelming in comparison. Other artists push for reconstitution of metaphysics in a way that renders theological themes highly unrecognizable to religious traditionalists.

While examples of this abound, I think one of the more compelling is Tupac Shakur’s transfiguration of Jesus the Christ in the form of “Black Jesuz” (1999), who is the patron saint of thugs—a saint who recognizes the importance of despised moral and ethical postures within a troubled/troubling social world. The moral-ethical code and the company Black Jesuz keeps both run contrary to the stuff of a standard Christianization of thinking and doing; but what would one expect when this new figure of authority proclaims a genealogy composed of “drug dealers, thugs, and killers”?5 Rather than the biblical text, one could argue Tupac—as Black Jesuz—provides a sacred text written on his body, the ink of his tattoos over against the ink of the King James Bible. And, in “Blasphemy” (1996), this embodied text is coupled with the “ten rules to the game,” a blasphemy of commandments. There is layered significance to this turn away from a borrowed text to an organic and embodied representation of metaphysical assumptions and claims—drawn on a “substance” always vulnerable to the workings of deathlife displayed in word and deed. The biblical text, Tupac argues, doesn’t free but rather enslaves: it functions like a drug that tames the body and renders the will docile. Black Jesuz compares himself to Moses, who “split the Red Sea”—“I split the blunt and rolled a fat one up deadly / Babylon beware.”6

Babylon (i.e., the West with all its mechanisms of demise) beware!

Black Jesuz and his embodied teachings push for self-realization through a creative manipulation of circumstances made possible by an alternate ethical framing that privileges need and desire through a consumption of demise. This arrangement is marked by Black Jesuz’s signifying of the death impulse: shot and resurrected. Tupac proclaims that traditional sources and forms of authority despise him; in fact, traditional religious leaders, he raps, want him dead because he exposes the lie that is the traditional religious narrative of life over against death, which justifies the abuses of ministry.

Beyond Tupac’s interventions, there are more recent theological turns marked out by rap artists. For some time, I have listened to two tracks, in particular: “No Church in the Wild” (2011) by Jay-Z and Kanye West, and “Crown” (2013) by Jay-Z. These tracks have fascinated me from my first hearing to the present. Perhaps one of the ideological and epistemological shifts I find compelling (based on my own history) is the challenge to the construction of authority housed in traditional religious community and played out through Black existence. The first track dismantles authority by cutting to the core of the modern West. Jay-Z challenges the framing of knowledge as associated with the Greeks by exposing the inherent bias in the crafting of epistemology; dismantles the ethics of the Christian faith (the Church); and challenges constructions of being that don’t stem from a materialistic base. And, of course, all this has something to do with epistemologies of death and life played out most graphically in the form of deathlife, as both theology and philosophy wrestle with dynamics of mortality.

What Jay-Z and West offer is a modality of the religious that pushes it back to its stripped-down meaning (from religio, in Latin)—to bind together. This, one could argue without much effort, is the nature of struggle in terms of ongoing intent to hold together competing claims, or to balance oppositional forces, without being destroyed in the process. Referring in his book Decoded (2010) to the way Biggie Smalls frames the nature of a hustler’s life, Jay-Z reflects, “Our struggle … wasn’t organized or even coherent. There were no leaders of this ‘movement.’ There wasn’t even a list of demands. Our struggle was truly a some-thing-out-of-nothing, do-or-die situation.”7 Authority (of religious leadership, for instance) can be dismantled because it can be challenged. The chorus of “No Church in the Wild” sums it up: “Human beings in a mob, what’s a mob to a king, what’s a king to a god, what’s a god to a nonbeliever who don’t believe in anything?” In place of traditional modes of authority, Jay-Z and West establish a new religion framed by mutuality and, of course, “exposure” over against violence, deception, and epistemological manipulation. West adds to this a new framing of ethics by maintaining the authoritative significance of the individual in connection to others and by privileging exchange and consent as the bases of relationship: “No sin as long as there’s permission.”8 It all revolves around consent as an assertion of self, the willful sharing of agency, while traditional religious authority is premised on the crafting of story and codes that demand (often through violence both rhetorical and physical) surrender: the taking away of agency through the promise of a “different” life free of death. With respect to the latter approach, adherents (as advocated by their leaders) privilege obedience over agency. Pointing out and exercising this distinction, as West notes, is a true point of the theological insight that “the pastor don’t preach, that’s somethin’ that a teacher can’t teach.”9 It cuts against the authority of their pedagogy and flies in the face of their circumscribed and truncated ethics.

Over against this reconstitution of tradition and its theological categories, there is an epistemological recalibration offered by “No Church in the Wild” that disrupts the grounding of church-based strategies of living and dying. The video for the track graphically portrays the dismantling of authority’s markers of meaning and enforcement. And the lyrics depict the poetic dismantling of discourses of presence that privilege church and state—all done through a metaphysical rejection of and rebellion against the grammar and vocabulary of rightful control exercised by these institutions. The Black Church, therefore, with its theological tropes (e.g., Jesus) is done away with through a graphic turn to embodied meanings that allow for, if not directly call for, structuring(s) of presence that remove the justification of theologized metaphysical entanglement. Importantly, both the video and the lyrics do this work through the removal of fear that keeps populations tied to tradition:


Will he make it out alive?

Alright, alright

No church in the wild.10



Even the title of the album the track is from—Watch the Throne—speaks to this dismantling in a manner reminiscent of Friedrich Nietzsche’s mad man pronouncing the death of God.

Western mechanisms of knowledge and meaning (philosophy and religion) are rejected. Yet, while Nietzsche advocates for keeping empty the “throne” once occupied by God so as to not simply replace one God with another external source of authority, Jay-Z and West reconfigure the throne and transform its occupant into the image of the artist. As, for instance, Jay-Z proclaims on “Crown,” “You in the presence of a king. Scratch that, you in the presence of a God.” Still, in saying this, Jay-Z isn’t pointing to new “vertical” relationships (to borrow an idea from Mikhail Bakhtin).11 No, his is a turn involving an assertion of ability to transform epistemological arrangements, which I would argue entails larger categories of life and death as a matter of horizontal structuring(s) of existence. His proclamation of divinity contains a different, embodied, performance that short-circuits tradition and flirts with deathlife without succumbing to it. Jay-Z (aka Hova, a name based on “Jehovah”) pushes against restrictions, refusing in “Crown” to be “wiped out of history,” but instead imbues said history with the narrative of urban miracles—“Put in the belly of the beast [New York’s public housing], I escaped but nigga never had a job”—so that the metanarrative of the American dream is turned on its head through an alternate epistemology of success, or salvation, that doesn’t hide practices of demise constituted by whiteness. “If it wasn’t for the bread,” he notes, “probably be dead.” The narrative of “making it” as a consequence of docility in the presence of the Christian God (or whiteness), who might give you a beatdown like Job received but will finish the process by granting more stuff, is flipped and subdued by the standard of a new hustler (aka the streetwise Jay-Z and his communicative skills).12 By shaping the content of hip hop, he controls ontology, epistemology, and the details of existential happenings. Lucidity, or deep awareness, marks an intimacy with linguistic supremacy acted out.

Tupac reconfigures divinity through a poetics of divine thuggery—Black Jesuz is the saint for contemporary thugs. Jay-Z, in contrast, reforms divinity through a related horizontal move by means of which he amplifies and personifies the qualities of the hustler. Tupac’s Black Jesuz succumbs to death (depicted on a cross on the album cover), while the hustler exposes and signifies deathlife. The traditional notion of God offers only silence in the face of urban absurdity, but Jay-Z reframes silence. He does not replace the traditional God, however. After all, he believes in God in a more traditional sense.13 That’s not how the concept functions for him. Rather, there is something lasting, extraordinary about his hustle. The divinity of Jay-Z, a way of naming his hustle, places him above traditional notions of a “higher” power in that he signifies deathlife in an urban context “where even God doesn’t visit.”14

For some time, hip hop artists have signified the death-dealing arrangements of social life through a renaming intended to assert their agency. And, by this, they’ve pronounced various modalities of sovereignty that challenge more reifying metaphysical formulations encountered in the United States. Monica Miller and Michael Eric Dyson have both written about this shifting sense of self within hip hop culture, and they have done so in ways that jibe with my argument here.15 For Miller, deification is constitutive of what she labels “black hyper-legibility,” by means of which she seeks to identify and name the enhanced ability of Black bodies to move through time and space marked by recognition and substance—by, in a word, “presence.”16 In a sense, then, Miller is concerned to critically analyze the manner in which deification becomes a trope for an assertion of the artist as full being. For Dyson, the proclaimed divinity of figures such as Jay-Z points first to artistic prowess, a type of dominance over lyrical production; their poetic genius is marked by an ability to harness theological tropes for an alternate purpose. “Such divine-like signifiers,” Dyson writes, “establish and highlight a direct link between the manipulation of rhetoric and the assertion of religious legitimacy.”17 This is a divinity recast and not reliant on the restriction of language, the confusion of language, so as to maintain authority but rather the rendering of language secular and grounded.18 Hova (i.e., Jay-Z) reassembles pieces of language and turns tradition against itself.

Dyson links Jay-Z to the Black sermonic tradition; however, this entails an effort to fit Jay-Z into the very structuring of authority he seeks to destabilize: the Christian preaching tradition involves the use of language to reflect a reality beyond language—a distinction between life and death—and so entails the introduction of a vertical relationship. Dyson’s depiction is thick and complex; yet I would argue that Jay-Z’s rhetorical work marks the end of the sermonic logic. The vertical nature of the sermonic moment is overpowered by Jay-Z, who pulls theology to earth and, in this way, works it against itself as only a god can do. Again, this is not god in a traditional sense, with the biblical attributes that dominate images of deification. Rather, it is a type of deity entailing the supreme hustle, with the ability to destroy with words and constitute other meanings that, in effect, signify deathlife by revealing and surviving the implications of whiteness.19

Whereas Miller and Dyson view this claim to divinity as a way of addressing a more robust occupation of time and space (i.e., living), I see this turn to deification as a means by which some hip hop artists have used radical sovereignty to reconfigure the nature and meaning of deathlife.20 In other words, death remains a negative, a matter of limited epistemological merit and relevance. However, through radical sovereignty some artists project themselves beyond and above in such a way as to challenge the metaphysical damage constituted by whiteness’s attempt to impose irrelevance. Jay-Z is a god who embraces the rejected dimensions of existence, finding in them value, for example, a world-facing grammar. Through his claim of deification, Jay-Z can be said, by extension of these theological assertions, to offer victory over death by removing its uniqueness as whiteness means it, and exposing the workings of deathlife that whiteness would rather hide.21

Furthermore, what I have in mind isn’t the existential status marked out by the name “God,” as in Lil B’s use of “The BasedGod,” a name he took on in about 2009. By “Based,” Lil B intends to describe a life marked by positive attitude and openness to difference; but, according to Lil B, the BasedGod has the capacity to bring demise through curses on those who aren’t respectful.22 As one journalist wrote after hearing Lil B The BasedGod speak at MIT, the takeaway was love and mutuality:


When the lecture came to a close, I felt different, changed slightly in some immeasurable way, but for the better. It’s what I imagine people experience after a Tony Robbins seminar. Lil B had told us he loved us and I believed it. Somehow I now cared about the wellbeing of this classroom full of strangers in a way that I hadn’t when I walked in. I wanted everyone to get home safe, and to thrive during their college years at MIT, and just to do well in life. I looked down my row of seated writers and hoped that all their stories and recaps of the event got millions of views, even if we were ostensibly competing against each other for attention on our articles about the same topic. It’s all about sharing the love, not keeping it to yourself.23



This statement (perhaps something of a Sermon on the Mount) is a reflection on “divinity” marked by a communally felt push against the despair and trauma that marks life; that is, it is an effort to bracket the dynamics of death vis-à-vis love. As such, it is an approach defined by wrestling with death versus life, and an effort to highlight and claim the latter, as opposed to a signifying of deathlife that always reflects both.24

The larger context for Jay-Z’s and West’s assertions lends itself to reassessing the parameters of existence once safeguarded by modalities of authority now condemned: state- and church-controlled mechanisms of life, death, and the ritualization of death. Who, then, controls life and death (deathlife) after authority is denounced?

In this new arrangement, lucidity frees as opposed to being a type of agential restricting. It is not a mapping of life vis-à-vis negation: “thou shalt not …” Rather, it operates on a different premise: do as you like by means of consent, through recognition of mutuality present even in the context of a troubled world. This doesn’t involve any assumption of consistency, as promised within the old divinity model, but it promises intensity of experience as signification of deathlife and its guiding logic. Through this transition, Jay-Z becomes that which others fear: he becomes the very embodiment of discontinuity-continuity.25 Words, the poetics of rap lyrics, destroy meaning and in its place impose an alternate narrative, a counterpresence. All this is done with an abiding knowledge that life and death are indistinguishable. As the deified hustler reflects, “Consumption’s flip side is decay and waste.”26 Death isn’t to be feared. It is to be acknowledged, not mourned as loss, and understood as intimately connected to life (as Jay-Z advises in “If I Should Die” [1998]). For Jay-Z, the thought of death produces questions regarding the proper vocabulary and grammar for this new circumstance, and much of this is resolved through memory, that is, through the continued activity of those not consumed by demise. Put in terms of the hustle, “If I should die,” he reflects, “don’t cry my niggas; just ride my niggas; bust bullets in the sky my niggas. And when I’m gone don’t mourn my niggas; Get on my niggas.”27

Jay-Z encourages an alternate approach to agency that maintains the individual’s authority over one’s life and relationships through a questioning of the very epistemological assumptions of the modern West—thereby creating a space for being who we are as we are. Perhaps it is this reconstituted life (called a religion in “No Church in the Wild”) that motivates the proclamation of divinity one finds in “Crown”—again, “you in the presence of a king, scratch that, you in the presence of a god.” The miracles associated with divinity are distilled in this track and lodged in the workings of urban life, marking out material desires. Like Black Jesuz, Jay-Z as god welcomes game—as in putting in work, even in the drug trade, and doing so with success. This stance is constituted by means of an authority premised on consistency rather than traditional markers of obedience—not following what others say, but doing what you do. Deification in this instance is based on lucidity, that is, an awareness grounded in the material world and marked off by a measured realism that confronts the workings of the social world (e.g., deathlife) without blinking. And, with this task, he has no match: “I’m the illest nigga doin’ it ’til y’all prove me wrong. Do you believe? It’s Hova the God.”28

There is, of course, physical demise surrounding Jay-Z’s life while dealing drugs in the economically challenged environment that was public housing during the 1970s and 1980s in New York City. In addition, his work suggests a sense of irrelevance as constituting another mode of death, one imposed by whiteness as social control. However, there is also a different type of irrelevance—what one might describe as a cultural irrelevance associated with the end of a career or a career marked by an inauthentic persona. It is in relationship to this dualistic structuring of irrelevance that Jay-Z’s framing of hustle projects him as above and outside the grasp of forces of demise, or what one might call the structuring and performance of deathlife. The hustler sells death (i.e., crack) without succumbing to it and describes death (e.g., the “streets”) without being consumed by it. Death as intended by whiteness is presented, named, and contained. This isn’t to glorify “the life.” Descriptions of death linger and prevent long-term romanticizing of the hustle in ways that negate its traumatic dimensions; yet the intent of the hustle doesn’t require such sanitizing.


You don’t hear me though.

These words ain’t just ’pared to go

in one ear, out the other ear, no!29



Again, the hustle signifies deathlife and in so doing constitutes a means to avoid the end intended by whiteness.30



Divine Hustle

W. E. B. Du Bois spoke of the Black existential-psychological dilemma as the effort to hold together two competing structures of meaning, and there is something of that with Jay-Z: the hustler who holds together life and death.31 Depiction as hustler—perhaps a version of the trickster—enables him to elude social irrelevance, and there’s epistemological swag that positions him to recognize the risk of cultural irrelevance and sidestep it. Reflecting on Jean-Michel Basquiat’s artworks that address success, the trappings of fame, and the nature of the music business, Jay-Z describes how the sidestep happens: “You become a target. People want to take your head, your crown, your title.… And you resist it until one day your albums aren’t moving and the shows aren’t filling up and it seems like the game might have moved on without you. Then you start to change, you do whatever you need to do to get back into that spotlight. And that’s when you’re walking dead.”32 Hustler status has something to do with the ability to harness the material substance of life and to tame death—in the form of deathlife transgressed. Nonetheless, there are various acknowledgments in Jay-Z’s lyrics that, in light of his socioeconomic context growing up, he should be dead. He should have succumbed to the death-dealing intent of whiteness. In a significant way, status as a divine hustler speaks the ability not to end deathlife’s connotations per se but to skirt them while others fall victim. Jay-Z’s lyrical corpus is replete with references to those who have died—this being a physical demise conditioned by the socioeconomic matrix of US urban life within the confinements of whiteness. Still, in reflecting on them, he works to safeguard the fallen from full irrelevance.

There is a clarity that separates Jay-Z from other hustlers. To the extent this distinction is robust, it might be called a divine difference—the “thing” that establishes the divine in his divine hustle. Divinity here entails the manner in which Jay-Z’s hustle is sublime and also the manner in which it unpacks, speaks to, and surfaces the details of deathlife that whiteness seeks to cover. In “Hova Song” (1999) he proclaims nothing can stop him, no mode of disregard can touch him: “I should be rapping with a turban. Haters can’t disturb him, waiters can’t serve him.” Hustle, then, connotes this poetics as a complex “exception.” In a word, it is a reflection on the task of holding together the “possible” and the “impossible,” the dynamics of existential arrangements within a context of whiteness’s work. This transfiguration of the hustler isn’t a simple positing of the “outsider.” Such might be the case if Jay-Z shed the persona once he left the “game” and moved away from the “corner.” But he has maintained that posture in the boardrooms of corporate America. His is a more complex arrangement, a clarity of conditions that cuts across socioeconomic and cultural geographies: “I’m not a businessman, I’m a business, man!”33

I’d like to pause here for a moment to briefly explore the “economics” of whiteness. Du Bois, in “The Souls of White Folks,” notes the economic nature of whiteness—the manner in which the assumed ownership of the world entailed in whiteness involves harnessing and controlling the material resources of the world. He describes the economics of enslavement, of colonialism, of European material greed played out in Africa and Asia. He highlights the structures of control that limited (and punished) Black people’s efforts to gain some control over their economic circumstances—to claim an alternate value to their Blackness. Stefano Harney and Fred Moten in The Undercommons also allude to the economics of whiteness when discussing “debt” as a mode of living in relationship to the “brokenness of being.” They are speaking of an unpaid debt related to the workings of slavery and colonialism. In fact, it develops through struggle against the structures of empire, and this radical work is a refusal to pay—thereby rendering this debt “bad debt.”

Lester Spence, in the context of post–civil rights politics and economics, asks an intriguing question (one that can be framed in terms of economic-political functions of whiteness) that is applicable here. It is a question that assumes much of what concerned Du Bois, and it respects the “brokenness” noted by Harney and Moten. In asking it, Spence pulls all three—Du Bois, Harney, and Moten—into a contentious realm of cultural expression where the “market” is embodied, stylized, and performed. It’s a question that pushes against assumptions that political content is always explicit, instead suggesting that the political content of expressive culture is also present by absence. In either case, political positions are extant. But what are they, is the question: “What,” Spence writes, “are the politics embedded in rap and hip-hop’s production, circulation, and consumption?”34 The hoped-for answer to this question involves a politics supporting a “parallel public”—the structuring of a counterworld that challenges rather than simply embraces and reiterates the logic of neoliberalism.35 Yet while, according to Spence, this was the intent of hip hop, it ends up betraying this possibility and offering the economic-political rationales and mechanisms already in place—just this time with booming bass.36

Jay-Z also recognizes how the workings of whiteness have economic depth. However, this is not to say that, like Du Bois or Moten, Jay-Z seeks a way to tame (or even end) such economic (and other) workings. Rather, he signifies the economic logic of whiteness played out through Black bodies. And signifying alters perspective but it doesn’t resolve circumstances. Instead, it’s a type of imaginative “living within.” To define it further, it isn’t work to produce an alternate social world free from the stranglehold of whiteness’s economic demands; no, it’s the hustle—a creative manipulation of the economic rules of whiteness (and hence Blackness). And, while many such as Spence are (rightly) critical of the neoliberal tendencies of this posture toward the world, my concern here is not directed at whether rap music—or Jay-Z’s in particular—should work directly to dismantle the political-economic structures of whiteness by tackling neoliberal eco-political circumstances. Nonetheless, Spence is correct when saying, “For a variety of reasons we’ve been forced to hustle and grind our way out of the post–civil rights era, and it is this hustle and grind in all of its institutional manifestations that’s resulted in our current condition.”37

In this statement there is something of a political lament—a reckoning with the ways in which Black cultural production often helps to maintain the economic-political circumstances and strategies (notably, the neoliberal turn to market principles as regulatory guide for social life) that do damage to Black communities.38 I think Jay-Z would agree, as much of his lyrical content suggests, but he would continue his form of the NYC-inflected Black(ness) hustle. He’s a “business, man,” which, perhaps, is a signification—a pronouncement with/through “swag”—of what Spence references as the entrepreneur managing his “human capital,” tied, at least early on, to “crack governmentality.” For Spence the phrase “crack governmentality” is a way to name the mechanism through which certain rap artists “deploy realness and authenticity as vehicles of urban and human capital and as a technology of subjectivity within subjected places and populations.”39 The personal narratives in Jay-Z’s lyrics suggest he sees himself both as embedded in what Spence might label the “technologies of subjection” and as produced by what Spence might see as the “technologies of subjectivity”: in sum, the social world and its various logics. The latter (“technologies of subjectivity”) serves as a source of economic advancement—what might be felt as something along the lines of life—and the former is a mode of punishment (realized as a context of death).40

Life and Death … better stated as death/life.

I say all this while asking readers to recall that I want to privilege not Moten’s “optimism,” but rather Afropessimism’s “pessimism” in my reading of Jay-Z and the other artists discussed in this book.41 This reading, then, entails a different sense of Blackness, a different sense of whiteness, and less concern with the construction of a different world. It isn’t an interrogation of economic-political alternatives (or even the production of a blackened sameness) meant to promote what Spence discusses as “creating new possibilities for black life,” or, put another way, “new political opportunities and new worlds in which to live, love, and thrive.”42 No, I’m concerned with the manner in which the “hustle” isn’t simply an economic-political statement related in some ways to neoliberalism but is a particular pronouncement concerning death and life in a more fundamental sense. Ultimately, my concern here is how deathlife (in relationship to Blackness and whiteness) is understood and articulated.

While Stanley Trachtenberg’s essay “The Hustler as Hero” (1962) is inevitably dated and rests to some extent on the outsider (hustler) versus insider (hero) dichotomy, there are elements of his description of the former that hold true and that explicate what Jay-Z might intend to communicate through his frequent appeals to the importance, if not unique nature, of his existential clarity.


Thank God for granting me this moment of clarity

This moment of honesty

The world’ll feel my truths.43



Reflecting on the hustler as outsider, Trachtenberg states, “He was always certain of the conditions under which his world operated, and though his approach may have shifted occasionally as he learned more of the dangers of his situation, his goals remained fixed.”44 It is when Trachtenberg complicates the model in a way that holds in tension the hustler and the hero that one gets a sense of the introspection, or the observation, that would be refined by Jay-Z. The hustler-hero, as Trachtenberg names the figure, “has emerged as no longer merely the alter ego of the hero, establishing conflicting personifications of a single idea, but as an introspective and independent agent in whom one witnesses the conflicting ideas of a single person.”45 Still, Jay-Z’s NYC is framed by the rise of crack, while Trachtenberg speaks of a cultural world pre-crack, and that makes a difference. Nonetheless, Trachtenberg’s 1960s depiction does point in a useful direction, that is, toward the manner in which Jay-Z as hustler holds in creative tension the complexities of his existential situation, marked as they are by the presence of deathlife.

Jay-Z doesn’t claim to be a hero; there is no such dimension to his persona. One gains a sense of this in “Kill Jay-Z” (2017), in which he details the contradictions embedded in the hustler character: a sidestepping of death that exposes self and others to suffering and misery; the trail to death, misery, and absurdity, which is always visible and available. The album on which “Kill Jay-Z” appears, 4:44, speaks to the clarity and the lucidity to which Jay-Z attributes the success of his hustle. But it isn’t a simple clarity regarding the nature of the streets, the dynamics of the corner. It is a drilling down into the affective-psychological self encapsulated in the hustler. This clarity, in a sense, involves an awakening that contradicts the death-dealing intent of whiteness.46


“Fuck wrong with everybody” is what you sayin’

But if everybody’s crazy, you’re the one that’s insane

Crazy how life works.47



The goal of the hustle isn’t simply material acquisition. Rather, it affords the clarity of vision and the depth of insight that allow one to “handle” deathlife while maintaining a sense of its deep presence.

It is worthwhile to acknowledge the manner in which Jay-Z recognizes the persistence of death and, at times, laments loss. He knows death but is not tamed by the already always possibility of whiteness’s deadly intent: “Prepared for war, I should fear no man.”48 As he notes, he’s “from the murder capital, where we murder for capital.”49 He, like Kali, has become death, destroyer of worlds: “I ain’t trying to be facetious, but ‘Vengeance is mine’ sayeth the Lord, you said it better than all. Leave niggas on death’s door, breathing on respirators for killing my best boy, haters.”50 Turning to his inversion of theo-ritual strategies associated with vertical connections to a transcendent “something” honored and preserved, Jay-Z grounds his theological performance in the markers of materiality, status, and the ever-present reality of violence and death. Religious rituals meant to point to death overcome are brought back to violence and blood spilled:


Yes, this is holy war, I wet y’all all with the holy water;

Spray from the Heckler-Koch automatic

All the static shall cease to exist.51



Vertical relationships are connected intimately to horizontal relationships, and the latter pull the former into the mundane workings of the white world. Questions of life (the existential angst of life in a death-dealing world) prevent long-term comfort or resolution authored by vertically arranged statements of faith. In other words, arrangements in the context of death pose strong questions of theodicy that point back to the need for pragmatic sensibilities offering answers grounded in the existential workings of the material world.


Dear God—I wonder, can you save me?

I can’t die, I can’t die, I can’t die.52



Yet this theodical inquiry by Jay-Z is matched by a turn to the world with all its challenges:


I never prayed to God, I prayed to Gottis

That’s right, it’s wicked—that’s life, I live it.53



Contradiction isn’t a problem in the above; rather, the ability to hold together opposed sensibilities is a positive aspect of his poetics as sublime. What he offers lyrically are formulas, “scriptures” of a sort, or incantations that speak to the mood of the moment and push for recognition of the “magic” of the hustle (in its various forms, all resonating with the same posture) over against the conditions of the social world.54 What distinguishes Jay-Z, then, as he proclaims, is that he’s “the truest nigga to do this nigga and anything else is foolish.… My lyrics is like the Bible, made to save lives.”55 More to the point, in terms of his position as sublime, “Before me there was many,” he proclaims, “after me there will be none. I’m the one.”56 In this way, “minor mythologies” regarding the persona of Jay-Z, the hustler, amplify life and neutralize death over against the wishes of whiteness.57 And these scriptures are offered in arenas turned churches—with sacred items in the form of albums and downloads.58

There is no sustained detachment from circumstances that avoids demise by ignoring the nature and meaning of death. Jay-Z is not the “bad man” of blues legend whose tragic quality entails the production of death as glory, as humanizing act. His isn’t a callous response to death and dying. He interrogates, explores, and explodes. As he encourages, “Question religion, question it all. Question existence until them questions are solved.”59 There is confrontation here with death that does not kill, albeit a confrontation not without its affective and psychological weight and response when death consumes others.60 As such, Jay-Z’s stance isn’t simply an urban critique of US codes of conduct and performance. There is, of course, some of that present. Yet, more than that, his stance is lucidity in the face of whiteness-fostered demise, or an interrogation of the circumstances of life that undergird what is possible (i.e., the materiality of the “corner,” the “block,” the world).

The tragicomic dimension of this presence as artist involves the manner in which increased life (e.g., material goods and an expanded social circle) brings with it the threat of death. “Biggie was on the streets before he started releasing music,” writes Jay-Z, “but he never had squads of shooters (or the Feds) coming after him until he was famous. And Pac,” he continues, “wasn’t even heavy in the street. It wasn’t till he was a rapper that he started getting shot at, locked up, stalked by the cops—and eventually murdered.”61 Hova avoids the grip of death, while flirting with it.62 Jay-Z uses lyrical language to articulate the story of self, to point to horizontal relationships that call into question the utility of the traditional “Grand Unity,” to borrow from Albert Camus.63 And doing so entails awareness of the world and its structure; put differently, and borrowing from William James, Jay-Z is potentially a “sick soul”—that is to say, one who is always aware of the circumstances of misery and suffering in the world (i.e., deathlife). Regarding this moment of existential clarity, Jay-Z writes, when reflecting on a line from “This Life Forever” (1999),


I was in the car with my nephews, who were teenagers then. I was listening to Donny Hathaway and moving slow, like ten miles an hour, just rolling around Fort Greene, Brooklyn. I was totally sober, but I felt my consciousness shifting. I looked around and suddenly everything was clear: girls younger than my nephews pushing babies in strollers, boys working the corners, old women wheeling wobbly shopping carts over cracked sidewalks. It was like a movie unfurling on my windshield with Donny Hathaway on the soundtrack. But it wasn’t a movie; it was my world. It fucked me up.64



Also think of the basic framing of circumstances in “Hard Knock Life (Ghetto Anthem)” (1998), where opposites are brought together to present the gritty nature of life through the “innocence” of the musical Annie and the sights, sounds, and activities of the “corner”: “It’s the hard knock life for us” is the shared sentiment.65

What distinguishes the divine quality of Jay-Z’s hustle, or his posture toward the world as a “sick soul,” might have to do with the maximization of a possibility, or better yet, the perfecting of an attribute. One gets a sense of this distinction as Jay-Z outlines the artist’s potential relationship to the world (which would entail a cartography of deathlife). “Artists,” he writes, “can have greater access to reality; they can see patterns and details and connections that other people, distracted by the blur of life, might miss. Just sharing the truth can be a very powerful thing.”66 For Jay-Z, in relation to his divinity claims, boundaries are problematic and must be replaced with a blurring of distinction—a hip hop l’informe (formlessness), as Georges Bataille names it, or debasement; or, as Mikhail Bakhtin defines it, a degrading by means of which creativity is renewed without the restrictions imposed by a vertical relationship in which God despises and restricts.67 All is horizontal, and sacred texts are embedded in the workings of the material world, located not in special books but on despised bodies, as Jay-Z reflects:


Good morning.



(Never read the Qu’ran or Islamic scriptures)


(Only Psalms I read was on the arms of my niggaz).68



Yet Jay-Z positions himself as divine precisely because he is not conquered by the strictures associated with deathlife. Hear him: “What you gonna do to me, nigga? Scars will scab.”69 It is a matter of will, of insight, not of transhistorical realities trumping the world, but instead, of perspective and balance within a death-dealing environment.

His divine posture is dexterity and comfort with the presence of the uncomfortable in the same way Br’er Rabbit, the Black cultural figure, is comfortable with the harshness of the briar patch: the location resisted by most, but which he labels home. Or it is similar to that of the African deity Eshu, who mediates worlds and who moves between the context of living and death in a manner that unites them for certain purposes determined by his desires. Br’er Rabbit and Eshu are tricksters across time and place, and beyond the strictures of narrative format they are cultural signifiers for a particular relationship to life and death marked by epistemological swagger and ontological nuance. Like Br’er Rabbit and Eshu, Jay-Z seeks to recast life in ways that recognize the sameness of death and life, and he does so by removing the specter of fear. He reflects, “I’m not afraid of dying, I’m afraid of not trying.”70 Furthermore, like Br’er Rabbit, Jay-Z signifies circumstances in part through exaggeration and wordplay, thereby offering narratives that lend themselves to confrontation with death: “Life’s a bitch, I hope to not make her a widow.”71 Yet, while there are elements of similarity one can highlight with respect to Jay-Z’s relationship to the social world operative of whiteness and that of cultural heroes such as Br’er Rabbit or Eshu, there are noteworthy discontinuities as well. Transhistorical movement, for instance, doesn’t mark Jay-Z’s divinity and authority, as one finds with Eshu, nor is his a prowess simply beholden to his ability to trick a white world, as in the case of Br’er Rabbit.

While juxtaposing Jay-Z’s hustle to Br’er Rabbit and Eshu provides a mechanism by which to see the posture of the hustler over against the world, it doesn’t capture fully the epistemological marking of the hustler within the existential space of deathlife. Better than Br’er Rabbit and Eshu, an epistemological reading of Orpheus provides a compelling means by which to understand the trope of the hustler and the economy of deathlife that his poetics and actions signify.72 In fact, in a piece in the New Yorker, Alec Wilkinson toys with the idea of Jay-Z and Beyoncé as Orpheus and Eurydice.73 For Wilkinson it’s an opening move, as something about Orphic adventure and journey cast in terms of two superstars offers a catchy introduction to New York City subways—the underworld of the city—and subway maps. Yet, as this chapter seeks to argue, there is more to be said concerning the application of that allegory as the hip hop-ification of Orpheus in relationship to deathlife.74



Hustler as Orpheus

The narrative of Orpheus made its way from ancient Greece to geographies of contemporary thought, as numerous writers rehearsed and revised his story in light of their particular historical-cultural moment and mood. For example, in the film adaptation of the myth titled Black Orpheus (1959), the story unfolds in Rio de Janeiro around the time of Carnival, bringing into play issues of class and race, as an impoverished Orpheus desires Eurydice, who is of mixed race.75 The ability to paint the narrative Black and re/contextualize it made the film’s hermeneutic precise in its presentation of particularly painful dimensions of politics and economics in Brazil. And, for my purposes, to do so within the context of a favela opens the possibility of Orpheus inhabiting other spaces marked by disregard and demise shaped in light of whiteness.76

As the death rattle of colonialism could be heard in Africa, Orpheus served as a signifier of transformation. The character was a way of capturing an early cultural allegory and applying it to the intellectual and political transformation of Africans, from the death of Otherness to complex presence. For example, Jean-Paul Sartre had referenced “Black Orpheus” in 1948 in describing Negritude—the intellectual and practical system of critique regarding colonialism and its varied implications—and in reflecting on the work of Aimé Césaire, Léopold Senghor, and other Black writers. Their poetic awakening captured the world as it both claimed and rejected subjectivity based on a knowing that undercut what had been taught (e.g., inferiority, impoverishment, and fixity).77 Senghor captured the poetic quality of the movement but cast it broadly, and without Sartre’s Eurocentric filter, as “the ensemble of values of black civilization.”78 Turning back to Sartre, we find the poetic life of the (anti)colonial moment depicted as linguistic demise. “It is in this perspective,” Sartre writes, “that we must situate the efforts of the ‘black evangelists.’ They answer the colonist’s ruse with a similar but inverse ruse: since the oppressor is present in the very language that they speak, they will speak this language in order to destroy it.” Finally, bracketing the implications of Negritude as defined by a European who thinks strictly in terms of economic mechanisms of control, Sartre describes the mechanics of this process: “He will crush [words], break their usual associations, he will violently couple them ‘with little steps of caterpillar rain’ ” (quoting poetry by Césaire).79 In recapturing and redeeming a term of death—or nothingness as a particular type of thingification—the concept of Negritude was seen by many during the twentieth century as the mark of human substance pointing to the ability to elude social demise.80

This movement and its cultural sensibilities were performed through a variety of geographies of engagement, and the epistemological-existential insights gained through a new Black awareness were celebrated in print. Related to this formal presentation, and in line with my concerns here, one of the most significant journals developed on the heels of Negritude, coming out of Nigeria in 1957, bore the title Black Orpheus and was meant to enable, transmit, and celebrate this expansive transformation. All this is to say that Orpheus has long served as a symbol of human encounter that cuts across time periods and vast territories. As Orpheus came to us over time, some privileged his love for Eurydice or his early travels as part of the quest for the Golden Fleece, and so on, with each component of his story capturing a particular symbol of current circumstances played out through the persistent workings of human imagination. Yet, as the manifestation of Negritude and other practices of Black lucidity, Orpheus did not speak simply for but against Europe. When Orpheus became Black, he served to foster the cultural mood and sociopolitically signified sense of Blackness that sang the merit and power of a pan-African orientation. In the process, language and cultural codes were destroyed—including the narrative arguing that Africa and its children in the Americas had little to say and less to offer. These restrictive modes of communication and “naming” were denied, and in their wake a grammar and vocabulary were developed by means of which a new relationship to existential possibilities and independence was articulated.

This impulse is present in Black US artistic production—such as literature (e.g., Langston Hughes and Ntozake Shange) and music (e.g., blues)—that projects Black expressiveness as one with the large and graphic narrative of encounters survived as both fantastic and awful.81 From the Harlem Renaissance moving through Black Realism, civil rights rhetoric, and the Black Power poetics of Gil Scott-Heron and the Last Poets to the deconstructive wordplay of hip hop, something of an Orphic mood can be sensed.82 Hip hop figures like Jay-Z—who in their sociocultural moment speak a similar understanding—recapture through their poetics the sounds of death and rename them: “nigga” … “god” … “prophet” … “hustler.”

Hustler … Orphic Hustler.

The poetic—that is, the shifting of communicative elements for alternate purposes, thereby both destroying and reinventing expression—confronts the possible and the impossible (as I have used these terms above), blurring distinctions and allowing room to maneuver against whiteness and its henchmen. This is an allusiveness that demands the poetic for its transport. Drawn into and read through contemporary mechanisms of irregularity (i.e., race and class), the myth then becomes a trope of value in interrogating the circumstances for Black people in the Americas as they occupy a geography defined by the ever-present threat of demise (in particular, physical death through poverty and irrelevance through racialization).83 Such a turn points to the transformative potential and intent of poetic language—or, in Jay-Z’s case, as with Orpheus, the penetrating nature of music. Yet, in either case, the communicative capacity that is expressed exposes and challenges the comfortable (or normative) distinguishing of life and death. There is something of death—the complexities of demise as life yields to it—that leaks from Orpheus as allegory.

In the essay collection Orpheus in the Bronx, for example, the poet Reginald Shepherd says simply, in the first line of “Why I Write”: “I write because I would like to live forever.”84 This is not to suggest that Shepherd believes one can cheat death in an ultimate sense, but rather that the articulation of our occupation of time and space and the experience at the nexus of those two are wet with the potentiality for and practice of deathlife. Or, as Shepherd laments (I believe there is something melancholic about his reflection), “Art is a simulacrum of life that embodies and operates by means of death.” As the story of Orpheus suggests, however, art has the capacity to “rescue some portion of the drowned and drowning, including always [oneself].”85 The poetic manipulation of word and sound shifts the vibration of life and softens the grasp of demise, allowing for life sunken in an awareness of death. It is the sublime nature of Orpheus’s poetics that separates him and fosters the development of a particular cultural ethos. Orpheus teaches, and contemporary applications hope, that death can be known in a way that draws us from it as it draws us to it—in a way that blurs what is meant by life and death.86 As Shepherd and others in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries attest, something about the application of Orpheus enables a recognition of, approach to, and survival of whiteness and its implications.

Both Jay-Z and Orpheus can be said, in light of the particular historical-cultural geographies they traverse, to “[narrow] the gap between … living and dead.”87 Where there is Orpheus, and for that matter Jay-Z, there is deathlife signified. To elude or survive death, in the case of Jay-Z the Orphic hustler, is to survive the corner (or public housing); in a more expansive sense, it is to negotiate and make it in and out the trap house.88 Orpheus exists in Hades; the Orphic hustler tames the hell of the contemporary social world. For Jay-Z, worlds come together early in the form of the “corner” and the housing development. They are held together, positioned so to speak, through the strategy of the hustle—the manner in which rap in general (and Jay-Z in particular) “took the remnants of a dying society and created something new.”89 And perhaps it is this ability to navigate (to walk through) the death-dealing terrain that has claimed so many other lives that elevates and promotes his hustle.90 What distinguishes them—Jay-Z and Orpheus—is the compelling nature of their expression, which cuts across distinctions, gains attention, and transforms the territory of movement. With both Orpheus and Jay-Z, there is a power in the impact of their words, in that the quality of their pronouncements speaks to the felt impact of art as manipulation. And through music they establish an alternate performance of imaginative and creative possibility within the realm of deathlife. Orpheus travels by sea and descends into and out of Hades, and Jay-Z’s negotiation of the drug trade entails a particular type of perilous journey.91

Regarding the Greek circumstance, “Orpheus was not regarded as a god,” writes Walter Guthrie, “but as a hero, in the sense of someone who could claim close kinship with the gods, in virtue of which he had certain superhuman powers, but who had to live the ordinary span of life and die like any other mortal.”92 Yet, in contrast, some link Orpheus to the Greek god of vegetation, which places him within the realm of life, demise, rebirth—i.e., life and death.93 Jay-Z encourages—like the collective writings about Orpheus—a range of perceptions, including status as god, prophet, hero, and so on. In this way, Jay-Z’s persona forces a rethinking of divinity, and with it the nature and meaning of temporality as a framing for distinction between death and life. Art—the ability to name, describe, claim, and transcend—is important in these narratives. Music, as representation of his lucidity, keeps Jay-Z alive despite whiteness’s instituting of death, and it fuels the movement of Orpheus as a presence that isn’t stifled ultimately by physical death, but that holds death and life in tension.94

Again, the Orphic hustler is “divine” (a flexible and situational positionality) to the extent that he possesses a set of capacities exceeding all others. This divinity fosters another point of commonality: Orpheus is said by some to be associated with a religion—the ancient Greek “Orphic religion,” or “Orphism religious sect.”95 And Jay-Z (alone on “Crown,” and in partnership with Kanye West on Watch the Throne) dismantles old standards of authority and offers an alternate system of meaning making, or what might be called a religion, complete with “scriptures” and poetic “rites” (e.g., concerts and videos) as the guiding mechanism.96 Furthermore, some theologized Orpheus as a Christ figure, and, of course, Jay-Z is also known as Hova, an informed wordplay on Jehovah.97 What we have is Jay-Z as human but also reflecting an epistemological excessiveness. Jay-Z claims special abilities, greater insights and lucidity, and this marks a certain supreme quality—a sublime dimension that reflects something of divinity without freeing him from the limitations of human history and material existence.

While Orpheus has often been depicted as somewhat subdued and without the “fight” of so many Greek heroes, there is defiance in his story of travel and encounter.98 Jay-Z’s posture toward the world is explicitly more rebellious and robust. This twenty-first-century hip hop incarnation of the Orphic personality takes on more girth, an “earthiness” made necessary by the realities of public housing and the demands of the “corner.” Still, these figures share music and the power of music. Jay-Z as hustler is akin to Orpheus the sublime artist—not offering the same type of music, or the same peaceful effect of Orpheus’s lyre, but a similar ability to harness the sublime through musical production in relationship to the markings of demise.99 Both fluid personalities can maintain the impact of their music despite movement, or perhaps because of movement. Jay-Z and Orpheus refine and reframe their capacity to influence and inform as they transition between circumstances, as they encounter new geographies and conditions. They are unknowable to us without their movement through treacherous terrain: Orpheus goes to Hades to bring his wife, Eurydice, back to the land of the living; because of the sublime nature of his music, he is given permission to leave with her.100 Thus he tames and eludes the intent of death, and in the process, he maintains what matters most to him. In like manner, Jay-Z, the hustler, recognizes physical death will one day claim him, but until then his lucidity, expressed poetically, marks out his ability to evade the intent of whiteness through death and subdues its terror. This is more than “second sight”—the ability to understand life on both sides of the “Veil,” described by Du Bois as the “talent” of Blacks.101 Here is awareness, the skill of metaphysical elusiveness that marks Jay-Z not simply in terms of a Black/white social binary but in relationship to more basic mechanics of meaning and being (e.g., life and death). The hustler recognizes the violence of deathlife and, unlike the “bad man” character, subdues it by sidestepping its intent.102

Orpheus dies, but prior to that, his music opens him to the secrets of death and the place of the dead. Guthrie recounts one rendition of that death in which, even in demise, there is greatness. In this version, those who kill Orpheus and dump his limbs into the sea believed the task of destroying him required the additional violence of removing his head. However, when the head is discovered later, “It was still singing, and in no way harmed by the sea, nor had it suffered any of the other dreadful changes which the fates of man bring upon dead bodies. Even after so long a time it was fresh, and blooming with the blood of life. So they took it and buried it under a great mound, and fenced off a precinct around it, which at first was a hero-shrine but later grew to be a temple. That is, it is honored with sacrifices and all the other tributes which are paid to gods.”103 This depiction speaks to a superhuman quality, a relationship to death and life beyond that engaged and countered by others. There is with Orpheus a twisting of harmful intent in such a way as to tame it—to prevent its aim of fixing him or subduing him. Instead, he remains marked by death (his head buried in a mound) and life (continued adoration and praise associated with the gods) intertwined.

Jay-Z and Orpheus aren’t the only figures to confront death. Others knew the route to Hades and some had ventured or been dragged through it in heroic fashion; Jay-Z wasn’t the only one who faced death on the “corner.”104 All true, but these two have knowledge of death by means of which, while still subject to death, they are not consumed by the intent of the social world. The severed head of Orpheus continues to perform its poetics; the call to “Kill Jay-Z,” among other performances of demise, serves only to further his legend and increase his metaphysical prowess celebrated through a hip hop–infused odyssey. The substance of Orpheus’s hymns and writings continues to intrigue, and Jay-Z, as Travis Scott’s hook on “Crown” would suggest, refuses to submit his legacy to the fog of forgetfulness despite the efforts of others: “Shit on me, these niggas tried to shit on me. I was left for dead; they tried to wipe me out of your history.”105 The signification of deathlife involves, then, for Jay-Z, the ability to remain undefined by the intent of whiteness—to not be subdued by whiteness but rather to remain a sign of its failure.



Sometimes Laughter

In an interview with Zadie Smith, Jay-Z reflects that the election of Barack Obama in 2008 might have “made the hustler less relevant.”106 By this, he points to how his growing-up years were defined by a limited range of options: a narrow scope of life possibilities always already strangled by death as the workings of whiteness.107 There are ways in which Obama’s election to the highest office in the land marked out at least the slim chance of expanded possibilities, but the coldblooded murder of Blacks at the hands of police officers confirmed the ongoing manner in which Blacks, through Blackness, are cast as a threat against life to be subdued. “And now,” writes Smith, “by virtue of being forty-two and not dead, [Jay-Z] can claim his own unique selling proposition: he’s an artist as old as his art form. The two have grown up together.”108 So, he outmaneuvers the intentions of whiteness in its various incarnations and contexts. From public housing to what could be the tragic consequences of success, Jay-Z wards off death-dealing entanglement with whiteness both as a physical ending and as irrelevance, with a laugh dripping with swag while “staying real jiggy.”109

Reflecting on laughter through Bataille’s reading of Nietzsche points out the way Jay-Z’s laugh reflects the ability to produce convergence of worlds—or the creative tension between the material world (i.e., what is possible) and the world of death and disconnection held together.110 The laugh that one hears between lyrical lines isn’t simply a break, a matter of regrouping before going hard again. It’s more than that: both absence and presence are affirmed, and death is tamed through his lucidity in the face of demise. He confronts it, defies it, through lyrics as a trope for laughter, as a signifying of whiteness’s narrative of death.

This connection may, at times, promote an interrogation of circumstances in such a way as to suggest surrender to the absurd. This is certainly one way to read Jay-Z’s questioning of the arrangement of existence, expressed in the following verses from “This Can’t Be Life” (2000), but the soulful lament of the first line gives way to a repositioning that holds in tension life and death—presence and absence—a questioning of circumstances within the limits imposed by whiteness:


This can’t be life, this can’t be love

This can’t be right, there’s gotta be more, this can’t be us.



For Jay-Z, such tenacious forces need not split us apart, need not produce a despair that results in surrender. Rather than the assumption of clear distinctions, or what Bataille would reference as discontinuities, Jay-Z sees contradictions as really being dimensions of one reality—deathlife—that whites have tried to hold separate.111 Reflecting on what could have been the tragic consequences of an assault charge he faced for a physical confrontation with someone who’d been pointed out as the source of the leaking of one of his albums, he writes,


But more than that, I realized that I had a choice in life. There was no reason to put my life on the line, and the lives of everyone who depends on me, because of a momentary loss of control. It sometimes feels like complete disaster is always around the corner, waiting to trap us, so we have to live for the moment and fuck the rest. That kind of fatalism—this game I play ain’t no way to fix it, it’s inevitable—feels like realism, but the truth is that you can step back and not play someone else’s game.112



From the crackheads (the look of demise) to the gunfire (the sound of death), he knew that whiteness’s projection of death and his understanding of death—his refusal to be paralyzed by its tortures—rendered him “different.”113 As he writes, “I love metaphors, and for me hustling is the ultimate metaphor for the basic human struggles: the struggle to survive and resist, the struggle to win and to make sense of it all.”114 He, as the Orphic hustler, is the mediation of the material world and the context of death presented in such a way as to remove the assurance of ownership over the former and any fear of the latter. He, in a word, becomes that which is feared (by whiteness due to his signifying), or as he proclaims, “If fear is your only god, getting y’all to fear me is my only job.”115







2
THE ANTIHERO



April 14: This is a date marked by the confluence of life and death. On this date in 1865, John Booth—on the heels of a gruesome battle over slavery and the nature of whiteness—bringing to an end a particular articulation of nationhood and the possibility of a new arrangement of the public, killed President Abraham Lincoln. Yet this day in 2003 marks a scientific grasp of the structuring of life through the completion of the Human Genome Project. Symbolized by these two events, April 14 is a date reflecting the interplay, or blending, of life and death. And it does so through the presentation of social constructions and scientific framings, with both involving technology (i.e., a gun and scientific apparatus) at work marking demise and birth. Either situation—the killing or the discovery—points out the penetrated nature of embodiment and the manner in which this openness frames the nature and meaning of living into death/dying into life—that is, deathlife.

With these scenarios in mind, the release of Kendrick Lamar’s DAMN. on April 14, 2017, is telling, in that it captures the political nature of Blackness as a significant social construct having an inner logic by means of which death is indistinguishable from life for a certain population, in order to safeguard life for whites. To be Black entails a situation in which to name one (death) is to point out the other (life).1 To further push the significance of this release date, and its statement on deathlife, toward its theological limits, one could highlight the fact that April 14, 2017, was Good Friday—one of the more impactful framings of an understanding of death available in religious terms. In the biblical story of Good Friday, it was the day that Jesus died on the cross for the sins of humanity. His was a death that brings life; his death is indistinguishable—in effect—from the life it makes available. To have one is to have the other. I don’t know that the release of Lamar’s fourth album was meant to correspond to any of these particular events as symbolizing a certain articulation of the social world (i.e., historic developments with clear and intentional bearing on the themes articulated throughout the various tracks). Yet the album’s imagery and wordplay are open to thanatological possibilities, and speculating on what the album might say regarding the nature of life and death is worth the effort. In fact, the layout of the album might even call listeners to this type of speculation.

Lamar begins with a poetics of his own death—a narrative of death that comes on the musical heels of To Pimp a Butterfly’s “Alright” and “Mortal Man”—that is to say, a narrative of death that is always and already also a narrative about life. DAMN. offers a short story (“BLOOD.”) in which Lamar’s life ends as he is shot trying to assist a blind woman. The imagery is rich: a lack of lucidity or awareness is the absence of something vital, and this results in demise. And, perhaps more to the point, life and death are always bound together: death can’t be bracketed off; it can’t be fixed and there is no safeguard from it.


Framing DAMN.

The Pulitzer Prize jury acknowledged what millions have known for some time now: Lamar’s DAMN. is a profound journey into some of the most compelling (and terrifying) challenges facing us: racial disregard, the graphic reaction to Blackness.2 In short, whiteness needs Blackness as a counterpoint but also despises Blackness to the point of violence. As if this weren’t enough, it’s also the story of how the cultural codes of the United States produce (figuratively and literally) death across the landscape of collective life—articulated through the workings of deathlife.

The importance of this tackling of death, as Lamar makes clear, is highlighted by the fact that US culture (read whiteness) looks to control death, to destroy its most frightening dimensions, to reverse its appearance, and to cover up the anxiety it produces. In this way, I would suggest, we get a glimpse of the way in which death and life are held together and reflected through the performance of violence safeguarding whiteness, or what Lamar has referenced on DAMN. as “real nigga conditions.”3 Yet DAMN. means to avoid anything in its presentation of how a death-dealing society operates that might allow for comfort, ease of mind, or respite from angst. This is certainly the case when the album is listened to backward—from the last track to the first—or what some have labeled the “Blue Album.” As Lindsay Zoladz remarks in an article titled “The Power of Kendrick Lamar’s ‘Damn.’ from Back to Front,”


The “Blue” version is no fairytale. Love warps into lust. The wise words of Cousin Carl (who we hear in a voicemail sampled on “Fear.”) are forgotten by the time Kendrick has made it to the carefree “Yah.” Success has made our cocky narrator forget where he came from, although it does make the penultimate track “DNA” more meaningful since we know where he’s been—we’ve taken the journey with him. We do not need to be told about the power, poison, pain, and joy because he’s already showed us all of their vivid hues.4



Lamar, with this album and earlier work as well, represents the continuation of a thought tradition aiming to better understand the conditions of humanity reflected through death and what we might hope for in light of the tragic quality of human existence in this, our troubled time. One might say he participates in a long tradition, then, of signifying deathlife through an interrogation of the Blackness that whiteness means to foster.

He takes up where twentieth-century thinkers such as W. E. B. Du Bois, Nella Larsen, Albert Camus, and Richard Wright left off. And in the process he raps Black moralism, which is a way of rigorously naming the conditions of human existence and the contradictions and inconsistencies embedded in dominant ways of thinking and doing in the contemporary world.5 Although using the language of existentialism rather than moralism, the singer Miguelito speaks to a similar awareness, what one might reference as the “sick soul” privileged by William James (and mentioned earlier in this book in relationship to Jay-Z).6 The “sick soul” refuses to ignore the misery in/of the world and demands recognition of the misery embedded in life. For Miguelito, Lamar’s DAMN. offers intense questioning, a type of worldly awareness: “Kendrick, flipping the coin, doesn’t shy away from asking God the tough questions and plays the role of hip hop’s resident existentialist. He’s focused on the subjective experience of the individual and his music is littered with the assertion that suffering is intrinsic to that experience.”7 Still, while mindful of a turn in hip hop, my concern isn’t simply the historiography of existentialism within rap music. To this point, I am concerned with how existential considerations play out through a framing of death intended by whiteness, but targeted by Lamar for signification as whiteness’s tool.8 Existentialism certainly captures some of the “mood” I have in mind; however, it brings with it a level of affirmation while moralism—like Lamar’s—privileges questions, complexity, and paradox by means of which the hypocrisy of social structures and codes is exposed without an ultimate resolution. And this lack of conclusion doesn’t result in nihilism or even a mode of pessimism that traps movement. Rather, for Lamar, recognition of these circumstances is an existential awareness allowing for a more productive movement through the world of whiteness. It pushes against illusions of perfection or perfectibility and replaces such illusions with a recognition of life marked by struggle, marked by the presence of death. There is no need, however, to be broken by these circumstances. Appreciation of the dynamics of deathlife simply enhances deeper appreciation of the nature and meaning of our humanity. DAMN. raises the question of whether “We gonna live or die?” However, the album offers little that suggests a clear distinction between the two (live or die); rather, it suggests the former bleeds into the latter and the latter into the former. They, life and death, are the same, and nothing disrupts this sameness of living/dying.



Poetics of Death

Lamar, like so many hip hop artists before him, paints graphic and often disturbing depictions of movement through this world, inspiring a sustained concern with racial disregard, economic injustice, and theological shortcomings of religious traditions. Through a rejection of despair and melancholy, of angst and fear, regarding circumstances of our living into death (and dying into life), Lamar turns arrangements upside down by embracing what is despised. His “mood” channels that of the blues. By saying that, I intend to capture a sharp awareness with respect to circumstances that don’t seek to reduce tension but rather embrace competing components, thereby allowing meaning to entail slippage and interplay between contrary ideals. Such is the nature of self-understanding shaping reality—the meaning of movement through time and space. Life, as he points out, is fragile and full of contradictions; yet there is an odd beauty in all this. Through embrace of what so much of US culture is meant to deny, Lamar chronicles and critiques assumptions regarding whiteness as the cartography of how to live life. DAMN. offers an urban(e) system of knowledge couched in the sights and sounds of Los Angeles.

Lamar’s is a secular religiosity, in that it doesn’t point away from the stuff of our troubled existence. DAMN. wrestles with the fundamental questions of human existence: Who are we? What are we? Where are we? When are we? Why are we? And it addresses them without the promise of security and escape from what troubles us: death looms large and there is no way around its impingement. Although “nobody prayin’ for” him, the goal isn’t perpetual lament but rather recognition of circumstance and embrace of self in the world along with the contradictions this entails.9 Lamar doesn’t celebrate the fail-safe of transcendent possibilities of heaven and hell beyond the restrictions of human history; rather, he calls attention to the stories of graphic pain and unlikely possibility that mark contemporary life. Along the way, he demonstrates what we might just gain in the process: some clarity regarding the “feel” and “look” of death as life.

Death penetrates (and becomes) life, and in so doing it casts a shadow over every dimension of our occupation of time and space. One can regret these circumstances. One can attempt to undo these circumstances; or, as is the case with Lamar, one can embrace the tragicomic quality entailed by life as death / death as life. To live is to confront death, to face the dynamics of demise, until there is no longer a distinction between the two: one lives into death and also dies into life. There, of course, is an affective quality to this confrontation (perhaps fear, bewilderment, etc.). None of these, however, find expression in Lamar’s poetic engagement with the pervasiveness of death. He chronicles it, ritualizes its impact, and signifies the terror it intends to foster. By facing death, confronting its intensity, death loses its terror (intended by whiteness) and instead entails a component of life’s rhythm.

Such circumstances promote the issue of theodicy for the theist—what can be said about God in light of the conditions of life? How does one maintain posture and voice in a world privileging pain and silence? And while he doesn’t use traditional theological formulations, Lamar does funnel many of his theological-philosophical considerations through the Hebrew Israelite philosophy held by members of his family. In “FEAR.” he presents the Hebrew Israelite theodicy as offered by a cousin. While one might think it is Lamar’s perception of moral evil, his reflection on it in an interview makes that a questionable assumption:


INTERVIEWER: Your Cousin Carl is a member of the Hebrew Israelites, who believe that African-Americans are the true descendants of the biblical Israelites. Carl pops up in a voicemail on “FEAR.” You call yourself an Israelite on the album. How much of his theology have you embraced, and how much of it is just you playing with the ideas?

LAMAR: Everything that I say on the record is from his perspective. That’s always been my thing. Always listen to people’s history and their background. It may not be like mine, it may not be like yours. It was taking his perspective on the world and life as a people and putting it to where people can listen to it and make their own perspective from it, whether you agree or you don’t agree. That’s what I think music is for. It’s a mouthpiece.10



Lamar’s perception of moral evil and the nature of Blackness also involves interrogation of a theodicy of divine curse:


INTERVIEWER: So what’s your opinion about the idea that Carl brings up, that black people are cursed by God as per Deuteronomy?

LAMAR: That shit’s truth. There’s so many different ways to interpret it, but it’s definitely truth when you’re talking about unity in our community and some of the things we have no control over. Where there’s fighting against the government, where there’s fighting against our own political views, there’s always a higher being, right there willing to stop it.11



Theodical arguments (about God’s goodness) certainly exist for Lamar; however, perception of the divine as reflected in “GOD.” seems grounded in the historical workings of the world. That is to say, what God “feels like” is associated with the affective and material arrangements of life—and this life is framed by death. What Susan Mizruchi notes regarding Du Bois is as true an insight regarding the lyrics of Lamar: “Death and niggers have become synonymous in White minds.”12 DAMN. confronts this conflation of Blackness with the decay of death, and it does so in a manner that signifies white fear and obsession. Still, there is no pessimism in Lamar’s outlook; rather, it is better described as a mode of realism by means of which one continues to move through a world profoundly committed to one’s demise. Lamar considers the various discourses related to the nature and meaning of life—including, again, that of the Hebrew Israelites. From the latter, he takes only a shift away from “Black” as a basic category of being: hence, he exists in a more robust manner than “Black” can indicate.

Whites seek to address this persistence of the spectacle of death they have created through confinement, through boundaries that reinforce their needed discourse of disregard. Death, within the workings of the larger society, is the ultimate metaphysical and existential boundary. Yet Lamar recognizes the flaws within that mode of thinking and being. When one recognizes that one will “prolly die” and all that shifts is the circumstances of that demise, one is able to manage fear as a matter of material circumstances, as opposed to fear as a confrontation with more fundamental meanings.13 For Lamar, theological questions are turned and pointed toward the material nature of earth—physical relationships and responsibilities over against abstract considerations. Perhaps this is why the theodical questions concerning God’s relationship to human suffering in “FEAR.” (“Why God, why God do I gotta suffer?”) are followed by descriptions of the restraints on life imposed not by God but by family, by life in the context of his Los Angeles. Or, as his mother demands, “Nigga, you gon’ fear me if you don’t fear no one else.”14 Doctrine of God considerations are followed, if not consumed, by the demands of material life: “I beat your ass …,” threatened by his mother, takes precedence over divine interrogations. By extension, one must recognize accountability to material arrangements above all. Yet there is something of a cautionary tale in his depiction of his relationship to others within the context of a troubled and troubling world. Ultimately, when it comes to the tension of deathlife, he does not find the answer in pedagogies of the divine. Suffering isn’t justified by some divine scheme and intent. There is no distinction of substance between theodical questions and material circumstances. Pain is without comfort, whether assumed sanctioned by some divine force or imposed as order by parental authority.15

The nature of a god defined not by unconditional love but rather by exacting requirements that, when not met, result in pain and misery is outlined in DAMN. This is a god whose highly visible mark on the world is suffering. “So, in conclusion,” Lamar writes in a letter response to an article dealing with his concept of god, “I feel it’s my calling to share the joy of God, but with exclamation, more so, the FEAR OF GOD. The balance. Knowing the power in what he can build, and also what he can destroy. At any given moment.”16 In both theodical questions and material circumstances, suffering is meant by the former to safeguard against a damned soul and by the latter to safeguard against the threat of death within a world that doesn’t appreciate Black bodies “out of place,” as Mary Douglas might phrase it.17 In both cases (theological and existential) what is at stake is the substance of the self. Even “God” is grounded in the material, “felt” in terms of the workings of social arrangements firmly positioned within historical arrangements.18

What happens between life and death, as “DUCKWORTH.” indicates, is a horizontal relationship between random acts and coincidence rather than history as teleological in nature. In short, shit happens and we survive it or allow it to crush us. In “DUCKWORTH.,” Lamar’s current circumstances—the developments leading up to DAMN.—aren’t divinely orchestrated because “what happens on earth stays on earth!” They are a collection of human acts—someone isn’t murdered, isn’t robbed, for random reasons—not the grand logic of the universe. And so the question “Whoever thought the greatest rapper would be from coincidence?”19 And while this cartography of meaning supports both misery and joy, nothing about it prevents death, and nothing separates life from death. The album begins with life into death and ends still marked by the reality of demise, all within the context of vibrant material realities. Of this, Lamar is aware and, with this, Lamar is comfortable. Theological uncertainties are tamed not through an appeal to altered life beyond the reach of death, but through a deep dive into the workings of existence within a world framed by death as life, or pain tied to continuation.20 For Lamar there is in this tenacious modality of loyalty to human connection something of the divine, but it is a “god” brought into material existence, into the historical works of embodied bodies.21 This sense of loyalty has to be moderated through suspicion, that is to say, to the extent this isn’t a “perfect world.” Authorities and the discourses they promote teach lessons that need to be unlearned. And a space for such reorienting thinking and doing begins with “humility” as awareness of these imposed arrangements of life:


I don’t fabricate it, ayy, most of y’all be fakin’, ayy

I stay modest ’bout it, ayy, she elaborate it, ayy.22



With Lamar there is a claiming of time and space in such a way as to confound moral codes and values presented as normative by those outside the “culture,” while raising questions concerning the criteria for deep connection and meaning.23 What one gets between, for example, the tracks “LUST.” and “LOVE.” is a dynamic tension, one that presents the complexities of existential connection and interaction in a world that is less than hospitable. There is the vulnerability to circumstance:


We all woke up, tryna tune to the daily news

Lookin’ for confirmation, hopin’ election wasn’t true.24



Yet there is the affective quality of connection—a type of vulnerability to relationship that doesn’t destroy whiteness’s intent of death as (ontological) demise but that softens the blow: “If I minimized my net worth, would you still love me?”25 There is for Lamar a contradiction between the ideals exposed and the demands of life within a hostile world. Exposing—or knowing—hypocrisy and biblical pretext easily lends itself to maintenance of social arrangements as they are:


Hail Mary, Jesus and Joseph

The great American flag is wrapped in drag with explosives.26



There is no doubt but that Lamar pushes through Christian signs and symbols, but in the process he urges them on to a new work, perhaps in ways similar to Tupac Shakur’s reconfiguration of the transfiguration of the Christian Jesus. There is more to it than this, however, in that Lamar seems to recognize the resistant nature of the world and how struggle produces the need for more struggle. As he reflects on the track “GOD.” he asked for a piece of mind and was charged for it. Death in this instance is ever present, and it affords no comfort and no great terror.

The theodical arguments in the track “DNA.,” for example, appear more consistent with a Sisyphean posture toward the world. The track is a description of disregard as a persistent dimension of historical Black experience; according to Lamar, the resolution appears grounded in human creativity and ingenuity, “unity in our community and some of the things we have no control over.” For Lamar, discussion can be reduced to the nature and meaning of Black identity within the context of a troubled world hostile toward, but also deeply reliant on, Blackness. He is not broken by this predicament. Rather, the poetic response flooding his lyrics is more akin to a lucid response to the question posed at the start of “BLOOD.”—“Are we going to live or die?” In the lyrics and layout of the album, he suggests both at the same time. This, I would add, constitutes “real nigga conditions.” Furthermore, there is in Lamar’s stating of the diagnosis of “real nigga conditions” something of an “amen” to Du Bois’s sentiment when saying,


There must come a loftier respect for the sovereign human soul that seeks to know itself and the world about it; that seeks a freedom for expansion and self-development; that will love and hate and labor in its own way, untrammeled alive by old and new.… Herein the longing of black men must have respect: the rich and bitter depth of their experience, the unknown treasures of their inner life, the strange rendings of nature they have seen, may give the world new poise of view and make their loving, living and doing precious to all human hearts.27



With Lamar, existential circumstances and the ever-present potential for death do not produce anxiety or fear. In this regard, his hip hop theological sensibilities are nothing like those of existentialist theologians for whom the pressure of death produces anxiety and fear. As he makes clear in “FEAR.,” fear is acknowledged, manipulated, and used. This is not to say he doesn’t note the circumstances of existential angst, but, rather than being paralyzed by them, he acknowledges the modalities of fear associated with the world as he and those like him know it. And then he uses it as an alternate response to disregard: living-dying through fear or rap, as he puts it.28

The more overtly theological interjections in To Pimp a Butterfly, as well as Good Kid, M.A.A.D. City (2012), aren’t present in the same manner in DAMN. Rather, the religious-theological considerations in the latter are funneled through a more caustic framing that entails a much deeper entanglement with the absurdity of the world. Lamar speaks a particular modality of lucidity, perhaps a lucidity embraced as part of swag. And through this heightened awareness of circumstances, he offers a poetics of the Black body as open and porous, as unrestricted and signifying social barriers and boundaries meant to control it through layered confinement and docility. Neither death nor life can fully contain it. Through this turn, Lamar challenges, in a fundamental sense, the authority of whiteness by removing the moral-ethical impulse of being deemed normative. In its place he highlights deathlife (“real nigga conditions”) as penetrating while also being penetrated by Black existence/substance. Lamar understands himself as confronting the quality of deathlife without blinking, without bending, and without rendering it other than it is.29

The album ends as it begins: with an autobiographical encounter with living into death. Biblical pronouncements and theological assumptions don’t change these circumstances and don’t offer greater clarity regarding the circumstances. In a word, circumstances are circumstances: the uncertain arrangements of time and space. What Lamar champions is lucid movement—living into death without grand hope and a future fixed and sure.30 DAMN. marks out this awareness by reflecting outward. Lucidity regarding meaning in the world begins with Lamar reflecting on the self, the very structure and placement of self in time and space.31 Maybe, then, Lamar’s value here with respect to the fundamental questions of human existence writ as religion isn’t the taming of a certain modality of chaos; instead, religion is an invitation to interrogation without conclusion and without stealing our ability to be complex, messy humans who “win” only to the extent we understand what it means to live into death. There is in this sense no salvation, no end, but simply the exposing of the inner logic and workings of the status quo—its fears and preoccupations with death.

DAMN. affirms a question posed by Camus: “What can a meaning outside my condition mean to me?” Furthermore, as Camus continues, “I can understand only in human terms. What I touch, what resists me—that is what I understand.”32 In a similar posture toward the world, Lamar, while maintaining the impetus of his religious commitment grounded in the materiality of life, signifies whiteness’s call for death as distinctive from life.33 This is rebellion. And in this rebellion—this proud awareness and confrontation of circumstances through a commitment to a magnitude of experience—is Lamar’s maintenance of swag.34

There is in this a moral code for the antihero, the one who speaks a vision for resistance that defies the aims of whiteness. In a social world defined by whiteness and its effort to regulate life and death, the hero would enforce the illusion of distinction by working to tame chaos and enhance life expressed using a particular grammar and vocabulary of preservation as world affirming. The hero is guided by an epistemology that holds the framing of human life firm, that seeks to render history teleological in nature and certain in this regard. Heroes distract and misdirect human effort. It entails recognition of an idea of rescue from silence through the presence of a grand figure with the capacity to safeguard from death, or at the very least invest death with meaning. The heroic involves a passionate call for alliance or for alignment with unquestioned metaphysical arrangements of life against death. Whiteness calls for the heroic; it exposes the illusion of life as a distinction maintained at the expense of Blacks who demand the antihero.



Heroic: Whites Playing with Death

Lamar conjures Tupac and in this way tangles with life and death, presence and absence, joined together in one moment. Some argue that Tupac isn’t really dead (existing somewhere between life and death) and, like the biblical Christ, is simply awaiting a time to return. Over against this, there are conspiracy theories suggesting Eminem is dead.35 One such theory argues that he died of a drug overdose and was replaced by a lookalike. Those paying attention, according to the post-2006 theory, said that he looked younger than he should and his aesthetic had taken a turn, as did his music. For these theorists, there is additional “evidence”: they claim that the lyrical content of Eminem’s music and that of others announced his demise. I mention this latter theory not because I am particularly interested in it, but because it centers death while speaking to the ongoing significance of life. It, in an important sense, speaks the aim of whiteness. This theory of absence points to the concern with demise and the effort to find meaning in that inevitability by claiming a firm distinction between what it means to live and what it means to die.

One might think of “Stan,” a track on Eminem’s third album, The Marshall Mathers LP (2000)—one of the best-selling albums of its time—as entailing a poetics of death or a eulogy of sorts that offers the other side (whiteness) of a hip hop–inflected thanatology.36 In “Stan,” the heroic doesn’t constitute escape or a safeguard from the trauma of death; rather, it speaks to the very inescapability of the “absence” that frames death as a negative (distinct from life) to be avoided. And this affords an alternate geography of life that understands it as always in opposition to death.37 The heroic simply captures and re-presents the grammar of death expressed eulogistically, and it does so as a cautionary tale. It offers not necessarily praise but rather elogium—inscription or an interrogation that doesn’t stem the tide of meaninglessness but instead points back to death as a problem addressed by means of “proper” behavior. This track becomes a mnemonic device bringing back to the fore the dynamics of living as distinct from dying, offered through a type of parable.38

It isn’t only that artists become a cipher for the anxiety of death; they also become alleged conduits for a demise that points to a distinction, a break with life. Eminem’s music was blamed for inspiring murder and suicide. His lyrics, some have attempted to argue, encourage, if not justify, the ending of life and the assuring of death.39 His track “Stan” brings much of this into graphic relief. Many have viewed the track in light of what it suggests concerning the relationship of listener to music, the assumed connection between listener and artist along the lines of “sound” appreciation. Others have interrogated the track regarding what it tells us about the “dark” side of fandom and about issues of mental health.40


I can relate to what you’re saying in your songs

So when I have a shitty day, I drift away and put ’em on.41



While there is much to be said for such discussions, I am more interested in what “Stan” says concerning the relationship between the heroic and the practice of death undergirding that discussion of mental health. I want to shift away from fans’ fascination with personality and move in the direction of what can be gathered concerning depiction and practice of absence and death chronicled in “Stan.”


Dear Slim, you still ain’t called or wrote, I hope you have a chance

I ain’t mad, I just think it’s fucked up you don’t answer fans.42



It isn’t that Eminem, through this critically acclaimed track, chronicles the proper approach to death and dying, or even a proper philosophy of death. Rather, the track speaks to entanglement and absence as the structuring of death. A type of absence, which is the shadowed presence of Marshall Mathers (Eminem’s given name), dominates the track. Yet this secondary absence speaks to a larger sense of absence that motivates the fan Stan. The primary absence involves the lack of substantial connections to the world, a limited engagement with other persons, and a limited sense of place.


That’s kinda how this is, you coulda rescued me from drowning

Now it’s too late, I’m on a thousand downers now, I’m drowsy

And all I wanted was a lousy letter or a call.43



Life is disruption in this case, which Stan hopes to resolve by connecting with a figure similar in background but with a status putting him—Mather’s alter ego, Slim Shady—beyond the trauma that holds Stan. As Stan recounts, “’Cause I don’t really got shit else so that shit helps when I’m depressed.”44 Stan seeks the heroic as a source of meaning, but the heroic is fragile and without the capacity for rescue: the heroic, in the form of Slim Shady, is entangled in the same death versus life illusion as Stan. Still, Slim Shady is the larger-than-life personality that signifies and pushes boundaries, including those of death—flirting with murder in at least one instance—and who offers a comic quality to the arrangements of life.45 Slim Shady is something of a trickster figure and, for Stan, the one to whom he appeals to bring a source of produced meaning that counters the tragic quality of his own existence. What Stan seeks is a sense of self within the context of a larger framework of life that is free of the tragic (meaning or) element of death.

The video for “Stan” begins with Stan bleaching his hair. His girlfriend knocking on the door, needing the bathroom, disrupts the process. He gazes into the bathroom mirror with a bizarre look. A chaotic encounter with his girlfriend ensues, they argue, and the sounds of rain and thunder take over as Stan goes to the basement to write a letter to Slim Shady. The disillusionment of life—the fights, the anger, the angst, the unreliability of those close, and so on—is chronicled and all guided by the words in his letters to Slim. For Stan there is no meaning, no certainty, and no assurance. But he seeks these from the possibility of connection with Slim, whose friendship would confirm life before death as the social world promised. Instead, there is silence. Stan’s reaction is violent. He forces his girlfriend into the trunk of his car and then drives and plunges the car into water. It is only after this that the long-awaited response comes. It isn’t that the projected heroic senses no obligation to assist, but rather that such assistance doesn’t save.46


I hope you get to read this letter, I just hope it reaches you in time

Before you hurt yourself, I think that you’ll be doin’ just fine.47



In the return letter, Slim offers no assurance, no safeguard against death but rather ways to manage its inevitability—to come to grips with the traumas of life by recognizing them and confronting them. This management, as is the aim of the heroic, projects behavior as the key to maintaining an oppositional relationship between life and death.


You got some issues, Stan, I think you need some counseling

To help your ass from bouncing off the walls when you get down some.48



In these lines, Slim offers advice that comes too late. Despite what Stan hoped a letter from Slim might provide, there is no “sacred” text with the capacity to undo the absurd quality of life and speak meaning to a death-saturated world; instead, the letter reflects back the grammar of dying into death, offering only a superficial ethical pronouncement as a tool against demise.

What Stan has—that which keeps him lucid—is a recognition of pain. An embrace of pain (the “rush,” as Stan describes it) serves as the marker of embodied place within the land of the living. In this vein, what Oliver Wang says concerning the nonredemptive quality of Lamar’s DAMN. could be extended to the context in which Stan requests more than he can actually “receive” from his hero. “He’s not here to provide relief or distraction,” writes Wang, “but [Lamar’s] anxieties and unease around his own foibles are meant to mirror our own—and likewise, his struggles towards salvation and redemption are lead-by-example exhortations for us to do the same work, lest we risk perishing in a damnation of our own making.”49 Wang ends there, but the story doesn’t. Even following this model doesn’t lead away from death; it doesn’t stem the tide of dying, much to the chagrin of those hoping for rescue. In a way, Stan encounters the absurd and surrenders to it by assuming there can be more than silence. Stan’s implied question is the explicit question suggested by Camus in The Myth of Sisyphus and Other Essays: Is suicide justifiable in the face of the world’s silence to our probing for meaning?50 Stan’s reluctant answer is a muffled “yes,” as his car dives into the water.

With the haunting lines by Dido on “Stan,” rehearsing a numb monotone at the start moving forward, the track is an occasion for introspection. With Eminem’s lyrics added, this inward gaze into the nature of the ordinary provides a troubling invitation to interrogate a question undergirding whiteness: Can anyone save us from the absurd and free us from the call of death? In other words, is there in Slim Shady a guiding logic, an expansive personality that can tame demise or at least lessen the sting? Dying, in the context of “Stan,” involves increasing sensitivity to the silence that engulfs the effort to trace meaning in the world. It is, in this sense, the structuring of a query: what to make of absence? Stan hopes for an answer. Still, the tragic quality of existence leading to death is played out when Stan’s murder-suicide recording for Mathers/Shady is left without a means of delivery, and Mather’s response letter comes after the murder of Stan’s girlfriend and his suicide. Despite desire, despite effort, there are faults in the structure of whiteness: the heroic acts of white defenders unintentionally expose the illusionary nature of life safeguarded from death. The hero fails, as the hero must, in that whiteness is too great a burden.

More recent than “Stan,” there’s Eminem’s “Bad Guy” (on The Marshall Mathers LP 2 [2013])—the sequel to “Stan,” and the story of Stan’s brother, Matthew. There is a commonality here: both Stan and Matthew are fans whose dedication doesn’t produce desired meaningfulness. Disappointment, once again, pushes toward death. The markers of life, such as family, are disrupted and there is a price to pay. One sees here a continuity of form—a shared assumption that there are answers, or ways to maintain one’s balance within the social world, and that whiteness’s relationship to life over against death has its champions and its heroes. Matthew points this out, holding Eminem accountable for his grand role, when saying,


And to think I used to think you was the shit, bitch

To think it was you at one time I worshipped, shit.51



In this song, isn’t the bad guy the one who causes death and disrupts the comforts of life? What is at play here is a peek behind the curtain, so to speak, because it involves white people’s relationship to death and life. One gets a sense of this, over against the relationship of Black people to death, through the affective response to disappointment (the presence of death), suggesting the possibility of life without death. And what is more, the very presence of disappointment suggests the ability of white people (vis-à-vis whiteness) to feel justified in assuming such safeguards. The expectations are high for heroes. They are to safeguard the illusion and thereby maintain some comfort for those who follow them.


Not once you called to ask me how I’m doing

Letters, you don’t respond to ’em.52



Then Matthew kidnaps Eminem because of the wrong the rapper has done.


Thought some time had passed and I forget it, forget it!

You left our family in shambles.53



Stan loves Eminem, and Matthew loves Stan: both affective conditions produce demise. However, this is a different relationship to death: rather than inattentiveness motivating murder-suicide, the rapper faces the potential for death as a form of recompense. As Eminem reflects in the third verse—in which Matthew is driving down the highway recklessly just like Stan—there is something absurd about death, or something “unnatural” in the circumstances that bring about white demise: yet they are circumstances of white people’s own making. While some would argue the rapper is rather neutral concerning Stan (and Matthew by extension), acknowledging connection only after the connection is severed, the coming of his own death at the hands of Stan’s brother fosters reflection. But this is a recognition of conditions that does nothing to change those conditions: he speaks from the trunk, but who is there to hear him?


And Matthew and Stan’s just symbolic

Of you not knowing what you had until it’s gone.54



Both Stan and Matthew destroy what they crave—speaking their desire and needs without a source of comfort (i.e., the hero, Eminem). Stan calls out to Eminem for answers, and there is only silence; Matthew seeks answers but kills the source of the answers he seeks. One easily gathers here that whiteness doesn’t protect from death. The social world that works to the advantage of those projected as white doesn’t safeguard from demise; absurdity remains. Still, on some level, Eminem is able to lament this because of a distinction between death and life—a difference that allows distance from which to view circumstances. The search for meaning is acknowledged but unfulfilled. Still, there is here in relationship to whiteness an effort to manage death, in that both Stan and Matthew are eager to determine the when and how of demise. For the heroic is meant to afford some degree of control—and when it fails the disappointment is palpable. In these two tracks, the disappointment produces death. And the threat of death exposes questions and recognitions (think in terms of the last two verses of the song) that tear at illusions of certainty and meaning and instead point out insecurities and inconsistencies. In other words, the threat of death unmanaged and untamed hampers the work of whiteness.

In both tracks, there is a desire for the heroic—for one who can bracket death if by no other means than rendering it meaning-full. Still, the heroic collapses, fails to produce meaning or to fight off death. Again, even for white people guarded by whiteness, death comes. But death is believed to come at the end of (not as) life—so, something of a distinction is maintained even in the failure of the heroic. The explicit anger in “Bad Guy” and “Stan” stems from the exposure of the illusion—the manner in which there is effort to control death, but effort that fails to satisfy—a crack in the life-not-death assumption. Unlike with Lamar, however, there is denial of what this failure entails by projecting this failure to satisfy as a human shortcoming, as opposed to being the very nature of death and life. The antihero points out the lie of distinction, while the hero’s job (the job Eminem fails to fulfill) is to protect efforts to preserve life and deny death.



Antihero: Exposing an Illusion

Pushing against any consideration of eschatology as useful, the antihero recognizes how death marks off nothing distinct but is inseparable from life: one lives into death, and one dies into life. Life cannot be accomplished by any effort to bracket off death as some “thing” that can be managed, confined, quarantined, and thereby controlled. That’s the work of the hero, not the antihero who calls this logic into question, and in this way signifies both the language of preservation and the aims to which it points. In so doing, the antihero is the enemy of the social world’s effort to fortify whiteness and is therefore cast in terms of attributes contrary to the maintenance of social cohesion. The antihero bends tradition to the breaking point and exposes its inner “stuff” (i.e., its relationship to the status quo as well as its sensitivities and sensibilities). It is a lucid push against the epistemological and ontological arranging of life that disadvantages and strangles. The hero calls for conformity and adherence (“you need some counseling …”) as the requirement of well-being. The antihero sees the social world, troubles its aims, and still proclaims, “We gonna be alright!”55

Still, what if the antiheroic isn’t in the doing, that is, in the transforming of material circumstances? What if the “alright” isn’t a location but rather a process marking out a recognition of living into death? Is the “alright” offered by the antihero some clarity with which to understand the predicament, an understanding that does not allow surrender but doesn’t guarantee anything? In this regard, perhaps hip hop artists like Lamar, at their best, aren’t modern versions of biblical prophets. If we turn to scripture, they are Nimrod: the one who unites around particular sets of knowledge and then harnesses energy and skills in such a way as to threaten illusions and speak possibilities already defeated. Nimrod is the great hunter said to have led the construction of a tower meant to reach to the heavens. Divine forces were threatened by this unified human effort—fearing the distinction between human and divine would be destroyed. So, in response, these divine beings created confusion by ending the reign of a single language that allowed cooperation through communication of a shared objective. The tower project isn’t completed. Religious leaders over the ages have typically argued that Nimrod was a wicked figure who sought to be a god; yet there’s another way to read the story and a different way to position Nimrod, as the antihero. In the context of hip hop, the antiheroic involves a commitment to struggle, to process, over against outcomes, marked by flexibility: Lamar is like Nimrod—or as he calls himself, “King Kunta”!56 The antihero seeks to maximize human capacity over against the truncating work of the hero who orchestrates human imagination and intentionality for a purpose in line with the aims of whiteness. To be sure, Lamar pronounces “we gonna be alright,” but this is an indefinite proposition, when the “if God got us” part of the lyric is acknowledged. It holds no certainty but instead leaves open the question of the plausibility of a theodicean answer to the tragicomic nature of Blackness in a white society. Lamar calls for a shift in focus from the “hero” and what the “hero” is supposed to offer to the question of why we search for and need a hero to begin with.

The antiheroic isn’t as “grand” as the heroic—the prophetic quality, sought by many. Instead, it amounts to signifying what the social world presents as unshakable. Lamar’s effect involves certain levels of activism of anti-engagement, something of an unethical response to the ethics of the social world. Perhaps Lamar, as antihero, is a rebel: one who questions the certainties that the hero must endorse and who finds no requirement in the push for more. There is little anxiety in Lamar’s representation of life with or in the midst of death; finitude isn’t met with melancholy or fear, in that it doesn’t mark the end of the delusion of modernity’s sense of human progress.


I’ll prolly die from one of these bats and blue badges

Body-slammed on black and white paint, my bones snappin’.57



The fact that Lamar is a theist doesn’t prevent suspicion concerning “outcomes.” He is a theist, but also one who works without definitive, teleological projections.58 Still, there is in his telling of the story the shadow of what Camus might label a “Grand Unity,” or an overarching logic, at work. This is not to say that the antiheroic safeguards from death or that it fully and finally exposes meaning in the face of death. Rather, there is a quality—or an intentionality—that can be named even in the face of demise. One gets a sense of this in Lamar’s “LOYALTY.,” in which he asks a series of questions:


Is it anybody that you would lie for?

Anybody you would slide for?

Anybody you would die for?59



There is within the human fundamental framework, the human ontology, a complex arrangement marked by contradiction that is exposed in the face of demise. After the last question above, there is this line: “That’s what God for.”60 In other words, the notion—or at least the language—of God speaks to death in a consistent manner. God’s function is to consume death, to address the potentiality of demise as humans will not, or cannot. Yet, whatever form it takes, some through the heroic seek a means by which to catch their breath when confronted with the absurd quality of our existence and the ever-present potentiality of demise. Nonetheless, as the antihero notes at a moment of vulnerability and exposure in which the structuring of the social world is called into question and its integrity challenged, there is absence: “Ain’t nobody prayin’ for me.”61

Lamar’s status, the assumption of his special status as antihero, entails ruggedness and a posture toward the world, which, again, I would label Sisyphean in nature. But it is also a posture that positions him as one whose lucidity, when communicated, can open the social world to others. In “XXX.,” Lamar chronicles a conversation with a friend whose son has been killed, and that friend contacts Lamar because Lamar is “anointed.” Hoping for a way to understand the nature of death, to find meaning amid loss, he is met with the opposite. Lamar the antihero offers a call for death as an affirmation of life, a recognition of death’s inevitability and the way in which demise is its own answer:


To the spirit, my spirit do know better, but I told him

“I can’t sugarcoat the answer for you, this is how I feel:

If somebody kill my son, that mean somebody gettin’ killed.”62



In this sense, the antiheroic involves not a safeguard from death but a confrontation with circumstances, or a “feel” for how life and death bleed into each other to become one expression.

Whereas one could argue dying in the context of DAMN. is impossible (difficult at best) to distinguish from living, there is in “Stan” and “Bad Guy” an attempt to differentiate the two (life and death) in that dying is a matter of absence, not the fullness of life that one struggles to obtain as birthright. DAMN., on the one hand, is shrouded in the connotation of Blackness: for example, the manner in which blackened embodied bodies are feared as embodied threat that the “po-po wanna kill … fo sho.”63 “Stan” and “Bad Guy,” on the other hand, are captives of whiteness, the flip side of Blackness marked by an effort to bracket or control death. Stan answers the question of activity presented by Lamar—“Anybody you would die for?”64 He would die in order to speak against absence, so as to embrace death with the hope of finding meaning—only to recognize that his voice is lost as the recording of his last words goes into the water with him. (And his brother, Matthew, follows Stan’s lead and answers the question in the same way.) Through this irony, listeners are reminded of the tragic quality of life and the inability to tame this tragic quality through external, or “grand,” means. There is no savior and hence no salvation: simply eyes open in the face of the tragic; eyes open as death consumes life.

Unlike Lamar, to some extent, Eminem doesn’t claim special status; in fact, just the opposite. While Lamar’s “XXX.” entails at least one person coming to Lamar for advice on deathlife, Eminem (Marshall Mathers) is silent for most of the “Stan” track—despite having on other occasions, as Slim Shady, chronicled and mapped out the performance of death versus life. In “Bad Guy,” Eminem reflects on his circumstances but gives the impression that different actions might have allowed for a bracketing of death:


I’m your karma closing in with each stroke of a pen

Perfect time to have some remorse to show for your sin.65



Intent isn’t central; one need not desire to be heroic. It can simply be a function of social positioning, cultural charisma, and placement. Whiteness will find its heroic types because some will always want the heroic, which is to call for a safeguarding and a way of distinguishing life from death, bracketing off the latter. A call for the heroic is, then, a type of response to deathlife as an effort to utilize the grammar of death to conjure an alternative. This, I would argue, is certainly the case with some dimensions of Eminem’s “Stan” and “Bad Guy.” Eminem offers an alternative to the antiheroic signifying of deathlife: the expressed distinction between death and life, and whiteness’s ability to call for one over the other. On the other hand, as antihero, Lamar doesn’t simply allow listeners to “see” death. He ushers it in and calls for it as a part of living. By this move he signifies whiteness and its effort to hide the nature of white life, to hide the intent of constructed Blackness. He isn’t the grim reaper, in that he isn’t a foreign and cold pull toward death as a distinct and terrifying experience of demise; rather, he points out the normality of death and its inevitability. This, however, doesn’t prevent a desire for antiheroic figures to offer a way out of the absurdity that highlights death. This is the desire in “XXX.” when Lamar is asked for advice on what to do about the death of the caller’s son, yet desire doesn’t change the nature of the antiheroic response: “somebody gettin’ killed.”

Despite its efforts to claim the opposite, the heroic fails to keep death and life apart, and it fails to make life the exclusive domain of whiteness. The antihero’s challenge involves a break with the illusion of life versus death that is difficult to ignore. DAMN. begins (or ends) with murder. “Stan” and “Bad Guy” begin with reflection on loss as well, but loss of the Other. The world, in both cases, is portrayed as hostile, unwelcoming, and flooded with demise. Life wears one down and bleeds into (becomes) death. Slim Shady, whom Stan and Matthew at one point position as a salvific figure, a hero, isn’t able to amend this arrangement. Stan is dead, and the girlfriend is dead. Matthew’s disappointment and demand also take the form of murder and suicide. Even the hero encounters death. Eulogy done—and the antihero keeps on signifying by asking, What’s the difference?
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For whiteness to work and maintain the assumed normativity of its logic, death is projected out (and onto Blacks) as something to be feared—as both physical demise and irrelevance—with the former often conditioned by the latter. Such framing of demise projects the relationship with death as a problem to solve, as a dilemma that threatens the sense of life tied to being white.

While artists like Jay-Z and Kendrick Lamar signify deathlife (while still holding it as a negative experience), there is also in hip hop an effort to turn death as negation on its head and instead narrate death as a moment of joy—a fully erotic encounter that consumes. By consume, I mean to highlight how this taming of death involves a wasting of its intent to generate fear, a degrading (or decomposing) of the barriers between life and death set up by whiteness. In so doing, these artists disrupt the logic of white life by denying that joy (an affective naming of meaning) is describable only from the vantage point of whiteness, and that death captured by means of Blackness is horrifying. The grammar of white life is subverted, and this frees an alternate expression of engagement. Distinction between life and death as the source of joy is disrupted through radical practices of pleasure: by merging joy and pain, death and life are denied the difference that would support the social world constructed in relationship to the demands of whiteness. Hence, whiteness’s effort to render Blacks abject is countered by damaging the grammar of a ghastly “colored” difference that undergirds the social world. Through this performance, certain artists, like Tyler, the Creator, trouble the standard narrative by “consuming” death, thus stifling the naming and “ending” purpose of deathlife. When asked what he thought life led to, Tyler, the Creator reflected that “death is the climax, I guess. If you think about it.”1 He offers a way to think about death that cuts against typical depictions that seek distance from death. While giving limited attention to other albums, I want to read primarily Tyler, the Creator’s Goblin (2011) as an erotic-transgressive realism, a hip hop pornographic poetics, and do so in relationship to and drawing on Georges Bataille’s thinking on the erotic.2 In this way, Tyler, the Creator can be read as offering a relationship to death that runs contrary to the aims of the social world. So, it is an important—albeit somewhat marginal, depending on how one categorizes his music—conversation concerning hip hop’s awareness of and response to the intended workings of deathlife.3


Tyler, the Creator

He began his career with the group Odd Future Wolf Gang Kill Them All, yet Goblin is a solo album with an intensity and moral-ethical signification that challenges beyond that of his earlier work, and it met with a great deal of resistance—much of which he anticipated. As Jon Caramanica reflects in the New York Times, “ ‘Goblin’ is an album that anticipates its own critique—invites it, to be sure, but also understands that the listener determines how an album is received as much as, if not more than, the creator. ‘Don’t do anything I say in this song,’ Tyler says at the beginning of ‘Radicals,’ adding, ‘If anything happens, don’t’—here he added an enthusiastic but unprintable qualifier—‘blame me, white America.’ ”4 Undergirding the larger narrative, I would suggest, is the reason he is not to blame: the structuring of activity, the formulation of death, is the product of whiteness played out. So, blame whiteness for what becomes necessary in order to counter its logic.

Recognition of this genealogy of demise takes a bit of psychological work in addition to the physical demands imposed. Tyler, the Creator describes his own brain as “an obscenity” and, more to the point, he is “fucked in the head.”5 Others have framed him epistemologically and morally as having “an openly nihilistic attitude, wherein he regularly invests in nihilistic themes including the rejection of higher values, the devaluation of life and property, and a loss of hope.”6 Much of Goblin hinges on the tension between Tyler, the Creator (Tyler Gregory Okonma) and his “therapist,” named Dr. TC. It is to Dr. TC that Tyler expresses his rage, admits his anger and violence, and wrestles with the tensions between his moral-ethical code and that of the larger and dominant social structure. There are epistemological complexities here, given that the distinction between Dr. TC and Tyler is blurred. However, Tyler, the Creator’s poetics of death were present earlier: violent fantasies of murder and sex appear on Bastard (2009), where we first encounter Dr. TC. For example, the track “Sarah” contains these lines:


I wanna tie her body up and throw her in my basement

Keep her there, so nobody can wonder where her face went

(Tyler, what you doin’?) Shut the fuck up

You gon’ fuckin’ love me bitch.7



“Sarah” is one instance of the intersection of demise and sex by means of which Tyler explores the affective morality and ethics of deathlife through the vehicle of graphic violence. It’s disturbing and it runs contrary to what most would consider proper interaction, as I will further explicate later in this chapter; but I think that is Tyler’s point: disruptions, transgression, and destruction are reflections of the psyche hidden away, a dimension of the social world’s technology exposed crudely through unsanctioned activity. Or, as Tyler, the Creator remarks, “They claim the shit I say is just wrong; Like nobody has those really dark thoughts when alone.”8 I am suggesting the popularity of Goblin—particularly of the track “Yonkers”—speaks not only to Tyler, the Creator’s imagination, but also to the manner in which he counterframes familiar moral-ethical codes and, through the familiar, exposes listeners to his thanatological desires.9 “Goblin’s eventual structural collapse,” writes Penelope Eate, when addressing the revelation that Dr. TC is Tyler, the Creator, “also implies that the listener has been sutured into the perverted fantasy life of an unreliable narrator.”10 If listeners are hoping for a consistent line of reasoning, a persistent thread of logic or a moral-ethical posture that doesn’t shift, they will be disappointed with Tyler, the Creator, whom some have categorized as “a bundle of contradictions.”11 Or, as the journalist Ernest Baker comments, “To be around Tyler, the Creator is to be subjected to a constant stream of lewd absurdity.”12 Or, as Tyler self-describes in “Yonkers,” “I’m a fucking walking paradox. No, I’m not.”

Tyler, the Creator’s first studio album, Goblin was fifth on the Billboard 200 chart at the time of its release in 2011 (and later certified gold), but it both appealed to and repelled its listeners. It begins with “Goblin”—the first lines of which establish the necessary psychology for murder, for the posture toward world and others that finds in destruction something forbidden but compelling, something tantalizing: “You wouldn’t do that, Tyler, kill yourself or anyone. You don’t even have the balls to begin with.”13 Yet the concern isn’t strictly about physical action; rather Tyler invokes a particular mood or mindset that authorizes a counterpurposing of language so as to signify codes endorsed by the social system’s construction of deathlife as what shouldn’t happen to those couched in whiteness.


Kill people, burn shit, fuck school.

Kill people, burn shit, fuck school.14



As will become clear in this chapter, whether Tyler lives out these violent fantasies—whether his poetics points to material events—ultimately isn’t important.15 The concern isn’t the actual practice of violence and death (“Okay, you guys caught me, I’m not a fucking rapist or serial killer, I lied”), but rather his depiction—one that promotes a shift away from death as strictly a negative that sanctions the aims of the social world and maintains a need for deathlife.16 There is connection through a “fantastic” language—the celebration of life as death—that affords both distance and proximity at the same time. What commonly is marginalized and set apart to maintain a certain type of moral and ethical comfort and recognizability is twisted and reshaped through celebration of what most would believe is disgusting. There is a subversive quality to this work of de/construction in that it wipes out established processing activities and thereby robs the social world of the meanings with which inhabitants invested it in order to safeguard themselves.17

To borrow from Bataille, my concern isn’t with death as a matter of material survival but rather death and demise as poetic “excess”—that is, destruction and disruption as pleasure, as the erotic.18 In saying this, I mean to highlight the way in which the depiction of demise and of disruptive behavior speaks a different sense of death: not a source of fear but a compelling dimension of joy. So conceived, death or demise in this context seeks to disrupt the naming and depiction of life—typically as it is safeguarded by principles of exclusion (which include the social coding of race, etc.). Through death, in this regard, one comes to know life; the intimate nature of the connection is exposed, and what social arrangements have sought to instill regarding these two, life and death, separately is destroyed through the poetic nature of this engagement.19 Joy, not sadness, is the actual tone of death, producing a type of intimacy that cuts against anxiety and instead speaks an erotic response. Something of what I mean here is expressed as Bataille reflects on sacrificial killing: “It is a naïve opinion that links death closely to sorrow. The tears of the living, which respond to its coming, are themselves far from having a meaning opposite to joy. Far from being sorrowful, the tears are the expression of a keen awareness of shared life grasped in its intimacy.”20

As those who read him will be quick to discover, my intention here isn’t identical to that of Bataille’s discussion of labor, production, things, and intimacy, but is more focused on what his theorization of death, when borrowed and applied, might help explain regarding certain genres of hip hop engaging deathlife.21 In this way, one can read certain modalities of hip hop—such as Tyler, the Creator’s music—as conjuring death so as to destroy restrictive frameworks of life as “animal” or “tool.” Bataille thinks in terms of economic and social arrangements, but such an understanding of being outside the modalities of production (here intended to name the mechanics of whiteness) might appeal within a culture, hip hop culture, produced by despised and marginalized beings understood only in terms of their utility (the preservation of white life as far as possible).22 My concern isn’t a full explication of Bataille’s corpus—a study on Bataille for the sake of Bataille. Rather, I find in his theorization of life and death vis-à-vis the erotic a way of viewing, thinking about, and naming how Tyler, the Creator has developed an erotic poetics of death in which he exposes the protected inner workings of whiteness through deathlife.23

There is with Tyler a particularly compelling troubling, or what one might call “mad” narration, of death as erotic and the effort through this interpretative framework to address demise.24 This is not a statement regarding the condition(s) of the mind one might associate with contemporary mental illness.25 Instead, Tyler’s mad narration is a frenzied defying of distinction—an embodied renegotiation of the geography of life and death.26 And such a renegotiation entails the blending of life and death, one leading to the other and back. Or, put another way, “Ain’t kill myself yet,” as Tyler admits, “and I already want my life back.”27 Although the details of the discussion differ, Bataille’s notion holds true for my purposes: death, in this regard, is not loss in a profound sense, but rather demise points to substance that isn’t confined to basic use and flat intention and purpose—it isn’t restricted to the work intended by whiteness.28 With others, death is the problem of life, but for Bataille death exposes life—it solves the problem through the consumption of utility (in this case, the task of whiteness) that has trapped Black flesh in the modern West: “living in order to be able to die, suffering to enjoy, enjoying to suffer.”29 This isn’t to glorify narratives of violent demise, but simply to offer a way of thinking about the work of particular genres of hip hop that offer a different assessment of death’s nature and meaning qua whiteness’s social world and deathlife.

In a crude manner, one might say, along with Bataille, that “life is a product of putrefaction, and it depends on both death and the dungheap.… Death is that putrefaction, that stench. Which is, at once, the source and the repulsive condition of life.”30 Both life and death require and work through the body. Or, as Tyler describes it, “While you niggas stacking bread, I can stack a couple dead bodies, making red look less of a color, more of a hobby.”31 With Bataille there is a willful acknowledgment, if not an embrace, of the elements and dimensions of existence that tend to trouble; he reflects on “how impossible it is at the present moment for anything human to arise, except in the cesspool of the heart.”32 In other words, he encourages awareness of and comfort in the “shabby, sinister, or inspired events” that some ignore or restrict in ways that allow them to be managed and placed within more comfortable narratives of existence, whereby the despised is celebrated in orgiastic fashion: “expenditure” and approach to the self even to the point of the negation of the Other.33 On a related note, “Do what the fuck makes you happy,” Tyler announces, “’cause at the end, who’s there? You.”34 What one finds, I would argue, in the lyrics of Tyler, the Creator’s “Yonkers” is a type of “apathy,” or a removal of what are referenced as “parasitic sentiments such as pity, gratitude, or love.” As the suicide of Tyler, the Creator in “Yonkers” would attest, for the poetic and erotic dimension of a narrative to be transgressive it requires destruction, even of the poet.35

Sonically consumed by a sound that cautions, that signals the need for alertness, Tyler begins assuming the position of the philosophical thinker of abstractions. But then there is a shift to materiality: on the heels of playing with a large roach in the video for “Yonkers,” he eats it and vomits it up—an act of consumption of what is despised, complete with a violent rejection of it. After that come fantasies of death: murder, then suicide. He removes his shirt; his eyes go black. He places a rope around his neck, climbs on a chair, and hangs himself—feet swinging above a knocked-over chair.


(Fuck everything, man) That’s what my conscience said

then it bunny-hopped off my shoulder, now my conscience dead

now the only guidance that I had is splattered on cement

actions speak louder than words, let me try this shit dead.36



But he returns and presents at times with what appears to be an upside-down cross scrawled on his forehead, continuing to outline the urge to destroy as he signifies one of the most widely recognized symbols of deathlife. The moral and ethical order of the world is turned upside down, and the boundaries between life and death are signified in such a way as to render physical death—despised by whiteness as the source of anxiety and meaninglessness—a matter of pleasure obtained.37 In essence, this is a connecting of desire and repulsion through a denial of distinction between the joy of living and the pleasure found in demise—the two blur, and meaningful difference is gone. In fact, this modality of “assent” is for Tyler the nature of the erotic, and the erotic herein is tied to death. This link has to do with the way in which the erotic connotes a pleasure, a joy that seeks nothing beyond itself.38 In the sights and sounds of demise one finds the vibrant nature of life. Furthermore, there is tied to the erotic an acknowledgment of passion—a comfort of sorts with the joy in the obscene, a turn to play over against a life of aim and restriction.

While there is something individualized and distinct in how people experience life and death, there is a shared mechanics by means of which death can hold a certain allure and enchantment. In part, this is due to the way in which death speaks to continuity, or a holding together through the ability to engage the nature of experience without the fallback of what that experience will produce. Continuity, which is achievable in a limited sense through the erotic by means of the self, becomes a fluid concept: opened and exposed through what Bataille describes as violence, by which transgression becomes a marker of meaning.39 Or, in the words of Tyler, the Creator, “Fuck your traditions (and) fuck your positions (and) fuck your religion (and) fuck your decisions.”40 The “Fuck your …” produces meaning through a type of overturning—a dismissal of those ideologies and structures undergirding “order,” which is a way of naming the work needed to maintain the idea of life as distinctive arrangement. In a certain sense, life and death are external: one knows death through the inactivity of another, and life is also often measured in terms of the actions of others. For Tyler, violence (or, better yet, pain) might be said to bring life and death together through activity that ends one and produces the other—and the violent person bringing these two together experiences something of both in that act. Suffering and joy are both found in that act—just as death, in this instance, offers something life does not.41 Violence becomes a mechanism used to confront the certainties and limitations imposed by social structures and frameworks of normativity, thereby disrupting social knowledge through what might be called a form of “nonknowledge”: “suffering to enjoy, enjoying to suffer.”42 It challenges staid notions of meaning through its aggressive claiming of and action toward desire cutting against traditional social parameters. Such a move is disturbing and Bataille acknowledges this, but in admitting the discomfort he does not preclude the action. As Albert Stabler reflects, when thinking about photographs of the practice of lingchi in China (“death by a thousand cuts”), “Whether grotesquely explicit, ideologically sanitized, or menacingly veiled, depictions of violence are perhaps never viewed exclusively as titillation or edification, but an explicit emphasis on one response allows the other to have a life of its own.”43

Hence, death is not a problem to solve but rather a joyful resolution. “In essence,” writes Bataille, “the domain of eroticism is the domain of violence, of violation.… The most violent thing of all for us is death which jerks us out of a tenacious obsession with the lastingness of our discontinuous being.”44 Violence represents a part of the equation of social regulation—social life—in that it “speaks” to practices without interest in production (the social call for work, as in effort dedicated to the maintenance of whiteness) and it confirms play and activity without long intent.45 Or, in this case, one might say it is without the aim of buttressing the structuring of whiteness (i.e., utility). The erotic, then, is a mode of expression—a spasm between life and death—that tells us of their connection in a way that social regulation and social organization of life as productive (i.e., in line with the maintenance of whiteness logic and its holdings) can’t. For the latter, death is an undoing.46 Put another way, “we use the word eroticism,” Bataille notes, “every time a human being behaves in a way strongly contrasted with everyday standards and behavior. Eroticism shows the other side of a façade of unimpeachable propriety. Behind the façade are revealed the feelings, parts of the body and habits we are normally ashamed of.”47 Whereas this push is typically understood in negative terms as a breach of protocol, as a disregard of the person, as “obscenity,” with this thinking on the erotic one can discern another possibility in the work of artists like Tyler, the Creator.48

Reflecting Bataille’s appreciation for Friedrich Nietzsche, one can say this erotic impulse speaks to an effort to hold in tension the “possible” and the “impossible”—that is to say, the “organic life, of materiality” and with the latter, the “share of the world of death and destruction.”49 In this way, Tyler, for instance, reforms death by separating it from any regard for notions of the divine (a bridge between life-death-life):


Jesus called, he said he’s sick of the disses

I told him to quit bitchin’, this isn’t a fuckin’ hotline.50



Tyler points out death’s relevance, its importance for life—the manner in which demise isn’t to be avoided (as if it can be) but rather met as joy. One might think of joy here, in Tyler’s case, as embracing the “undeniable” (e.g., the perverse, as in that which is against the social codes thought up through whiteness) that mocks the social codes and their order meant to sanction denial (of death). It, joyousness, is an eager embrace of the profane that rejects social fear by cherishing the look, feel, and sounds of death as resonated in the “stuff” of life. Life and death speak each other, reflect each other—are each other. Tyler, one might say, experiences dimensions of life through contact with “obscene” performance of violations; and this performance is erotic to the extent it is a “breaking down of established patterns, the patterns … of the regulated social order basic to our discontinuous mode of existence as defined and separate individuals.”51 And this “breaking down of established patterns” means disruption of safeguards—or strategies for keeping the individual socially contained and present in life, if white, and present as death, if Black. In so doing, the distinction between life and death that this containment through various safeguards is meant to offer loses its social power. The one who does this pushes against distinction. Accordingly, something of this erotic impulse acted out shapes the rebel in that “the rebel defies death,” notes Stuart Kendall in speaking of Bataille’s work, “not by turning his or her back to it but by laughing in the face of it, by practicing joy before death.”52 Tyler finds funny the connection between violence and sex, between life and death, between pain and pleasure; but perhaps this is a dimension of the poetic twist—a means to trouble social structures by way of the laugh. I want to think about this sense of humor through a loose framing of it in relationship to the laugh as Bataille understood it.

This laughter doesn’t stem the tide of brutality. Laugher, like tears, is associated with violence. Bataille writes, “But laughter is not so much the contrary of tears as it may seem: the object of laughter and the object of tears are always related to some kind of violence which interrupts the regular order of things, the usual course of events.”53 Regarding the comedic dimension of this narration, Tyler reflects, “Well, I don’t rape chicks.… I have punched a girl in the eye.… Um … what else? I say a lot of shit and it just depends.… Sometimes it’s just ’cause shit is funny.”54 But the question is, What constitutes funny, what generates the laugh? As Tyler wrote in a tweet a year after the release of Goblin, “The Things That Make Me Laugh Are Stupid. Like, I Heard Some Nigga Got Hit By A Bus The Other Day … I Just Laughed While Typing That.”55 While social regulations and narratives of containment are meant to drown particular impulses, the urge toward killing is never completely subdued. “We may find the desire to eat human flesh completely alien to us,” writes Bataille, “not so the desire to kill. Not all of us feel it, but who would go so far as to deny that it has as lively, if not as exacting, an existence among the masses as sexual appetite?” And he continues by saying that “there is a potential killer” in everyone.56 For example, when portraying himself as a type of vampire (one who moves between life and death, a different modality of synergistic relationship between the two), Tyler announces his process of destruction/consumption: “Kidnapping, attacking, with axes and shit; ’TiI I grab them throats and start smacking them shits.”57 This is not to say physical murder, literal killing, must take place. Rather, as in the video for “Yonkers,” it is sufficient to perform the erotic relationship of life and death. This performance is enough to surface a particular challenge to traditional notions of life and death as distinct, with the former celebrated and the latter denied.

The erotic and its relationship to death teach lessons concerning the actual integrity of life in its complex, messy, layered, and “open” form.58 If nothing else, the erotic, whether it be physical or emotional, points to connection and hence points to the death of an illusion of distinction.59 Death, then, as connected to the erotic, demands deconstruction of old social codes. Or, as Bataille remarks, “The first turbulent surge of erotic feeling overwhelms all else, so that gloomy considerations of the fate in store for our discontinuous selves are forgotten. And then, beyond the intoxication of youth we achieve the power to look death in the face and to perceive in death the pathway into unknowable and incomprehensible continuity—that path is the secret of eroticism and eroticism alone can reveal it.”60 Eroticism embraces death, understood as the rejection of a certain socially sanctioned sense of the self. This is a sense of the self that privileges the self, even to the point of destroying the Other. The track “She” points this out, as Tyler chronicles his interest in a young woman who is being watched and desired: “Night light hits off, turnin’ kisses to bites; I’m a down to Earth nigga, with intentions, that’s right; You’ll be down in Earth quicker if you diss me tonight.”61 The poetic—in this case, hip hop—is the language of this relationship between the erotic and death, in that it is the destruction of linguistic meaning in order to explore and explain the denied nature of existence at its end.62 Language is used against itself and against meaning. In fact, commentary on Tyler, the Creator suggests this poetic quality: “When he performs ‘Yonkers,’ still his biggest breakout hit, he intentionally fucks up the lyrics.”63 The erotic calls for a sense of being that is more than what we do, what we produce, and what we sustain through our effort. Instead, it urges attention to a deeper plateau of meaning. In so doing, it pushes Blackness beyond what whiteness intends for and by it.

Behind the development of society’s major practices is the disregard of death—i.e., disgust with death and dying. Yet, the joy and pleasure associated with bringing forth death becomes the significant symbol of hip hop’s tackling of the social lie (e.g., the necessity of barriers and other modes of confinement whereby what is uncomfortable is rejected). This is degradation, but not as a negative; rather, it is more along the lines of the attention to the material arrangements of life explored by Mikhail Bakhtin in relationship to Carnival and the grotesque. The Black body in this case is given a different direction and placement in time and space so as to defy the utility of Blacks constructed through Blackness. For Tyler, this placement entails consumption of death so as to reframe it through an erotic twist that denies the distinction between life and death. Such positioning or placement can be read as being meant to hold off efforts to reify and restrict—efforts to reject the status of those confounded by social regulations and the moral and ethical demand for particular plateaus of meaning. The horror in this violence, in this appeal to death, is found in how the observer—or the one who hears about it—sees in the demise her own end over against the narrative of life undergirding the social system.64 And in this she sees the destruction of social meaning premised on order and regulation of how time and space are occupied in line with social rules and regulations. The horror is in what social meanings have projected about death, but not what death entails. The false narrative of life as stable, as refined, and as distinguished is brought into question as the erotic ushers in a different take on death. Social construction entails an effort to bracket, tame, and contain death, and in so doing it provokes a mood of horror or dread in the face of demise. One finds that this turn in the erotic’s relationship to death does the opposite: it does not seek to hide death or render it problematic but rather to see in it a certain joy associated with existence not confined to social codes of restriction, thereby rendering it a natural expression of life. This joy is a depth of expressivity and relationship denied through the workings of the social codes and conditions that shape narratives of life.

With death comes the end of social arrangements, collective narratives of life that seek to support only the logic of the narrative. Death is joyful in that it exposes through transgression the complexity of life and in the process gives flight to the lie of fixed identity and objectified existence. In this embrace of death is a push against society as practiced and the narrative of life it provides. Tyler points out the end—or death—of cultural sensibilities, the end or death of restriction and boundaries between thought and conduct. And, in this way, he allows for alternative sensibilities through the destruction of sensitivities, new values through the destruction of values. Yet he leaves the through empty and doesn’t propose another unity with its overarching values and strictures. Death gives life a different register: a depth and complexity also referenced as a transgressive quality marked by joy. He is the counter-social character, disruptive and “dangerous,” for whom “rebel and defiance makes [his] motherfucking cock hard.”65 Perhaps not these particular words, but doesn’t something of the intent expressed in these lyrics—the lacing of rebellion with a sexual dimension—recall the Marquis de Sade? In fact, the third track on Goblin, “Radicals,” names much that reflects the desires of a figure like the Marquis, whose relationship to death is reflected in Tyler’s graphic fantasies and rebellion against social standards: “I ain’t never gonna bow down to your expectations.”



How to Enjoy Death: Marquis and Bacchus

Albert Camus, in reflecting on the Marquis de Sade, argues that circumstances such as the physical arrangement of time and space within the framework of prison shape the Marquis’s “moral philosophy” in such a way as to amplify his isolation with a fantasy of outrage.66 In light of war and colonialization, Camus (while reflecting on physical political circumstances) has a difficult time finding merit in the physical destruction of persons for the sake of ideological claims. And Bataille is troubled by the exercise of “power over,” even in the extreme fantasies of the Marquis, which accounts for his desire to communicate only with those who are troubled by the moral philosophy of the Marquis. Still, he finds something valuable in the raw and poetic quality of the Marquis’s expression, in the ability to damage if not destroy social arrangements that blur the human. There is an element of “power” working here and something of what Camus labels “metaphysical rebellion.” Through the Marquis, for Bataille, death is a mode of destruction that doesn’t require the piling up of physical bodies. Still, for Camus, the Marquis advocated a power “toward,” and for Bataille it is a power “from.” The former is a positive assertion over against, and for Bataille it is a negation, in that it is a destruction of social restrictions justified by social institutions that seek only our effort to reinforce (or build) the value of utility and its meaning.67 They differ in that where Camus sees the Marquis’s servitude as a consequence of narrative as revenge and the “demand for freedom,” Bataille finds a rejection of slavery to the social institutions of his day.

Read through the Marquis, destruction doesn’t entail the same circumstances for Camus and Bataille. Although, for both, something of the individual is found in the call for the destruction of the Other, for Bataille this request speaks a particular morality of “murder”—or, even, a new modality of the “sacred.”68 This isn’t necessarily a call for physical murder, as opposed to murder of particular social framings of life.69 There is a reluctant joy in murder, in death more generally, in that it destroys certain modalities of knowledge that serve to restrain and limit the human (read Blacks through Blackness) to what the human can preserve for the well-being of society.70 Death, then, opens to suppressed dimensions.71 Such is not violence in an actual, militaristic sense, not violence in the mode of material intervention: keep in mind that the Marquis wrote from prison, not from the S&M studio; Tyler, the Creator speaks from the studio and the video shoot; and Bataille wrote after his work as a librarian.72 Rather, violence here might suggest overthrow. It might be destruction in a word (pun intended) of the metaphysical and moral hold of social institutions and their frameworks. Poetry, when it is the tool for narratives of outrage, destroys the language of gentle acquiescence to social institutions and their arrangements, and this can happen without a physical blow being thrown or without a physical body being materially ravaged. Regarding this, Tyler’s lyrics have been described as “post-modern poetry scribbled into the tight margins of a three-ringed notepad,” and he as someone “armed with an absurdist wit.”73

One gets a sense of the blending of pain and pleasure in Bataille’s early novel Story of the Eye. Near the end, after numerous scenes of sexual activity, degradation, violence, and bodily revolt of other pornographic kinds, a priest is encountered in a church. Sexual activity and physical violence, psychological play and sacrilege are intertwined in ways that bring into graphic relief the way that erotic embodied engagement with the world rethinks the conditions for and response to life and death. The erotic, hence, is a disruption that troubles and signifies distinction; in so doing, it recasts death as a modality of violence and pleasure. Tyler also offers a sense of this connection between sex and violence, between pleasure and pain, and he does so in a way that maintains the functional dominance of the self. After fantasizing about killing a woman who rejects his advances, he writes, “I just wanna drag your lifeless body to the forest; and fornicate with it; but that’s because I’m in love with you cunt.”74 While Story of the Eye represents something of Bataille’s concern with eroticism, his prime example of this posture toward and enactment of the erotic in relationship to death is found in his discussion of the Marquis. Only in poetic narrative is this type of embrace of death as erotic, as violent affirmation, possible, advocated by the Marquis. The “orgiastic impulses” that work against “political, juridical, and economic institutions” are expressed erotically and most powerfully through the poetic highlighting of what is typically disregarded, and through this disregard something of significance about life is lost.75 It’s important to note again that Bataille finds it worthwhile to engage only those who are disgusted by the activities suggested by the Marquis de Sade. He recognizes and doesn’t seek to limit the troubling nature of what the Marquis proposes. And, in fact, he is quick to remind readers that the Marquis discusses and describes practices and activities in narrative form (i.e., as a philosophy of moral signification and embodied practice). In his writings the Marquis highlights the destructive and violent nature of the erotic and in this way brings to the fore death as a modality of grand passion. There is in his depictions of sexual activity and murder a disregard for the Other and the pronouncement of the person without externally imposed parameters of conduct.76 Yet the Marquis’s personal dealings involve recognition of the Other as only conquerable through the unleashed imagination expressed in the written word.77 While the Marquis saw state-sponsored violence during the French Revolution, his narrative is imagination on the page. Still, the Marquis found sex and violence pleasurable. In either case the two are connected.

In like manner Tyler, the Creator, through the persona adopted and portrayed in videos and the lurid lyrical text, works out seduction by death.78 Highlighted in the Marquis’s writings, according to Bataille, is a deep and sustained appreciation for “moments of excess that stir us to the roots of our being and give us strength enough to allow free rein to our elemental nature.”79 There is in this a shift with respect to morality and death, one that gives the nod to extreme pleasure without regard for consequences as they relate to the order of the social world. In a word, it is a matter of “heterology”—a highlighting and reconsideration of what is traditionally left out, that which is considered unacceptable; it is, for our purposes, to embrace what whiteness rejects.80 Yet here is a distinction: Tyler, the Creator, as advocate of the erotic—perhaps a hip hop libertine—is never able to completely forget society (is anyone?), never able to avoid some manner of creation by social mechanisms, and never able to avoid viewing pleasure and abuse. His commitment to death isn’t free of the social implication of being made vis-à-vis Blackness.81 Something of his effort to advance the erotic requires, as Joseph Winters recognizes, “mechanisms that discipline, contain, or exclude that which might impede the preservation of that life,” or, in a word, strategies “to subordinate others to our desires and projects.”82 Although conditioned, the erotic remains while it doesn’t free completely from the status quo.

The manner in which both the Marquis de Sade and Tyler, the Creator link pleasure to particular modalities of justice denied (rape, misogyny, etc.) points out ways in which even the transgression of the erotic can link back to the status quo.83 In other words, we are destructive and productive already—contemptuous of social regulations while also endorsing them.84 Regarding the Marquis’s writings and Tyler, the Creator’s lyrics, shock and rejection of the morality of pleasure to death is anticipated, but such a response does little to change the commentary on the eroticness of demise. Whereas social life is premised on a pattern of effort and the productivity of that effort, and this understood as the terms of (white) life, the erotic as championed by figures such as the Marquis and Tyler entails a rejection of these social codes and conditions that seek to distinguish life and death. Along those lines:


My only problem is death

Fuck heaven, I ain’t givin’ no religion respect.85



Both express through narratives of destruction a different sense of life and death—one that combines them through an erotic “mood” and performance that praise disorder and thereby reform the terror of death.86 This involves a signifying of the social codes related to standard moral and ethical patterns: “Brutality and murder are further steps in the same direction [i.e., disorder]. Similarly prostitution, coarse language, and everything to do with eroticism and infamy play their part in turning the world of sensual pleasure into one of ruin and degradation.”87 The erotic in this manner is a rejection of stifling conditions of social life that entail a surrender of “waste” (i.e., for Bataille, activities and longings without a “productive” purpose—the practices hidden away). There is something about this process that generates from the inside out. In other words, this adherence to the value of death, to the joy of demise, involves a statement concerning self, a “dark” consciousness that appreciates depth of experience without staid coding of morality and ethics.88

There, of course, is a quality of frustrating restriction in the narratives offered by the Marquis and Tyler, the Creator: each experiences his own type of social confinement out of which and in response to which he communicates. For the Marquis, physical imprisonment is a consequence of his praxis; for Tyler, metaphysical confinement is due to the social codes of the United States—he is Black defined by Blackness. Each writes of pleasure and the joy of death from within the framework of the society that both challenges and authorizes his words.89 And Tyler performs the perverse from within the very technologies that both support and critique his transgression.90 How can this not have meaning with regard to the nature of death?

Social regulations seek to bracket death as a mode, perhaps an ultimate mode of “waste”; but the erotic and its performance redress death as a matter of joy understood in terms of fulfillment without fulfillment. Taking to its limit this adherence to morality of the erotic involves a denial of the Other but also a denial of the self who does the denying. As Bataille recounts, “If we start from the principle of denying others posited by de Sade it is strange to observe that at the very peak of unlimited denial of others is a denial of oneself.”91 In tracks like “Nightmare,” Tyler’s self-destruction in the form of suicide is connected to a sense of self as all-consuming in that “life is a movie and you’re just a prop.” He tells the listener, right after a fantasy of his suicide, “My hands tremble, my finger slipped, the wall’s read; Her life is fucked, she’s sad now, her son is dead.”92 Perhaps there is something of this grand denial in the suicide in the video for “Yonkers” mentioned earlier. Consistent with Bataille and the Marquis through Bataille, both life and death entail a type of happiness and joy—with the intensity of life named through its end. There is nothing “reasonable” about this, nothing consistent with the socially coded parameters of human interaction, but, for the Marquis and to some extent Tyler, the Creator in Goblin, this is its importance; this is the joy and pleasure in it.93 In fact, the negative reaction to both the Marquis and Tyler (through Goblin) speaks to the manner in which moral-ethical alterations to social coding of life versus death intensify the opposite of normativity, thereby intensifying pleasure. This is pleasure through an expansive (in excess) performance that challenges normative distinctions between what is desired (life) and what is feared (death). Tyler makes explicit the narrative of continuity that has marked discussion of hip hop. It is not simply social critique, not simply embrace of the American deal and values writ Black, and so forth. Rather, it is the death of the American narrative. Respectability and even the shadow of such structuring of life—such reserve—is questioned, signified, and denounced. This respectability is seen, for instance, in how sex/gender are discussed and are not discussed, in how framings or projections of self as masculine or feminine, for instance, are embedded in the very logic of hip hop’s response to societal structuring of collective life. Yet, again, even in this, like Bataille’s, Tyler’s resistance speaks a particular embrace of certain dimensions of the status quo (e.g., the normative positioning of bodies in time and space). In this manner Tyler is against hip hop’s respectability—respectability as it relates to the acceptance of the guiding logic for the structuring of life over against death.

Bataille argues that the erotic shifts the terrain and brings together principles of social life held apart through both “secular” (economic and political mechanisms) and the sacred (religious activity and theology), and in this bringing together it abandons the distinction between the arrangements of life and death.94 Within this turn to the erotic is recognition of a human connection between pleasure and pain, “sexuality and the desire to hurt and to kill,” expressed in the writings of the Marquis and the lyrical content of Tyler, the Creator’s album.95 Death, in a sense then, is the excess of life expressed through the erotic. And through the erotic novel or erotic rap lyrics that which troubles is forced into the public realm: death becomes a spectacle—an expression without any larger intent. Perhaps this helps explain why Bataille associates death with silence, with the end of discourse. Or, in his words, “If death calls, although the noise of the call fills the night, the call is a kind of profound silence. The response itself is silence stripped of every possible meaning.”96 It, death, through an array of troubling activities, is with/in life engulfing it.97 Or, as Bataille writes, “We live with an obsession with a moment when life would be at the height of death.” He continues, “There is an experiment with truth there: not only must we die, not only are we frightened and anguished by this, not only do we turn away from death, but an incessant movement brings us back to it. And we are always looking to death for what life does not give us.”98 Sadism … with swag and a beat involves the celebration of a dimension of the human denied through social restriction. It is ground given to a rethinking of death through an embrace of the pleasure found in destruction/demise. Such a position involves a break with fear of death, anxiety over death, because that response to death restricts life and restricts activity in such a way as to confine the person, to trap them in only the material markers of social existence. This, according to Bataille, is the equivalent of a type of servitude as restriction to law (one might expand this to moral and ethical laws of social existence) to be avoided; instead, death isn’t to be taken seriously in this sense but rather is to be met with joy and as a source of pleasure. Bataille and the Marquis de Sade through him point to the priority of “inner experience,” by means of which the logic of the social world and its “grand narratives” of moral and ethical limitation are undercut.99 Boundaries are dismantled, and death recognized as joyful because of its victory over boundaries.100

While, like the Marquis, Tyler isn’t known to act out physically the practices of torture and demise chronicled in “Yonkers” or other tracks, there are ways in which, if Bataille is correct, Tyler’s language does to linguistic assurances of meaning what physical violence does to life: in both cases, death speaks in multidimensional ways to the violence embedded in the human animal.101 With each listen to Tyler, the Creator, as with every turn of the page of a book by the Marquis, the reader is exposed to a familiarity that disturbs. While readers are not sadistic in practice, they have the capacity for it. And, in this way, they are marked by the ability to push beyond a fear of death to joyfulness in the face of death—joyfulness that undercuts social regulations and social decorum by embracing what is to be despised. In short, both entail, through the erotic, a push toward “extremity.”102

Jay-Z becomes god, and Kendrick Lamar reconceives god, but it is no wonder Tyler, the Creator is critical (dismissive really) of the god concept. Why, in light of the erotic impulse guiding him into death, would he settle for a trope that further entrenches him in the moral and ethical demands of the social world surrounding him? Through communication and fantasy, he jettisons this trope because sovereignty—the highlighting of inner experience (as a blurring of boundaries) over against the mandates (and distinctions imposed) of social life—knows no such appeal and doesn’t surrender to social knowledge that frames life.


You told me God was the answer

When I ask him for shit, I get no answer, so God is the cancer.103



One must die, but will one die well or “poorly” is the question: Will one die in opposition to the aims of whiteness or in line with whiteness’s interests?104 This is an appeal to performance outside the logic of socially sanctioned schemes that are frightened of death and that are disagreeable with thick and contradictory practices that push against polite standards.105 Tyler’s isn’t a useful practice, not meant to advance a particular notion of uplift or advancement shadowed by a practice of accumulation. There is no purpose, no socially sanctioned function related to accumulations—or social norms—present.

If death is associated with joy, not anguish, and doesn’t collapse into the strictures of the social world shaped and limited by reasonableness and alignment with the logic of whiteness, it is also the case that nonhistorical figures, or mythological beings, might further explicate death viewed as joyous, meaning nondistinguished, expression.106 For both the Marquis de Sade and Tyler, the Creator, the erotic plays out in violence and demise in the form of fantasy, as an open narrative of the fantastic that speaks to those orientations that whiteness seeks to closet. There is a mythic quality to their expression that might be further explicated through a direct turn to mythology of a similar figure. I have in mind one who came up in chapter 1, in connection to the Orphic hustler: Dionysus, here in the form of Bacchus.107

I find useful the manner in which thinkers like Bataille enhance the erotic quality of the bacchic mood and morality.108 How could it be otherwise, when he references the erotic as “the death impulse”?109 I am not arguing that hip hop artists like Tyler, the Creator are “inspired” directly through an appeal to bacchic sensibilities.110 In fact, whether the bacchic move is intentional or not doesn’t concern me. Instead, I am interested in how the bacchic impulse serves as a useful structure for understanding what is taking place in certain hip hop quarters regarding notions of death (i.e., the freeing from fear and oppressive paradigms that Bacchus represents).111 What I offer is a reflection on hip hop as both strategy of exploration and content of that exploration. My read of bacchic hip hop is multidirectional to the extent it brings into play sociocultural, political, psychological, and economic considerations without privileging any one code. And what gets highlighted is “consumption”—taming or using up the fear, which entails a “wasting” of the intent behind fear—of death that seems to reflect (intentionally or not) dynamics of the performativity of bacchic sensibilities and strategies of joy that the social world deems “madness.” By this approach, the complexities of hip hop—its multifaceted and layered relationships with social realities—are mirrored in its interpretation of and commentary on deathlife.

At least in passing, Bataille links (genealogically) his discussion of the erotic of death to the orgiastic violence associated with Bacchus, and this connection is worth considering here.112 Yet I make no effort to track Bacchus (and Dionysus) with the concerns of a Hellenist or with the strategies of a philosopher determined to arrange a new pattern of life based on Dionysus.113 Nor do I pretend to treat this material as a classicist would. My aim isn’t to provide a full discussion of Bacchus. Rather, I wish to demonstrate—in relationship to another use of bacchic sensibilities in the work of Nella Larsen, and specifically her novel Quicksand (1928)—a way in which the language of the bacchic encounter expresses sensibilities and patterns of ethics-morality framed in terms of an expansive sense of the freeing (lucidity-rendering) connection of death and life. I offer no prescriptive commentary on the plausible moral-ethical moves of Larsen’s protagonist Helga Crane, and I am not suggesting I have a sense of the particular gender, sex(uality), parental demands, and community animosity articulated by Larsen and responded to by Crane. Nor am I suggesting the performance of bacchic sensibilities is identical for Crane and Tyler, the Creator—rather, they constitute bacchic personalities along a spectrum of examples productively viewed through a Bataillean lens. They engage death without seeking to sanitize and isolate it, as whiteness is wont to do, and instead maintain its presence as life expression. And in this is a type of freedom amid bondage. I understand the geography of my life, and that of Tyler, the Creator’s, is far from Larsen’s depiction of real-world conditions. Mindful of how Larsen’s characters and Tyler, the Creator are socially coded differently as well as the ramification of this difference, I turn to Larsen’s Quicksand in part because I want to suggest that Tyler is part of a canon of bacchic framings of Blackness housed in cultural production. Furthermore, I want to use Quicksand’s protagonist, Crane, to suggest and amplify some of the dynamics of this bacchic project defining Tyler, the Creator’s music. Bacchus/Dionysus, like Orpheus earlier in this book, functions as a trope by means of which I aim to explore and describe a particular vision of death housed in hip hop that disrupts whiteness’s effort to distinguish it from life through an imposition of fear. I am suggesting here the utility of a turn to Bacchus as a way to read an underexplored (and undoubtedly troubling) depiction of death within a particular example of hip hop culture that finds death an expression of erotic joy (i.e., free from fear and the utility demanded by whiteness). In this way, hip hop challenges efforts to hide whiteness’s intent vis-à-vis deathlife.114

Bacchus emphasizes manic energy or the erotic dimension of madness ritualized.115 There is a tension present in this figure—Marcel Detienne proposes he is a “double god”—and this tension harnesses life (the god of harvest) and death (the god whose rituals are marked by frenzy and demise). More precisely, “Dionysos,” Detienne remarks, “is the god who snatches his victim by surprise, who trips his prey and drags it down into madness, murder, and defilement; yet he is also the god of vines that ripen in a day.”116 Viewed through popular presentations of Bacchus/Dionysus, one finds the former (Bacchus) associated with a harm that heals: “The more insanity is unleashed, the more room there is for catharsis.”117 Here, one finds mediation of life and death by means of which destruction and consumption are kin. And by means of this blending, chaos takes on a compelling and intense quality of Otherness—of presence outside social categories of moral-ethical confinement, which is a type of “strangeness” taking hold.118

The literary world of the United States is marked in certain ways by a turn to Bacchus/Dionysus for discursive expression of a cultural awakening shadowing protest and rearrangement of embodied encounters in the world. “The god of intoxication, madness, ecstasy, and metamorphosis,” writes John Carlevale, “seemed to be everywhere as intellectuals sought apt symbols for the appetites and anxieties stimulated by what came to be called the ‘New Sensibility.’ ”119 But this is a narrow depiction, in that this figure’s influence in the contemporary United States extends beyond academic and artistic letters, instead speaking to and through the diversity of encounters with and naming(s) of the world. As Richard Schechner reflects, Bacchus “is present in Today’s America—showing himself in the hippies, in the ‘carnival spirit’ of black insurrectionists, on campuses; and even, in disguise, on the patios and in the living rooms of suburbia.”120 The period of US history sparking this turn to raw celebration of earthiness comes on the heels of World War II and the wounds of the Vietnam War as well as the exposure of racial hate acted out in violent response to demands for justice. It is into this world that literary figures plunge. They engage in an orgy of possibility while surrounded by signs of an inhospitable world. The turmoil of the social world, no longer deniable qua shifts in ideological platforms, was embraced and filtered through a type of (metaphysical and) moral excess.

It isn’t simply white writers and thinkers who find something of existential, if not metaphysical, value in a retelling of this Greco-Roman mythic figure’s balancing, if not blending, of worlds (i.e., death and life). The times not only made uncomfortable demands on those of European descent but also pushed against the existential and ontological standing of those who’d been reified by sociopolitical forces over the course of centuries. This turn to Bacchus points to anxiety over the restrictive dynamics of society after World War II and the uncertainty of existential and ontological assumptions in light of various social justice movements. Appeal to the trope of this figure speaks a yearning for the sanction of explosive behavior meant to affirm joy and self-interest. To be precise, guided by a very different relationship to sociocultural mechanisms of meaning and being cut deeply by racialization, there is a long-standing practice within Black arts and letters to use Greek (and Roman) signifiers and mythological poetics to unpack dimensions of experience in the US context—to rethink what whiteness projects in various forms of Blackness.121 As should be clear, such works did not seek to simply transplant Greek sensibilities or to assume the superiority of Greco-Roman (hence “European”) frameworks for depicting the workings of collective life; nor does this use entail an uncritical embrace of a certain modality of optimism and individual pleasure-pain disconnected from ideological and material circumstances. Instead, this move circumvents—if it doesn’t signify—European intent and makes Greco-Roman structuring(s) do counterwork by serving to assert the deep value of Blacks over against the dominant social narrative. And this is in direct opposition to any effort to reinforce the “Greek Ideal,” as Cornel West describes the normative gaze by means of which white supremacy and its offshoot of white privilege are rendered powerful (i.e., having the ability to shape what is socially assumed and what is socially acted on) and worthy of life with the means to bracket off and control death, or existential and ontological chaos.122 This normative gaze seeks to safeguard those of European descent by Othering (i.e., framing through Blackness) populations and projecting onto them—because of their difference—death in an expansive sense. The Greek ideal is turned on its head, signified, and made to support the Black confrontation with whiteness’s narrative of death and dying hidden in deathlife.

In some cases, the appeal to Bacchus, for instance, depicts a bacchic performance as angst-producing—a turn away from comfort and a push into raw sensuality that holds the potential to damage, and through this violent alteration produce new possibilities otherwise hidden. This is certainly one plausible way to read, for instance, what Larsen describes in her novel Quicksand, in relation to Helga Crane. At one point, in her effort to recast herself over against the social (death-dealing) demands of gender and race, Crane leaves the United States and lives in Denmark with (distant) family members. In this move, there is a refusal to be bound by the performance of Blackness as intended by the workings of whiteness, and a celebration of deep immersion in the workings of the erotic’s performance of joyful demise (e.g., a “death” of social obligation). She seeks to rebel to damage stifling circumstances, but in so doing she seeks to gain the treasure denied her. There is an erotic quality (a type of pleasurable abandon) to this, as one sees with her relationships in Europe. For her, this pleasure is an ownership over herself, a determination of how she occupies space and how she “feels” in that space. But, for whites viewing her through whiteness, Crane remains—as the character Axel Olsen tells her—a figure with “the warm impulsive nature of the women of Africa, but, my lovely, you have, I fear the soul of a prostitute.”123 Crane will leave the Danes to their whiteness and return to the United States to tackle whiteness cast a different (and familiar) way.

It will be of interest to readers to consider what follows in light of the manner in which contemporary reminiscence on bacchic performance at times speaks to how music and sex(uality) of a variety of expressive modalities serve as alternate pathways through the modern dilemma: life and/in/as demise.124 Before continuing my discussion of Tyler, the Creator in relationship to Larsen’s Quicksand, I want to consider briefly another take on Tyler’s alteration of gender-sexuality performance as additional context for thinking about his take on deathlife. We are reminded by Moya Bailey that one can understand “queer” as “the abnormal, the strange, the dangerous.… Queer is a total rejection of the regime of the Normal.”125 And while this shift is helpful, it isn’t complete. There is more, another turn, that extends possibilities. While the death impulse aggressively acted out through his bacchic joy in demise isn’t what Bailey has in mind, there is something about the disruption of sexuality tied to Tyler’s presentation of deathlife that might be engaged through her framework of the “homolatent,” which, “unlike ‘queer,’ ‘homosexual,’ or ‘same gender loving’ … attempts to address the abjection of desire.” Bailey continues, “I offer the term homolatent: ‘homo’ to foreground the same gender orientation of the behavior and ‘latent’ to foreshadow the ‘pathological’ potential of queer desire’s rupture into the real.”126 In this sense, there are potential connections between what Bailey labels homolatent and what I reference in terms of the bacchic. However, while Bailey highlights Odd Future Wolf Gang Kill Them All, I limit consideration to one figure from that group, Tyler, the Creator.

As Bailey rightly notes, the work of Odd Future speaks “to a grandiose performance of pain and violence that is inextricably linked to masculinity.”127 There is “anti/social-social” interplay between gender and sexuality frameworks with a consistency that is defined only in terms of its repeated attack on social identities. Gender and sexuality are rendered both visible and opaque (e.g., both stereotypically heterosexual and also “homosocial”) while becoming a mechanism by means of which lyrical performance disturbs distinction between sexualized joy and demise. One might call this a mode of queering or contravention that challenges the nature of life-death relationality—but one given a more graphic dimension through its homolatent quality that involves a “perverse” playfulness with/in the structures of gender and sexuality used to capture the erotic quality of the desire named by this destructiveness. There is an aggressiveness, a violence that captures the demise expressed with such pleasure in the lyrical images offered. Tyler’s smile isn’t simply for the camera. Yet neither queer nor homolatent sufficiently captures the underlying impulse or social rationale for the lyrics expressed to the extent that neither term can account adequately for the thanatological quality of Blackness undergirding and informing the lyrical content. Embedded in his lyrics and performance is an effort to display a vile posture of contradiction (e.g., violence allows for a type of fluidity of identity), leaving listeners anxious and hyperaware of pain—or, perhaps, open to a futureless future. To miss this point is to miss the particular need (e.g., Blackness as a safeguard against white death) that fuels the nihilism—the “I don’t give a fuck” as a radical individualism and not a call for community—that Bailey critiques.128 In fact, on second thought, it isn’t really nihilism in that nihilism assumes an option (e.g., better relationships, healthy gender and sexuality conversations), when what artists like Tyler recognize is the inability to distinguish such a life option from its negation. Bailey wants to find through homolatent relationships in hip hop a source of optimism and a means by which to construct future. However, Tyler’s queering of circumstances (even when further read through homolatency) offers no grounds for optimism—if by optimism is meant a source of life outside the grasp of death—which is to say death is ever present.

Bailey discusses latency—for example, an expressed interplay of masculinity, heterosexuality, and queerness—in terms of dynamics of engagement within the realm called life that cause pain and death. There is, with that scenario, something recognizable as life that is lost. One might say homolatent aggression is an effort to produce a context for life, to resist what serves as symbols of incomplete status. However, the framework can’t be pushed too far in relationship to Tyler in that his aim, his aggression, is meant to produce demise not over against life but rather as indistinguishable from life.129 With Tyler’s enactments, there is slippage with respect to identity (a celebration of contradiction), but there isn’t a way to conceive the self or others that can serve to detangle life from death. Rather, his employment of the homolatent is a stylized performance of violence that ends any distinction between life and death. In this case, application of homolatency, over against how Bailey draws it from Octavia Butler’s work, involves not a reactive measure born of frustration but rather a determined act complete in itself—that is, destruction not as a consequence of unfulfilled aims but rather an act of demise as joy.

My argument is that the bacchic, as Larsen phrases it and Tyler, the Creator enacts it, appeals within hip hop as a positive depiction of demise as the ultimate erotic act against the nature of death hidden by whiteness. While the circumstances are far from the same, there is with Tyler a similar push toward the pleasure of destroying what the social world intends. For Crane, this is a destruction of the social coding that renders Black women tamed by a whiteness that demands a certain utility be assigned to them—a utility that involves a controlled consumption of Black pleasure safeguarding white life. Crane sees this graphically with Europe, but there are ways in which the “tragic mulatto” figure she represents is also defined by a shadow whiteness that is visible to Blacks. It’s a double bind that serves to simply reinforce the dictates of the social world. Even the desire to “give herself” to someone who also suffered the social world’s framing of Blackness couldn’t address the fundamental issue: a “feeling of ridicule and self-loathing remained.” As Larsen describes the situation after Crane’s failed attempt to connect with Dr. Anderson—who represented an exercise of Black being within the constrictions of whiteness’s dedicates of respectability, “Almost she wished she could die. Not quite. It wasn’t that she was afraid of death, which had, she thought, its picturesque aspects. It was rather that she knew she could not die. And death, after the debacle, would but intensify its absurdity. Also, it would reduce her, Helga Crane, to unimportance, to nothingness. Even in her unhappy state, that did not appeal to her.”130 As the story develops, the narrative reaches a turning point in which the erotic signals not white ownership but rather a mode of signifying Black self-expression that engages pleasurable movement assumed to be for a purpose beyond the limits of the social world.

Crane stumbles out into the rain and enters a Harlem church service where worship takes “on an almost Bacchic vehemence” through a deeply embodied play. “Behind her, before her, beside her,” writes Larsen, “frenzied women gesticulated, screamed, wept, and tottered to the praying of the preacher, which had gradually become a cadenced chant.… It went on and on without pause with the persistence of some unconquerable faith exalted beyond time and reality.” It was an event that urged both intrigue but also disgust from Crane. Ultimately, she was captured by the energy: “She felt an echo of the weird orgy resound in her own heart; she felt herself possessed by the same madness.”131 It is not a crude drunkenness. Rather, it is a “taste” of Bacchus’s wine that opens one to a type of embodied joy—a moment during which whiteness is reduced in power and scope. It is a certain modality of the ecstatic meant to contour the imposed rigidity of the social world. It is a ritual movement through death that pushes beyond death. It is for Crane to be, like Bacchus, both dead and alive. Yet when one places this church scene within the larger drama of the social world, this for Helga is an effort to escape death (i.e., irrelevance), which ultimately leads to the strong potential for both irrelevance and physical demise—those very things she has worked to safeguard against over the course of an expansive geography: the South, the Northeast, Europe, and back.

Of importance here is how the bacchic exposure to Blackness ritualized and expressed as a cipher for a reality opposed to the social world (i.e., the Black Church as counterpoint) signals a shift in Crane’s thinking on the nature and meaning of demise. This altered epistemology doesn’t end the dilemma of death but rather positions her differently by opening her to greater awareness of the mechanisms of dominance that whiteness seeks to hide. It is Bacchus’s assistance with a moral conundrum by “aiding … ascent towards God through ‘divine frenzy’ or ‘divine madness’ ” that matters within the context of this Black Pentecostal quaking encountered by Crane.132 As scholars have noted, Bacchus provides a terrible point of access between frenzy and control, “animal” instincts and “higher” ideals, between wild abandon that rips apart and displays demise, and passage to new and profound modalities of presence.133 Theologically speaking, it is death of an “old self” and birth of a new “self,” a new self that isn’t free from the threat of demise. Even in this religious ritualization, death and life merge, and the practice of the “righteous” is meant to tame the implications of this merger. Crane would reflect on religion that it was “an illusion. Yes. But better, far better, than this terrible reality. Religion had, after all, its uses. It blunted the perceptions. Robbed life of its crudest truths. Especially it had its uses for the poor—and the blacks.”134

The bacchic challenge for Crane is posed in terms of states of being, metaphysical locations within the context of a troubled social world in which a cruel tension exists between life (e.g., salvation) and death (e.g., sin) that pitted theological framings against sociocultural materiality. Such is the dilemma, cast in sociocultural and theological terms: the display of Black bodies performing themselves, while also pointing out an energy that dismantles the character’s ontology and sense of space (read as belonging).135 The link between life and death pervades this book, but it is with this bacchic framing that this presence of death entails a rugged but short-lived joy—a modality of the erotic expressed through the intoxication of lucidity regarding circumstances. Near the end of the story, when her physical body displays graphically the merger of life and death, Larsen speaks to Crane’s lucidity regarding circumstances. “The neighbors and churchfolk,” Larsen writes, “came in for their share of her all-embracing hatred. She hated their raucous laughter, their stupid acceptance of all things, and their unfailing trust in ‘de Lawd.’ ”136

There is difference in the contextual dynamics (some of which, no doubt, is built on their different socially coded circumstances, such as the ramped misogyny within his lyrics and a lingering challenge of respectability within Larsen’s story); still, one finds with Larsen’s Crane a bumping against the restrictive enterprise of the social world and its stranglehold on desire, and there is with Tyler a rejection of this enterprise. Significant differences recognized, there is a shared defiance that labels both Crane and Tyler as social outcasts and misfits—by both whites and Blacks who adhere to the logic of the social world. There is a shared and troubled refusal to think the “self” using a metaphysical standard of excellence that simply hides under its pronouncements a commitment to the status quo above all else. This acquaintance with the Black Church that transforms her social circumstances (e.g., now a preacher’s wife, in a small town, with children) doesn’t free from the markings of Blackness intended by the social world. Crane surmises that “what ailed the whole Negro race in America, [was] this fatuous belief in the white man’s God, this childlike trust in full compensation for all woes and privations in ‘kingdom come.’ ”137 And something of this epistemological rebellion surfaces in the raw lyrical rant of Tyler, the Creator:


Fuck your traditions, fuck your positions

Fuck your religion, fuck your decisions

They’re not mine, so you gotta let ’em go.138



With Crane, the reader is met by death, for example, the birth of children consuming her well-being, a community devouring her sense of self, and a husband whose company troubled her, all leading to her physical and ontological demise to be recognized and struggled against as a dimension of life. I find a hint of this posture when Larsen describes Crane’s self-reflexive moment at the end of the novella. Thinking about how to get out of her circumstances, Larsen writes, “How, then, was she to escape from the oppression, the degradation, that her life had become? It was so difficult. It was terribly difficult. It was almost hopeless.… [F]or a while—for the immediate present, she told herself—she put aside the making of any plan for her going. ‘I’m still,’ she reasoned, ‘too weak, too sick. By and by, when I’m really strong.’ ”139 Death and life are held together and expressed as such through her plotting and planning.

A social position that allows distinction between the two and provides the resources to “think” this distinction isn’t available to those who can’t claim whiteness, and this is despite the effort of Black Church theology and ethics to claim otherwise. Crane uncovers these mechanics of the social world and denounces the delusion of the Black Church’s faith in a distinction promised in the “by and by.” The ethics demanded by whiteness and the ethics promoted by the Church are both without satisfaction in that both hide the nature of death. Neither Crane nor Tyler occasions such deception. In Tyler’s words, religion “keeps people in a box and won’t allow them to do what the fuck they want.”140 What I mean to point out is simply a particular perspective on death that is cast through an exposing of whiteness’s intent played out through Blackness. Crane knows death and seeks to manage it as life through a continuing longing for transformation of circumstances allowing for a greater fullness through “freedom from” (i.e., she wants to escape all the trappings of her small town and her patriarchal, economically repressed, and culturally monotone life). In so doing, she seeks to gain for herself a life as it is intended for those shrouded by whiteness. Yet, as Crane knows through her rejection of whiteness’s projection of divinity, divinity does not deny or destroy the presence of death.141 As Larsen recounts,


With the obscuring curtain of religion rent, she was able to look about her and see with shocked eyes this thing that she had done to herself. She couldn’t, she thought ironically, even blame God for it, now that she knew that He didn’t exist.… The white man’s God. And His great love for all people regardless of race! What idiotic nonsense she had allowed herself to believe. How could she, how could anyone, have been so deluded? How could ten million black folk credit it when daily before their eyes was enacted its contradiction?142



The preacher and the “faithful” alter nothing for Crane, and “therapy’s been sinning and niggas getting offended,” Tyler writes, because “they don’t want to fuck with me ’cause I do not fuck with religion.”143

Tyler (at least certain iterations of his persona) embraces the pain and pleasure tied to death (i.e., the blending of the possible and the impossible). Death, in a graphic sense, isn’t feared. It’s consumed, brought into life to, in a bacchic sense, produce a deeply erotic poetics of pleasure without inhibitions that “kill” distinction: is he gay or straight, imagining or advocating, insane or not, and so on. This isn’t to say that artists such as Tyler (in certain modalities) entail a firm transfiguration of Bacchus. Instead, I mean to suggest Tyler, the Creator’s framing, as is also the case with earlier narrations such as Quicksand, entails qualities of a bacchic mood or sensibilities played out through a range of imagined thoughts and activities that run contrary to the social world’s attended bracketing off of death.
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ZOMBIC HUNGER




All I see is Zombies

Feeding all around us.




These lyrics from Childish Gambino’s track titled “Zombies” (2016) point to the overwhelming presence of the living dead, the un/dead, the walking dead, or any of the many other ways of naming those who constitute death.1 What these lines hint at is a strategy of demise that troubles the social world and that, because of this challenge to the narrative of order, is never far from consideration within cultural narratives.

If these narratives reflect the social world back on itself, then, there would have to be death. According to Brad Evans and Henry Giroux, there is a climate of violence—a history, really, and “beneath the surface of every semblance of peace, it is possible to identify all too easily the scars of sacrifice and the bloodshed of victims whose only error was often to be born in a cruel age.”2 Stories concerning the US preoccupation with death (even when this involves avoiding death) are often played out in literary terms, through the characters of writers such as Richard Wright. For example, there are efforts to read murder in gangsta rap through the trope of Bigger Thomas, yet for this figure murder is unintentional; it isn’t an act but rather a reaction.3 There is not for Thomas a sense that murder constitutes a relationship to death; rather it represents the consequences of social arrangements. Thomas denies the act but embraces the punishment, whereas the gangsta rapper embraces the act but denies the punishment. The other murder, the other taking of life, for Thomas is nonconsequential in that it involves an effort to escape conditions.4 Murder framed this way, however, doesn’t account for all presentations of demise. Think, for example, of hip hop. “The beautiful murder, the murder lifted into the mind of ‘winged words,’ ” writes Michael Collins, “is in many ways the heartbeat of American culture—indeed, of all western culture.… Hardcore rappers rhyming about blowing away their foes with 9-millimeter pistols are in a sense part of a grand and troubling tradition.”5 Or, as Nick De Genova frames it, “Gangster rap is the expression of an urban American ‘culture of terror’ and ‘space of death.’ ”6 Put yet another way, “Everywhere history has been written in blood.”7

Here, however, I argue that the zombie is an existential and ontological step beyond the “natural born killer,” “thug,” and “bad nigga” personae found in cultural narratives of rough existence.8 While recognizing this perspective on demise framed in terms of the gangsta persona, my interest is in a different take—one where the moral and ethical codes of the social world are without bearing and when death isn’t framed over against life. Gangsta narratives assume life-taking life, death as the product of active life. Here death as distinct from life is normative.9 While certainly akin to this personification of violence, what I speak to in this chapter is a different arrangement—a larger description and discussion of performance of death consuming life. What I have in mind is more consistent with the imagery presented by Jay-Z in his verse on “Monster” (2010)—the creature, “a zombie with no conscience,” or the “motherfuckin’ monster” claimed in that track and forcefully presented in certain aspects of horrorcore rap.10

This style of rap confronts death, shepherds it, and forces proximity. There is no safe distance, no ability to bracket it in that its agents are legion and reflected in the troubling persona of the artist beyond what the social world intends. There is a distinction here with respect to the image by means of which violence is understood and performed. For gangsta rap, as I understand it, the image is the crazed, antisocial human operating at the margins of society; but with horrorcore I am pointing to a differently arranged presence—the type of existence in line with Gravedigger’s self-description on “Flatline”: “I’m not a human being; I’m a walking poltergeist.”11 These zombic artists envision the world of death in a particular manner—a way that can’t be easily explained away or absorbed by the narrative of white life, and such is the terror for whiteness. This is the point: death in this context eludes rationality; it escapes the social structures of behavior meant to serve as boundaries between death and life.

Zombies are unleashed on the world. As the Flatlinerz offer by way of warning, “Run, run, run for your life; Flatlinerz coming to kill in the night.”12 What is to be made of a graphic alternative—one that highlights death but disrupts certain dimensions of death according to the social world’s normative tale? Whiteness projects Blacks as the embodiment of death, a lifeless “something” that takes life and produces death. And the taking on of the zombie persona by hip hop artists might be said to avoid a denial of death through a death that renders life a mode of thanatology. This is the consumption of life by death, making the two indistinguishable through the act of taking—or, better yet, in this case, through zombic hunger. As one line goes, “turnin’ niggas into zombies.”13 In videos for the Gravediggaz, whose line this is, sometimes faces are painted and in this way push against an aesthetic defined as resembling the “human,” and this provides some distinction regarding the embodiment of death—an openness to behave outside the grammar of societal moral and ethical codes.14 The tools for destruction, for death, might be the same as those found in gangsta rap (although more commonly they go without detailed description), but the meaning isn’t the same. Rather than the consequence of the marginalized seeking retribution (e.g., wealth and status), death with the zombie is the nature and purpose of existence. When the narrative of whiteness is unchallenged, Blacks are the wildness of death tamed. As the agent of death, however, the zombic artist marks a different perception—the inability to bracket death.

Scholars such as Charis Kubrin seem to suggest rap speaks to and about a cultural code, a mood of sorts shaping a collective ethos of conduct and perception that varies from a more normative stance or arrangement of life.15 Here’s where I think the discussion of zombic death fosters a difference. The ontology of death, the reality of death as layered and already always performed as life, cuts across various lines of cultural demarcation.16 The connection between death and living, embodiment and the dynamics of death, is consistent. The living dead, the zombie, can be thought of as marking something along the lines of what Lauren Berlant and Lee Edelman label “negativity,” which is meant to name “incoherencies and divisions” that disturb the effort to fix identity and that disrupt the pretense of control and autonomy.17 There are also ways in which this performance of death means what William Pawlett labels a “structure of difference,” which entails a “socially-designated identity position of difference or otherness in relation to another socially-designated position.”18 In this case, the performance—the consuming of death—involves an overdetermination, which obscures any distinction (i.e., boundaries of enactment) between what are considered in normative social terms the dead and the alive. Traditional modality of explanation—the standard grammar of existence—does not rectify this situation. The accepted modeling of ontology fails to fully capture the nature of this encounter.19 This is more than projection of the “unhuman” in that the grammar of humanity (read whiteness) is out of bounds, nondescriptive in this context because the zombie isn’t simply a reconstituting of life as less than life.20 It involves the uselessness of such considerations because the zombie constitutes nothing that can be so demarcated. Zombies, then, represent a failed geography of distinction—an expanse toxic and marked by the failure of moral and ethical codes to signal order.

While zombies are best known in terms of Haitian Vodou and often used as a cautionary tale against Black independence and personhood, the Western attention to and production of zombies coincides with the creation of modernity’s “negroes.”21 Whiteness is a social construct that constructs. The zombie is meant to be a trope supporting the heavy weight of the social world and its various narratives of white superiority, or more generally white life. However, the fiction of the zombie as the safeguard against the death of whiteness is challenged by the very weight of that narrative. Hence, the zombie, it seems, also marks the destruction of whiteness’s work—the end of space and time as confinement—as the framework for white life and its ontological tales.


What Zombies Do

While marked with a variety of meanings, the idea of the zombie would capture popular attention and would do so typically in the form of religious practitioners harnessing labor and service by bringing people back from the dead in the form of will-less, agency-denied zombies.22 While the actuality of such beings is and has been debated, at least as metaphor, the Haitian zombie provided a cautionary tale of cultural chaos, social disorder, economic confusion, and political trauma when Europeans aren’t in control: life bleeding into death.23 The term zombie isn’t of European origin but is more properly associated with West Africa; from that location it moved, as did African bodies, across the Atlantic Ocean. To the extent zombification marks the emergence of modernity, it has something to do with Europe’s reconstitution of African existence through the process of enslavement. In this manner, as the field of zombie studies tends to recognize, the grammar of the un/dead performed as the zombie has its beginning in the slave trade and the language of slavery—and by extension is often explored in relationship to categories of race and economics.24

Borrowing from Orlando Patterson, Afropessimists think of this process of enslavement, its production of Blackness, in relationship to “social death” as an ontological transformation whereby the enslaved (and their descendants) are objects who exist for the benefit of subjects—and this arrangement is in lieu of physical death.25 According to Frank Wilderson, the enslaved isn’t “an oppressed subject, who experiences exploitation and alienation, but … an object of accumulation and fungibility (exchangeability).”26 From this situation two relationships to being are established: whiteness is couched in the language of humanity and expressed through a positive ontology grounding what I call white life, and Blackness (the existence of the enslaved and their descendants) is made to connote a position of anti-ontology, the nonhuman, or what I would reference as death. In other words, the enslaved and their descendants are not recognized through the grammar of identity and agency tied to a narrative of freedom. Rather, they are objects constituted in relationship to an anti-Blackness that holds together the social world and maintains the centrality of whiteness—of a limited and limiting structuring of the human as over against Black existence. This is the nature of “social death” as a position defined by anti-ontology, or what I would call the irrelevance of Blacks as dead.27 In either case, there is something about Black existence that is captured through death—through a limited movement in the world as mobile substance, but not humans living. Death that names the zombie is given sanction and epistemological force resistant to logic and reason and other modalities of interrogation.28 All this placed the zombie within the story of enslavement and continued anti-Black mechanisms of collective life in the Americas—that is, in the service of whiteness’s privileged logic of life.

By the early twentieth century, stories of zombies had infiltrated the US popular imagination through literature and then movies and, pushing beyond limited religious practices, provided a more general depiction of the un/dead who threaten the very grounding of collective life. They are those who, in a word, expose demise and threaten the logic of white life as distinct and bounded against death.29 Literature spoke of a different mode of existence, one devoid of all the traditional markers of life, and the films projected the possibility of contamination: “They’re coming to get you … there’s one of them now!”30

The timing of attention to the zombie in the United States is telling. The push beyond the Caribbean speaks not to a shift in epistemological and ontological considerations regarding the Americas in general and the zombie in particular. Rather, anxiety over an expanded geography, infected by what the zombie represented beyond religious-theological practices, was at best difficult to control and marked a growing awareness of the pervasiveness of death as uncontained and destructive on every level. Blackness posed a “darkening,” so to speak, of the social world that threatened the “natural” state of whiteness. And the trope of the zombie served as a satisfying mechanism for indirectly naming and rehearsing this challenge. The “creation” of the zombie comes about through a manipulation of cultural frameworks and language—including the construction of various environments and the nurturing of particular existential conditions—by means of which the status of the victim is altered and the “other” put into clear and terrifying focus as “emptied of being, a receptacle of nothingness, wholly other.”31

On the heels of a failed effort to colonize Haiti, and as the United States entered the Great Depression, the zombie became in the US imagination a geography of marginalized beings.32 A sociocultural misstep is tied to economic failure, and so “many Americans were made aware of just how powerless they were in the capitalist system. Identification with zombies, then, may have been particularly resonant in the 1930s United States, as zombies became an ideological critique of modernity.… Furthermore, the depression exacerbated racial tensions, and stereotypes of people of color thrived.… They became the monsters, so to speak.”33 The zombie marked, then, both the presence of death as physical demise and also a loss of meaning or irrelevance as an even greater threat to the logic holding together the social world and the significance of whiteness it is meant to safeguard. As this need to maintain a narrative of meaning increased, the aesthetic and aim of the zombie shifted: more gruesome, more evidence of physical decay, and a growing hunger for human flesh. Zombies decay, but only to a point. They are residue, or what remains when humanity isn’t present—an animated void of a kind when markers of robust meaning aren’t possible. As writers have noted, the metaphorical significance of the zombie can’t be overstated in that “the true horror in these movies lies in the prospect of Westerners becoming dominated, subjugated, symbolically raped, and effectively ‘colonized’ by pagan representations.”34 In this way one might say there is a fluidity of representation marking the zombie tied to various cultural connotations and expressed in relationship to various modalities of ritual enactment—religion, politics, economics, sociality, and so on—impinging, shifting, changing, and reflecting the challenge to the distinction between life and death.

To call zombies “Americans,” or “citizens,” would be to lose sight of their significance and to misname a trope. The un/dead wandering the earth often functions as a trope meant to reflect problematic socioeconomic and political arrangements (i.e., neoliberalism) of a collective life gone wrong—the manner in which systems of production and display are so troubled and troubling as to remove a full sense of humanity.35 For example, as the United States struggled with social justice during the twentieth century, zombie depictions took a turn with the work of George Romero, whose film Night of the Living Dead (1968) was meant to wrestle with issues of capitalism and racial injustice.36 The zombie, at times a slow-moving and flesh-eating creature, stood for a variety of marginalized populations and, through its destruction of social arrangements and boundaries, spoke an unspoken word against socioeconomic and political constructs (e.g., ethical and moral stipulations) that shaped and consumed and left in their wake only a fraction of the being that once was. As Sarah Juliet Lauro makes clear, there is a link between the nineteenth-century and twentieth-century presentations of the zombie, a binding together based on a shared logic of opposition. In other words, if the zombie of twentieth- and twenty-first-century cinema can be said to be “about” capitalism, this is only because the much longer-lived zombie myth that the film industry attempts to absorb is “about” colonialism. And the zombie myth is not just concerned with the disempowerment of the colonial subject but equally the dialectical exchanges between masters and slaves, between the colonized and the colonizer; and as such it is also about the cultural powers of the entirely real domain of the imaginary, as retained even by those who are described as socially dead.37 Related to this, “Romero’s films,” writes David Pagano, “involve the … paradox that the world must end in order for there to be any future for the world.”38 Where I differ is not with the apocalyptic tone, but rather the sense of future within Pagano’s comment. I suggest instead that the threat of the zombie is the perceived enveloping of the world ended—the end of the world as final and with it the end of the logic securing white life: “There’s no escape, there’s nowhere to run.”39 Some are left behind, not consumed by death, and what remains is only the possibility of a grammar of death—a descriptive process incapable of including life. What remains is “nothing” in a certain sense: “Nothing will brace you, nothing prepares; for all the pain that might be out there; Life is but a dream, no, it’s a nightmare.”40 In short, it is the end of future because the zombie consumes the logic of life (as a distinct and “safe” reality), thereby exposing the hidden meaning of deathlife.

Various scholars in zombie studies have noted the zombie as troubling the category of being to the degree the zombie is both human and not human, but I want to take that further: the formula of white supremacy mutated the condition of the African and transformed “it” into an irrelevant reality—hence the zombie marked out as a cautionary tale the “place” and movement of death.41 The zombie’s presence poses a threat (perceived ontologically through whiteness) in the form of a question: “Is there the possibility that [whites] could be absent from [themselves], that [they] could look into the body and find only an absence?”42 Such a question “is ontologically terrifying because it denies humans that which makes us human … a physical body occupied by nothingness—a human shell lacking whatever properties are presumed to constitute self to our consciousness.”43 In effect, one might say the zombie presence is an apocalypse necessary for the (dis)ordering of the United States around the logic of whiteness and its demands regarding the nature and meaning of (white) life.44

Death shapes the “American imagination” and comes to define the structuring of what constitutes life and, by extension, what must be bracketed off—with Blacks as a prime example of the uncertain Other who threatens. Or, one might say, “Black death [is a] predictable and constitutive aspect of democracy.”45 Whether a critique of collective infrastructure or a cautionary tale against the loss of the Western way of life, the zombie is saturated with death. It is overdetermined with respect to its connection to death by being death; but the form in which this is communicated varies over time and depending on context. What is more, Blackness as death is a complex epistemological and ontological determination constitutive of the world. Christina Sharpe theorizes this embodied practice of Blackness (i.e., death) as the “wake” involving the continuing disruptive nature of a past that isn’t subdued, controlled, or ended but instead “produces death and trauma.”46 This, I would add, isn’t just the negation of ontology by means of which the structuring of demise still requires and utilizes the grammar of ontology in reverse. No, what I propose through the zombie is an analytic by means of which I want to emphasize a state not describable adequately using this grammar of ontology as such (the effort to use this grammar serves only to reinforce the problem)—i.e., anti-ontology. Rather, it is a state outside ontology in that it entails death (i.e., nonbeing) and life (i.e., being) at the same time—and as such it doesn’t allow for the type of “boundary between” I perceive as present in the ontology/non-ontology dichotomy.47 So, I seek to further clarify the lack of coherence through the category of irrelevance as the inability to read or measure Blackness through a sliding scale of ontologies.48 In other words, what if Blackness is equated with death and life—over against the objections of whites? The logic of whiteness is troubled by this disruption and actively seeks to destroy through a quarantine of Blackness as object for use. The zombie is both a marker of physical death and a symbol of irrelevance that marches toward the contamination of human life through both modes of death. Whether called a “symbol,” a “metaphor,” or some other abstraction, the zombie speaks about and from death and in this way already and always forces confrontation with the reach of death into life.49 They are dangerous entities regarding whom the grammar of (white) life is inappropriate, and they are entities of destruction without the social boundaries produced by storied ethical and moral obligation. While death is present in the various depictions of the zombie, Kevin Boon has argued that the zombie is a flexible symbol in that depictions change over time and in light of cultural need, at times even contradicting or competing with the optics and “staging” with earlier framings of the symbol—offering a variety of messages concerning the nature and meaning of life and death.50

The zombie is a particular blurring of Blackness and whiteness in that it is an existence marked and recognized only to the extent it spreads death and entails a profound threat against white life as a form of safety.51 This is death that can’t be bracketed or captured by traditional moral-ethical discourses of contact and conduct. It eludes a sense of death as distinct and “personal” in that it maintains the unpredictability, the inconceivable consumption of embodied life. This is the source of ontological paranoia to the extent death by zombie involves excess of death—death by the dead exposing the lie of distinct life. This is death beyond what the system needs to preserve itself and its logic. It is indiscriminate, wild, without remorse and without apparent narrative of acceptable purpose. Encountering the zombie is not to risk death from a distance, but to have life consumed by death. In this way, zombies prompt catastrophic anxiety in that the presentation of death raises questions concerning the inevitability of death, which forces whites to think death when their privilege of whiteness is meant to safeguard from that need.52 In a word, zombies are created to offer a narrative of life over against death—to name and position “the” threat against the social world. However, in so doing, the zombie points out the illusion of distinction, exposing the lie of boundaries between life and death because it makes apparent the hidden nature of deathlife. Once “created,” the zombie can’t be controlled. In a sense, the zombie kills not other zombies but also whites (i.e., those assumed by the social world to be alive), and it seeks to do so until there are no more, until the world ends.

I want to think about killing, murder, demise as a mode of infection, and by this I mean to name the manner in which death is spread as social disorganization, or to borrow, again, from Berlant and Edelman, a “negativity” that disrupts a fixed and total identity through the specter of death.53 There isn’t the possibility of a fix, of a boundary that walls off discomfort and demise—there is only the ongoing specter of death. From 1619 moving forward, the fear has been that zombies might kill—the not fully alive enslaved and free Africans might not simply be death; they might cause death. The zombie is a “sticky” metaphor, or one might call it a fundamental curse “that follows the oppressor home”—if one reads the “oppressor” as being the protectors of whiteness deployed to attempt a short-circuiting of death.54 This is not simply a metaphor for chaos, although it is certainly that; rather, it is also literal death and demise of meaning by way of which both physical end and irrelevance are a threat to the population charged with avoiding death/the dead. They might become like the zombie and lose their whiteness as a marker of life. It is the “bleeding edges,” as Sharon Holland describes the penetrating nature of the dead that is feared.55

One might say, along with Jane Anna Gordon and Lewis Gordon, the zombie constitutes a dilemma, self-made but terrifying nonetheless. The zombie in this way isn’t a closed system but rather reflects its creator (i.e., whiteness) and the creator’s anxieties regarding death. But rather than understanding zombies as “symptomatic,” as Gordon and Gordon describe monsters in their marking out that “something has gone wrong,” I would suggest the zombie constitutes despised potentiality—that is to say, something can or will go wrong.56 To put it more explicitly, death will happen and relevance (life) isn’t identical to whiteness. The terror in part rests in the fact that, just as the zombies continue to impinge upon space, this questioning or exposing of death continues. Whites shouldn’t think of escape from this metaphysical dilemma as tied to the destruction of zombies. They can’t be destroyed in this way in that whiteness will continue to need Blacks in an effort to keep its organizational logic intact. And it will continue to project Blacks in such a way as to justify the violent restrictions demanded by whiteness. The zombie can’t be scapegoated.57 Ending a zombie does nothing to end the terror; it does nothing to bracket off and confine death; and it doesn’t safeguard whiteness against its enemies. No appeal can be made to zombies, and by extension whiteness can’t justify the production of zombies without exposing its shortcomings. Traditional grammars of exchange and organization of energy fail to the extent Blacks (because of Blackness) can’t be incorporated into the schema. This status is tied to a narrative of dangerous difference whereby the language of human community, of values, of citizenry does not apply—and therefore can’t be used to establish a robust sense of life for Blacks.58

One might call Blackness a type of “undoing.”59 With the modifications I suggest above, as Calvin Warren notes, “The boundaries of the human are shored-up by this antagonism and without it, the human, and the world within which it lives, would cease to exist,” so “the non-ontology of blackness [what I have labeled anti-ontology, or would call the irrelevance of Blackness] secures the boundaries of the human; it delimits the coordinates of the human.”60 In a certain sense, one might say, to borrow from Frank Wilderson, “From the incoherence of Black death, America generates the coherence of white life.”61 Even the depiction of the aesthetic of zombification gathered from film speaks to this incoherent destruction. The zombie so depicted typically is not without the destruction of flesh—decaying flesh, oozing openings, pieces of skin and muscle ripped off. One might view this in relationship to the destruction of flesh, noted by Hortense Spillers as the mutilation of the markers of meaning, which leaves only the body manipulated by anti-Blackness—what others might call the corpse, or what I reference as the zombie.62 Despite the difference in the technology used to do it, think of Spillers’s description of this flesh ripped away and do so in relationship to the zombies as I’ve described them and, perhaps, as you’ve seen in movies and on television: “The anatomical specifications of rupture, of altered human tissue, take on the objective description of laboratory prose—eyes beaten out, arms, backs, skulls branded, a left jaw, a right ankle, punctured; teeth missing, as the calculated work of iron, whips, chains, knives, the canine patrol, the bullet.”63 The decaying of flesh through a mysterious process without proper genealogical narrative produces, on one hand, a body fit for extreme labor and other modes of abuse; on the other, it produces the body as the dead/undead who both represent and produce the terror of demise. In either case Blackness is, to borrow from Saidiya Hartman, projected as “abject, threatening, servile, dangerous, dependent, irrational, and infectious.”64 What is left is body—the form, the container, metaphor, or marker of death performed. The zombie is without flesh to the extent it is without meaning—cannot be read through a grammar of significance—or perhaps what Brotha Lynch Hung applies when saying “somethin’ ’bout the brain is aimless.”65 This body, then, “has no corporeal integrity.… [I]t has no depth, no repressed wish to be revealed or decoded. In a way the zombie body is not a sign, but rather a sticky surface that signs cling to.”66 One might call the zombie a cipher or a containerlike trope. This is how whiteness imagines it and how the logic of the social world needs it.67 The zombie is meant to be a receptacle holding the anxiety of whiteness, all that whiteness can’t bear and also maintain its perception of humanity.68 While the zombie represents (white) necessity, it also constitutes a threat to the logic of utility, or the production of Blackness without relevance but instead with the function of an object.

Attempting to think with Spillers, it is the flesh we see falling away, decaying, rendered putrid and disgusting. Instead of the enslaver or other forms of anti-Blackness tearing at it, death dismantles it, pulls at it, discolors it, and renders it nauseating. This flesh, this “primary narrative,” as Spillers calls it, falls away, littering the philosophical and physical geography of space or engagement with death. It trails away (a trail followed by whiteness), and with it that which might suggest a substance to this “container”—a meaning to this form beyond the work it does for/against whiteness. The decay—broadly considered—or the compromised state of fixity speaks to the assumed (but false) distinction between geography of death and the human as alive. In either case, whether Spillers’s destruction of flesh (i.e., “primary narrative”) or zombification, the intention is this: meaning and agency are destroyed, and what is left is a capsule of otherness.69

The flesh is forgotten: Who knows how the zombie has come about? In response to this question, one might say that the zombie “doesn’t generate historical categories of entitlement, sovereignty”; that is to say, they “are ‘off the map’ with respect to the cartography that charts civil society’s semiotics,” and so, the zombie has “a past, but not a heritage.”70 The zombie is made as such—as porous, degraded stuff, oddly serving as a somewhat safe receptacle for death, but only if it can be so named and confined. Tim Lanzendörfer argues that the function of the zombie is less significant as metaphor, and what is more important is “the worlds it enables.”71 I twist this a bit and instead highlight the manner in which the zombie signifies the capacity to destroy worlds and, in this way, heighten the sense of an “end” to (white) life. The process of this creation is hidden (if not forgotten) of necessity. It must come across as natural; the zombie must “just happen” without clear antecedents, and the terror it produces must be such that it overcomes any sustainable effort toward construction and purpose. They are present by negation; they matter through function. The narrative of irrelevance manifest in the zombie is too “fantastic,” too bizarre, and too unreal to carry logical interrogation.72 The utility of the zombie is pure threat, pure warning, and pure caution: stay at the ready against Blackness (that is, irrelevance and physical death). Warren, Spillers, and others speak in terms of responses to Blackness (e.g., torture, punishment, rape, and so on). Do such approaches to pain work on zombies?

The zombie isn’t necessarily real in a historical sense; but it has “substance” if one considers the influence and impact of the zombie as a tragic trope—as a cipher by means of which physical death and anxiety over irrelevance are played out. The zombie represents death as an attachment, as a strangling device that ever threatens demise because “attack seems already past and always impending, always … behind and in front of you, marking an expansive temporal horizon of violence and terror.”73 The zombie occasions demise without falling victim to it. It brings punishment to which it isn’t accountable or vulnerable. This is a state of suspension—a condition marked by a moral and ethical void that means only death as life / life as death. Perhaps this is in part the fear for whites: the zombie as constructed doesn’t fall victim to the usual strategies of confinement. What must be taken from them is the thing the social narrative denies them: a functioning reasonableness associated with the human mind. For example, according to popularized cultural narratives, a bullet to the head stops a zombie, but this isn’t the destruction of its center of reason (“I think, therefore I am,” for instance), but more along the lines of turning off a “motor” for locomotion.

The zombie has the potential to destroy whiteness and the social world housing it, without whites having recourse to the standard practices of containment. Zombies destroy both the social world and any system by way of which meaning can be assessed and the distinctive quality of the human gauged. The zombie functions outside the grammar of world-building; it moves without concern for the history of personhood and any markers of meaning so sacred to whiteness. It is mobilized disregard, destruction without will or insight. The zombie exists outside the structure of accord that marks the boundaries of the world. The zombie has only a shadow, a glimmer, of familiarity that quickly falls away. The production of equipment for the performance of death is dangerous business because it exposes something about the whites doing the making: Why the need for this object of annihilation? What is the weakness of whites and their whiteness that demands this display of death?



Horrorcore and Eating Life

“Zombie runs” and “zombie walks,” so popular in recent years, may seek to signify the terror, to mitigate the exposure to death by taming the contact.74 However, they serve really to perform a preoccupation with death that can’t be subdued. In the words of the hip hop group Flatlinerz, “It’s a good day to die, today’s your day.”75

David McNally speaks of “zombie music” as a way of naming an expressive struggle against the racist structure of collective life. In other words, “As new practices and cultures of resistance formed,” McNally asserts, “music became a key register for expressing discontent with racism, menial jobs, unemployment, poor wages, and military inscription.”76 Highlighting the compositions of Thelonious Monk, whose music was called “zombie music” because it reminded some other musicians of what one might hear in a horror film, McNally describes a particular formulation of this protest music similarly as “zombie music.” For McNally what matters isn’t so much the particular association with the sound of horror film scores, but rather the manner in which jazz “kills” music in order to reconstitute it. This creative reconstituting of music—by dismantling the grammar and vocabulary of early musical formats—gives jazz a zombie quality, or “rhythms of zombie rebellion” and “the ferocious sounds of the dance of the living dead.”77 This aspect of jazz gets read as a push against dehumanization tied to anti-Black racism. And so “the living dead come to life, dance across a landscape of corpses and ruin, and affirm the irreducible beauty of their freedom song.”78 I agree with McNally that something of the nature and meaning of the zombie is expressed through the cadence and content of music. However, rather than pointing in the direction of transformation, against the idea that this music speaks a strike for the humanity of a despised population, I argue hip hop, in this case, demonstrates the sound of the zombie. Hip hop provides a view into the eternal workings of death without escape into life. If W. E. B. Du Bois’s notion of the “Veil” were applied, hip hop would be that which shows the dimension of deathlife hidden from whites in their social world.79

The creative impulse stemming from and really constituting whiteness involves construction of a narrative that refuses a distinction between the social code of Blackness and Black people. Both constitute death simply performed in two modes. Again, the zombie becomes a metaphor, a cipher for this conflation. From this vantage point death’s movement marks rejection of the boundaries that whiteness seeks to impose. One can draw something of this perception in a verse by Gangsta Boo:


Bloody bodies in the yard like a zombie apocalypse

The Walking Dead I’m so so scared

And I don’t know how to get up out this bitch

as I creep these ghetto streets looking for a feast.80



Extend the geography of performance, and one finds with Esham something along the lines of this dynamic of profound alteration—a change to circumstances and perception generated by hip hop:


Here comes the voodoo

What you going to do when my crew

Back from the dead once more again

Fucking up the flow again

Fuck it here we go again.81



The zombification of Blacks is an epistemological fantasy projected out and driven by a structural necessity: the preservation of whiteness and its social world. What if zombified Blacks become active within this fantasy, spilling outside the boundaries of secure Blackness and outside the hidden intent of their creation? There are modalities of hip hop offering an answer to that question.82 Think, for example, in terms of horrorcore and the manner in which it rehearses death bringing death—and in this process exposes the construction and the “end” of life performed against life (i.e., rejection of death).83

According to some accounts, this subgenre of rap music is first mentioned in the early 1990s and involves an intensification of gangsta rap and its graphic depiction of violence and death.84 It, in this sense, is a language describing the undead in amoral and de/ethical movement.85 Or, as Tech N9ne proclaims on “Misery” (2007), “This is merciless; this is musical massacre.” Horrorcore speaks a moment of total demise. The Flatlinerz present this relationship when in their hands the microphone becomes a means of movement bringing together life and death. In their words, “My mic is the passageway to the land of the living; unforgiving and the realm of death.”86 Here, the primary concern is the visibility of the signified, the presentation of the metaphor vis-à-vis linguistic performance, and in this way death travels through articulation and demonstration, making it the same as life. In the thanatological narratives of horrorcore, the zombie is meant to introduce violence and destruction as a performance of the social world’s total annihilation. Safety isn’t available. As Tech N9ne remarks,


I’m your worst fear, I’m your favorite …

You cannot escape me, I’m your last resort.87



The zombie is a no-body in that there is little need to distinguish, to mark as different, various presentations of the zombie. In a sense, they are all the same. They are known only through their acting or performance. And they aren’t considered subjects as such but mobile objects of death—with only the ability to destroy and defect. Turning again to Tech N9ne, one gets a sense of this mayhem:


Wake this hatred and make this place get apeshit!

No kinda way you stopping this

Flow gonna make apocalypse

Power’s stop lots of mocking shit

Lot of us often is blocking this, optimist

Positive, hope for the future’s loss of awesomeness.88



The zombie is overdetermined by death so as to be only death because the body is unable to bracket death, to step aside, rendering it a some/thing rather than human. In this state, it is without sensitivity or adherence to codes (either by embrace or by explicit subversion) that structure thought and activity with the social world. The un in undead for the zombie refers to locomotion, which is movement, continuation, persistence of death threatening to expose the lie about life. The zombie displays in this regard an economy of devastation by means of which no element of being is spared. Rap speaks this status in a graphic manner when one considers, for example, Brotha Lynch Hung’s “MDK” (2013):


And I got bodies in the trunk, some of that cayenne pepper

Midnight just passed, better keep your eyes on Lector

I’m hidin’ in your closet with a machete and trash bags

Spaghetti your insides, get ready, I been died

Dead like a zombie.89



The zombie’s “work” is death. “I kill and massacre and burn away all the body flesh,” as the Flatlinerz describe the purpose of their existence.90 In this way, the zombie signifies more than “the space between symbolic death (the decay of meaning in one’s life) and physical death.”91 Instead, the zombie means something more crushing than that, more than a decrease or decline in personal significance and weight in the world. The zombie is death and the barrier of death—the end of all that defines life. It threatens (through a type of exposure therapy) the safeguarded boundaries, the logic, the assumed necessity of the social world and its rules. For example, on Brotha Lynch Hung’s track titled “Return of Da Baby Killa” (1995), without a sense of remorse, without distance from the act, he becomes death consuming the most vulnerable and presenting the body as indistinguishable from “meat”:


As I creep, picture every human that I see

Slabs of human meat cause my kids gotta eat

I lives kinda deep, dark, up in the cut …

Nigga, what? You ain’t even seen me in my prime

Eatin’ baby brains, baby veins, baby spines

I know they be cryin’ when I’m cuttin’ off the neck.



As Lanzendörfer writes, “In almost all instances, the zombie is a monster of the apocalypse.… The zombie then, is a form, one that requires the destruction of the world that is and the imagination of a world to come.”92 The world to come, I would add, is simply emptiness in that the structuring of life over against death is lost. The very construction of the zombie holds within itself the possible destruction of the (white) world in that the zombie (i.e., the irrelevant “derelict object”) seeks to devour white flesh (i.e., the alive “liminal subject”).93 It seeks to consume the logic of life (i.e., the “prime narrative”) by focusing death on those perceived to be alive. Such denies the distinction between life and death, in that “bodies without flesh, without the narratives of life, movement, and futurity that the flesh presents to the world, cannot be said really to exist at all—they are specters of ontology, socially dead bodies, stripped of flesh and existence.” This is undifferentiated death—an irrelevance that can’t be explained using the traditional grammar of life in that it is the very negation of such life, such relevance.94 Or, in the words of Zigg Zagg, “This time the inside of me is empty, outside I look like the Devil.”95

While not speaking in terms of zombies, there are ways in which Calvin Warren addresses the larger concern of world-ending as it relates to irrelevance. He writes, “Pressing the ontological question presents terror—the terror that ontological security is gone, the terror that ethical claims no longer have an anchor, and the terror of inhabiting existence outside the precincts of humanity and its humanism.”96 Yet he turns to “spirit” as a resolution, as an effort to think beyond the human, post–end of the world.97 With regard to the work of the zombie, I simply want to linger over the end of the world without offering an alternative—that is, a “period after” as “spiritual practice”—or attempting to think the end within the grammar of life.98 Instead, I want to think about the end through the grammar and vocabulary of death. Esham, after recounting his performance of violence, gets to this point:


Plus you don’t understand

You can’t kill a dead man.99



The zombie marks a bizarre existence unrecognizable through the grammar of life. It isn’t simply that zombies aren’t human any longer. No, to say “no longer human” tells us nothing about the placement of the zombie. It is more accurately described as embodied, animated demise. Toxic capitalism and other markers of twenty-first-century society may be the context for zombies, but what they constitute—what the trope is meant to signify and express—isn’t captured by simply pointing to these material mechanisms. For some within zombie studies, there is the possibility of renewal even within this narrative of demise. For instance, Steven Pokornowski hopes “recalibrating the ways we imagine monstrosity, alterity, and violence in popular cultural texts, like zombie narratives, will help facilitate a shift in the way imaginations are policed, and violence justified. Zombie fictions need to recognize race and racial history, and show us not how the exceptional man survives, but how when some life is made vulnerable, all life is put in danger.”100 In making this statement, Pokornowski fails to recognize sufficiently the degree to which the social world depends on the production and performance of zombies, even as these zombies threaten it. The illusion is this: the social world—through the delusion of white privilege—assumes that the zombie can be controlled. The configuration of the world (e.g., the social world), then, is intended to present boundaries against physical death by means of which it is contained and managed as well as metaphysical structuring of whites so as to safeguard ontological identity over against irrelevance.

What is done to the zombie, by consequence of its condition, from the vantage point of whiteness doesn’t constitute violence per se in that violence at its extreme is meant to produce death; what, then, is action against the embodiment of death? What whiteness fails to grasp is how, by extension, the activity of the zombie—because of its existence outside the moral and ethical frameworks of the human—can’t be judged by those rules of engagement. Again, violence is to end the living by the living; it is human impulse fulfilled against life. Whiteness produced the contagion. It produced the zombie, again, as an ontological necessity—a buttress if not foundation for the social world, or a point of pedagogy, a way of saying: “Play by the rules or this can happen to you.”

The zombie is a substance without substance measurable using the rubrics of the living. Talk of the undead, the living dead, or zombies nullifies the logic of certain linguistic codes of life (e.g., independence, agency, revolution), a grammar sparking conceptions of political and social life as structured. In some cases, authors seek to humanize, as it were, the zombie by reading it using a human vocabulary of freedom, liberation, rebellion, and other conceptual and practical markers of personhood. But to do so is to miss the point: the zombie is without agency, without an ethical and moral framework and without the metaphysical grounding necessary for such historically situated mechanisms of communal life and personal space. The goal of the zombie is death through a consumption of life, or as Brotha Lynch Hung says in “Look It’s a Dead Body” (2011),


Look it’s a dead body over here

Blood all over the place like motor steel

Niggas ain’t fucking with Lynch

You know the deal

I eat ’em when I am done with ’em, nigga

That’s overkill.101



Zombies gather, according to popular depictions, but this is without any intentional mapping of relationship. Zombies simply share space, but this doesn’t constitute the forming of community. The zombie is the metaphysical counterpoint: in constructing the human, the counterpoint is also developed to safeguard the distinctive and vital nature of the human as ontologically relevant and, through its technological advances, as master of death. This, in part, is, to borrow from Lauro, “the psychic load” placed on the zombie—the “figural tool wielded by those who would make it signify what they would.”102

Films and stories depicting whites as falling victim to zombification speak to the same concern (the loss of whiteness over against Blackness), with the imposition of death outside its “natural” borders and boundaries as a means of containment. The threat of death is ever present and can consume whites.103 The trope of the zombie through which horrorcore is filtered is a complex signifier, and performance of/as death in this context has a mystical quality—an ecstatic-like experience that brings into the material realm a certain contact with, connection to, more metaphysical considerations. It is a performance that points beyond the performance to more fundamental, more awful considerations. Although speaking regarding how a zombie’s observation is similar to technological “information mining,” Christopher Flavin captures some of what I have in mind when saying, “The ceaseless observation of the living by the dead and the unblinking assessment and interpolation it suggests … gives the zombie its power to horrify and fascinate.… The living must watch themselves as closely as they watch the dead, and as closely as they are watched by the dead.”104 The activity of the zombie isn’t about utilized intake, but rather mere destruction, demise, death—an unending ending, which is also a beginning.105 The zombie doesn’t subdue death, doesn’t outsmart and avoid it. The zombie, instead, is death and poses contamination by death that destroys the illusion of life as safeguarded. In “MDK,” Brotha Lynch Hung expresses the kind of perpetual “hunger” this entails:


Murder, death, kill, we hungry

Murder, death, kill, we hungry.106



Rehearsal of the zombie, the ongoing projection of the zombie as a societal trope of dangerous difference qua death, entails something of a thanatology exercise meant to produce vigorous protection of ontology against the Black threat—the dead Black body that threatens the life of whiteness. Even when the Hollywood zombies are white, there is an “unnatural” nature to death, and typically there is a way around, a hope against, demise. In this case physical death by means of zombies won’t impact most, but their very existence keeps “alive,” so to speak, the threat of irrelevance. What zombie fighters (e.g., white supremacists) seek, it seems, is really metaphysics by means of which to resist the slow push toward ontological demise. Yet the zombie persists and its numbers grow in direct relationship to the narratives of anxiety meant to manage death through them.107 In a sense white culture is contiguous with the manufacturing of zombies.108

This in part is the terror, the already and always nature of the end, or as Zigg Zagg puts it, “Night after night, I had another thought of destruction.”109 The activity of the zombie is destructive in a fundamental sense: it consumes the social world from within and without. After all, even in the movies, a majority of the zombies pursue but do not overtake humans. Instead, viewers are left to ponder the possibility of loss. In other words, the threat of disruption—of an unrecoverable loss of being, or of the end of the world—is sufficient. The eating of humans (i.e., the living), by extension, need not be overthought in order to understand the significance of their menace, although consumption of human flesh as a marker of demise is evident in rap. Take, for example, Ganksta NIP, whose “Horror Movie Rap” (1992) contains these lines:


A tisket, a tasket, a bloody, bloody basket

Cut his head and ate his leg, now he’s in a casket.



To kill is the destruction of life and the world it inhabits, not the securing of social rewards and other material markers of meaning. Put another way, as the Gravediggaz proclaim, “I chew and attack; like Crest on plaque; after that, your world is black; you drop into a hole.”110 The zombie in hip hop points out fearful realities: physical death is inevitable and it changes the texture and content of the human form. That is, it destroys the integrity and perceived boundaries of the human form. In addition, it points to the deceptive nature of irrelevance by turning to the problematic composition and function of memory. It links physical demise and irrelevance through the decaying body and the decay of memory. The destruction of the human form in the lyrical content of zombic hip hop only serves to render this dual process poetic.111

Whereas Afropessimism tends to critique approaches to Black freedom because of the essential nature of anti-Blackness, there remains a sense in which the sentient Black wants a difference, wants more; my argument is the zombie doesn’t involve this dimension of reflection. The zombie destroys. And more important than speculation on what the zombified figure might want is the manner in which the zombie speaks to what whites can’t have. To attempt to change the zombie—whether the “living” dead, a mutated humanity that can be redeemed through scientific innovation, or some other form—is to question the structuring of life that produced it in the first place. On this point, listen to Tech N9ne:


Life designed you

To try and blind you

From that Boogieman.112



In a similar vein, Gordon and Gordon describe “postmodern monsters” that “force those around them to imagine predicaments in which meaningful social worlds were destroyed by creatures that function as mere mechanism.”113 Still, they suggest that the type of nihilistic vision represented by the march of zombies isn’t the last word. As they see it, “Monsters always mean that there is something that the human community can do, that things have not gone too far.”114 I am not persuaded: the nihilism, irrelevance, and the end of the world all persist. Afropessimism, for instance, short-circuits any quick movement in similarly ontological circumstances to the possibility of resolution; it highlights instead the urge toward total destruction beyond dominant moral and ethical sensibilities (beyond a grammar of “right” and “wrong” sanctioned by current rules of communal relationships)—or even the “death of values, including the values of knowledge.”115 The resolution, in fact, might entail no world capable of supporting (white) life.


If you come with me then I can show you;

Where we’ll take you, where you dare not go to;

Follow me and let me mind control you;

We’ll rebuild this world that will destroy you.116



Going back to the zombies of hip hop, the resolution involves destroying markers of whiteness, and this requires the end of the known social world. It is the plausibility and the optics of such an end that the horde of zombies, the hip hop horde of zombies, represents. Again, one might think of the zombie as representing the possibility of destroying death’s assumed distinctiveness. This is accomplished by ripping apart the social world supporting whiteness without using the ground rules established by that social world, in particular, the moral and ethical framework and language defined by white privilege and a sense of hope meant to preserve the structuring of life. The zombie in action expresses an indiscriminate effort to destroy whiteness and the life it seeks to name and preserve.

Wilderson’s argument works here. When discussing a way to end Black suffering (do zombies suffer?), he notes that only the end of the world can produce this result: “The Human need to be liberated in the world is not the same as the Black need to be liberated from the world; which is why even their most radical cognitive maps draw borders between the living and the dead.”117 To rethink or reconstitute the zombie “otherwise” is to welcome death, and (white) life can’t accommodate such a move and maintain its assumed distinctiveness. The illusion of (white) life as bracketed off from death is broken. As the Gravediggaz make clear, “Walking in the shadows you realize; that life is nothing but a form of animated death.”118 The zombie performs the human’s undoing by pointing out the unlikely nature of the human, to the extent that the “ ‘human’ is a repository of violent practices and technologies that has crystalized over time.”119 That is to say, the human (read white) is constituted through and dependent on violence against the Other constructed as Black—in the extreme as a zombie. However, herein is the distinction between the zombie and the human: while both are constructed through a network of violence, the former is configured as the embodiment of death acted out, and the latter is configured over against death. The zombie is both the source of contagion and a contagion. Structuring of Blackness within the social world marks it a contagion; indeed, the zombie also works to destroy not simply through its “consumption” of bodies but also through the contagion (e.g., hip hop) it unleashes on the world.

The destructive, or poetic, quality of hip hop, by means of which language is subverted and made to function against social interests, is taken to the extreme. Language, if one takes also the sound of language, is a trail marking out the dynamics of a Blackness operating to both destroy and safeguard the world. “The zombie’s status as undead—immortal in its mortality—exists in its being as sign,” write Edward Comentale and Aaron Jaffe when reflecting on the nature and meaning of the zombie, “but only as it wreaks havoc on signification. Its weird temporality—the ideality of its repeatable form at odds with its corrupt moment-to-moment becoming—mirrors as it mocks the sign as such.”120 The zombie is said to be without language but is sound transformed and embodied. It is sound against sound, sound not guided by or pulled into moral and ethical frameworks of recognized description. This is accurate but not entirely true. The zombie horde doesn’t have language, if what is meant is a grammar and vocabulary that harness and express experience in line with whiteness, by which is meant white ways of being. But it has language, if what one means is a poetic expression that makes visible the nature and meaning of death imposed and the lie of life exposed. This language, then, is hip hop. The “sixteen bars” are the sonic reach of these zombic artists that pushes and causes the panic. To the extent the moral and ethical markers of white life do not apply to them, their narration is that much more startling as it exposes what is meant to remain hidden. In so doing it threatens the end not by means of unrecognized action (i.e., whites “eat,” whites kill, and whites move), but through shifting the focus, aim, and target of such activities and thereby rendering them a threat to the stability of whiteness and the social world.121 As Insane Poetry frames this performance, “We live to die.”122

The work of whiteness brings about its own demise, and irrelevance is wed to white ontological significance: it is the significance that dis/regard produces. Hence, there is something about it that is (in)significant to the extent it depends on narrative illusion. What whites come to find is this: once created, zombies are hard to control. Zombies kill, and in so doing they expose the lie of whiteness because they kill without moral and ethical denial. How does one “kill” death without exposing something about the category of life? Such a dilemma speaks to the potential end of the world that the zombie horde—or what the group Insane Poetry might call “stalkin’ with the nightbreed”—represents.123 One gets a sense of this impending destruction when reflecting on the mayhem that Gangsta Boo says she will unleash: “There is no tomorrow, Armageddon is gettin’ closer.”124 Another way to conceive this ultimate destruction is to linger over the substantive markers of this social world. The omnipresence of death and its performance through the zombie can be conveyed in the form of a question: “When the living are now the undead, does anything like society survive?”125







EPILOGUE
TWO TYPES OF MELANCHOLIA


A question remains to be addressed before closing out this book: How does one conceptualize the acknowledgment of (or perhaps response to) deathlife suggested by the hip hop artists discussed in these pages?

To explore (but not ultimately answer) the question, this epilogue presents two modes of melancholia. The first, theologically inflected melancholia, is presented as a standard approach out of line with what this book highlights. For context, I provide a few examples of theologized melancholia as a sense of mournfulness over loss projected outside time and space. I argue what some artists offer are modes of sorrow, real and intense, but distinct from what is meant by the second type of melancholia—moralistic melancholia, which is a naming of the “posture,” or structuring of awareness associated with deathlife as I’ve theorized and discussed it.1 Because this structuring of awareness is more tacitly present than explicitly stated, the category of “posture” provides a useful schema for mapping this acknowledgment of deathlife. In other words, posture provides a method by which to capture the implications of hip hop thanatological narrations by moving from stories to a general naming of and response to the ethos re/presented. Obviously, this is not to suggest that this is the only narrative concerning death or that it is the dominant perspective represented in the corpus of the artists highlighted in the previous chapters; rather, it is present in some of their songs and constitutes an underexplored and underappreciated perspective within hip hop culture, yet one that, in light of our existential circumstances, is worthy of some attention.

One might think of moralistic melancholia as a response to deathlife defined by peristellein2—a kind of consumptive “contracting around” that reduces the utility of ethics of distinction: doing (life) and done (death). This moralistic melancholia—characterized by peristellein—involves a type of “harmonious” movement (a balance between as a means of mapping experience) by which the distinctive nature of the elements involved is lost through the determinative (involuntary) nature of the balanced impulse—the “rhythm” produced by both death and life is the same. Through moralistic melancholia, the artists presented do not appeal to a future free of this bond, to a possibility of distinction; so, there is no sense of loss running consistent with the story of whiteness.


Melancholia 1: Mourning Death, Celebrating Life

Hip hop is not the first cultural form to wrestle with trauma and anxiety—the difficulties and limits—marking the social world. Still, it does so with a type of appreciable rawness and through paradoxes not so easily found in other forms of cultural production.3 The angst that produces/conditions certain dimensions of the social world is expressed in graphic form and in ways that shift the meaning and connotation of conventional linguistic signifiers and signs. In this sense, hip hop culture (particularly rap) offers a new language, an alternate grammar and vocabulary, for articulating the nature and meaning of life. The various genres of rap—which might be described as status rap, socially conscious rap, and gangsta rap—offer perspectives on this basic question: How does one make life within a world marked by the ongoing presence of death and decay?

If one considers the first articulation of “death or life” discussed in the introduction, one might argue that mourning is the affective presentation of the past and future as having possibilities unfulfilled. To mourn is in essence to yearn psychologically for enactment of what is assumed plausible in terms of a separation, or bracketing, of death from life as affirmation of the integrity of life despite all. To mourn is a “spatial” (or relational) wish seeking to arrange a more comfortable presentation of presence across temporal dislocation. Certainly, there is some of this in rap music; in fact, a great deal of rap involves this mourning in poetic form.

Joseph Winters notes this turn to melancholia as mourning of loss when suggesting that hip hop has a relationship to the “sorrow songs.” Like this early form of Black musical expression chronicling sociopolitical and existential circumstances filtered through a theological framework, rap music in certain forms offers pronounced attention to “sorrow” and “hope,” as well as a nostalgic relationship to an assumed past of creative expression over against the current social world.4 It is important to remember the original spirituals or sorrow songs are lost to us in large part—what W. E. B. Du Bois and others drew from involved the corpus that survived and that, in a somewhat significant sense, had been sanitized.5 Hence, the modern understanding of the spiritual is something of a fiction that speaks as much to our theological-social need as to the actual content of that musical form. I would argue “loss” as the ground for melancholia is an epistemological stretch in that it requires an initial object, an initial situation, an initial something against which the new object, situation, or something is measured. What would this be for Blacks, so far from the arrival on boats and in the aftermath of a failed experiment in expansive democratic coverage? A feeling of loss assumes integrity of past experience, when—borrowing from Albert Camus, the idea of an unresponsive universe—a type of emptiness seems more consistent with the predicament of Blacks from their initial presence at least to the start of the twentieth century. Writing of the sorrow songs from that historical vantage point Du Bois says, “They are the music of an unhappy people, of the children of disappointment; they tell of death and suffering and unvoiced longing toward a truer world, of misty wanderings and hidden ways.” Also, “In these songs, I have said, the slave spoke to the world. Such a message is naturally veiled and half articulate.”6 The spirituals are premised on a wish against history. It is a wish—an effort, as Jonathan Flatley names it—to bring “the now and then together.”7 Or, one might call it a loss of perspective.

Through this connection of temperament he seeks to point out that both musical forms (spirituals and rap) arise from contexts of absurd suffering. And they use that existential situation to speak an alternate path that doesn’t deny this pain but instead articulates it, using it to envision the possibility of a different life in the absence of what (on both the individual and collective level) has been lost or taken.8 In a sense, the sorrow songs offer a strategy for en/fleshing these circumstances and, often through a turn toward the transcendent, forging new meanings and possibilities.9 Turning to Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five’s “The Message,” for example, Winters points to a wrestling with historical circumstances—naming suffering as a way of countering misery. Referencing the song’s hook—“Don’t push me, ’cause I’m close to the edge”—Winters argues that being on the edge “enables one to see possibilities, to discover new ways of being in the world that lie beyond that limit.”10 He suggests there is here a narrative of lament, of melancholia, that is, a recognition of loss that opens to new possibilities of being over against the death-dealing circumstances of inner-city life. Which is to say, death can be detangled from life in that there is promise expressed that signifies misery.

In discussing the sorrow song, Winters notes its influence on hip hop: “The sorrow-song tradition, which artists like Jay-Z occasionally draw from and participate in, inspires hope for a different kind of world, a world in which our relationships with others are marked by a recognition of our shared vulnerability and a heightened sensitivity to the suffering of others.”11 This, he argues, entails a type of “creative mourning”—cathartic in its performance, potentially transformative in its practice, and representing what some might consider existential naiveté—perhaps akin to speculative pronouncement as contrary statement.12 With this perspective there is a degree of distance: death comes by other means and stands against what is desired. Death, then, in this case exists and makes claims over against Black personhood. It, demise, is other than Black personhood as it consumes Black persons. Death is vicious in its distinctiveness over against specified (or traceable, within the context of time and space, using mundane measurables) Black personhood—known also as historicized life.

This is far from a desire for death as one finds in some rap. As an existential statement it is the opposite. It is an effort to deny life ended by death. Such a move serves to proclaim at least in soft terms that life is simply transformed by death—rendering it a vague after-life discussed using the language associated with what is most valued about human relationships. Here, death is perceived as a type of exhaustion, a depletion of a certain modality of life that exposes access to other modalities just as meaningful. Think, for example, in terms of artists who project dynamics of thug life into new realms of engagement. Or, as Tupac Shakur reflects,


How many brothers fell victim in the streets?

Rest in peace, young nigga, there’s a heaven for a G.13



Death is ever present—always shadowing possibilities of living and therefore always a point of conversation and reflection; hence, a type of coded nostalgia is in play. This is death as verb—to do something against personhood through the workings of Blackness constructed by whiteness. But it can also be a noun, as in what is left after Black personhood chronicled by those who mourn. Those for whom it is a noun desire to grant the past a particularly intense significance that propels it into the future by reconceiving the present as not-death.14 Progress, on some level, has promised (falsely) ease with demise through the ability to bracket and subdue death, to see life as over against death. In this way, melancholia as sadness due to loss is a misplaced lament for a constitution of Blackness that isn’t—to the extent Black personhood is a false projection. If anything, it is a wish, a mode of misplaced nostalgia. What emerges is a situation in which the deceased is believed to enter a memorialized state beyond freedom, to the extent it has an alternate and sure reference point. This is not simply unlike embodied movement through a socially poisoned world. There is here an effort to normalize death through a process of distinction articulated by forlonging—death as event that disassociates rather than a blended state of being as deathlife. Forlonging is a sense of grief that tames language through an overwhelming sadness as a form of ongoing corrosion.15 Death and life are understood in this way as a matter of disjunction—a distinguishable arrangement of circumstances, with one to be embraced and the other lamented.

Something about this particular mode of melancholia assumes the ability to “die well”—a “right” time, “right” circumstances, “reasonable” conditions—as well as modes of respectful acknowledgment of departure complete with ritualization of memory and performance of hope for those who remain.16 And what is lamented as loss is the opportunity to die well, so to speak. It notes embodied life as fragile (i.e., vulnerable to social circumstances) but held together beyond its own temporality by means of memory, or what Pete Rock & CL Smooth call “reminiscing.” In “They Reminisce over You (T.R.O.Y.)” (1992), they move through a series of performed moments of re/membering by reflecting on the fragility of existence through the brutality of social conditions and the comforting quality of relationships. In this way they seek to distinguish life from death by pulling those loved from the past into the present. Memory serving as a substitute for physical presence, as confirmed by CL Smooth: “I reminisce so you never forget this.”17 Such is a moment of melancholia in the more widely recognized form: sorrow, loss, and emotional pain. The energetic beat, the pounding and rhythm, is combined with a sorrowful recalling that marks out the sonic power of rap guided by a narrative of trauma. One finds reflection on the tragicomic quality of life transformed into death and back into reminiscence as life reconstituted. Such reminiscing plays out a mode of mourning, of loss, enacted without losing the stylization (and defiance) that has marked hip hop culture. The activities of the one lost—in this case, their friend Troy Dixon—are narrated or linguistically performed and felt sonically and brought back to life, so to speak. Even the sample from the song “Today” speaks to a sonic effort to pull the past (death) into the present (life)—to nullify (at least musically) a sense of death as final and as the complete severing of relationship.18

The ability of memory to push against the finality of death is expressed in more recent songs, like Jay Electronica’s “A.P.I.D.T.A” (2020; meaning “all praise is due to Allah”), in which he reflects on the death of his mother. Regarding this loss, resulting affective and habitual shifts do not entail the final extinction of relationship. Rather, death simply relocates the substance of that connection outside the physical in technologically orchestrated memory and performed in an after-life. That is to say, it is a point of transition—an opening to an alternate reality where relationship is reconstituted in the form of that which is “after.” Jay Electronica laments,


The day my mama died, I scrolled her texts all day long

The physical returns but the connection still stay strong.19



Furthermore, a sense of loss is amplified and chronicled as a break with the familiar in “Tha Crossroads” (1995) by Bone Thugs-N-Harmony. But this is a transition with a cosmic rationale beyond human comprehension. Such is not to suggest death is sought; it isn’t. Instead, it simply consumes material life before it resets consciousness in a different realm. The reset comes with certain assurances. And this is reflected in the song’s cover of Aretha Franklin’s “Mary, Don’t You Weep,” in which life is moderated within a world teleological in nature (despite our tragic circumstances). This teleological pattern isn’t negated by loss. Death comes, and so at best we mourn properly and remember the lost consistently, recognizing that death is certain as an undeniable point of transition to a different modality of life within an alternate time and space. In other words,


Livin’ in a hateful world

Sendin’ me (straight to Heaven)

That’s how we roll

And I ask the good Lord why

He sighed, he told me we live to die.20



The crossroads is important imagery extending beyond this particular song. Within the larger arena of Black cultural expression, it is a point of movement between realms of existence named and discussed frequently: for example, in the blues as a place where body and soul are connected yet distinguishable (e.g., when and where the future of one depends on the positioning of the other). A crossroads is a vibrant location of possibilities where forces battle and the future gets mapped out. As some blues tunes relay, it is a place where deals are struck that impact the spiritual and material realms of existence—determining one through a sale of one’s place in the other. As Robert Johnson famously sang in 1936,


I went to the crossroad, fell down on my knees

I went to the crossroad, fell down on my knees

Asked the Lord above, “Have mercy, now, save poor Bob

if you please.”21



For Bone Thugs-N-Harmony it is a place of gathering with a similar ability to define metaphysical circumstances beyond the framework of a particular materiality. It is a place of alternate relationality where memory is united with being:


See you at the crossroad, crossroads, crossroads

So you won’t be lonely.22



Concerning melancholia, it is a place where loss is acknowledged and connection longed for. It represents, then, melancholia materialized.

A similar sense of loss as producing grief and remorse is found in Dr. Dre’s “The Message” (1999). Death of a loved one breaks the persona of a gangsta—callous and hard toward the world—and in its place forges a confrontation laced with morality and existential uncertainty:


I’m anxious to believe in real Gs don’t cry

If that’s the truth, then I’m realizing I ain’t no gangsta.23



There is a testimonial quality to the narrative as offered by Dr. Dre and Bone Thugs-N-Harmony. I say this to the degree the story of demise is rendered as an autobiographic struggle that one can’t undo but can acknowledge through a pain that doesn’t ultimately consume, despite its severing of life from its material moorings. For both, sadness stems from the way in which death works against life—with the reconciliation of the two, death and life, taking place in a nonmaterial framing of time and space. There is contact, to the extent those lost are remembered, but it is a connection made possible only by the loss of immediate presence. Mourning, as “Tha Crossroads” and “The Message” narrate, is personal—a consequence of enacted mutuality severed. This is also graphically portrayed in Queen Latifah’s “Winki’s Theme” (1993). It shares with the two others a sense of personal vulnerability or, as she sings reflecting on scripture, “There but for the grace of God do I go.” With “Crossroads” one gets a sense that death opens to a realm in which new relationships are formed through an alternate, perhaps nonmaterial, form of life. Queen Latifah acknowledges that continued engagement with the deceased—in this case, her brother—serves as a source of comfort and guidance for those marked by the inconsistencies and dilemmas of material living:


This jam is dedicated to my brother Winki

Who’s looking down on me from Heaven

Watching my every move as usual.24



The dead are disembodied but impactful, and in this sense life is radically altered in that death is followed by (or somewhat engulfed by) after-life, which these artists suggest can be described and performed through a familiar language and grammar of life.

After-life isn’t understood using human reason—hence, there is a frequent turn to theological rhetoric of mystery and a cosmic rationality tied to an opaque teleological arrangement. Yet there is comfort expressed with this configuration of cause and effect. However, this comfort doesn’t constitute contentment that subdues ultimately sadness, regret, and loss. It reduces bewilderment but doesn’t short-circuit affective release even within circumstances socially numb to disregard. This is lament, melancholia, as a mode of ritualized remembering: a naming of both circumstances and those who have impacted and altered those circumstances. Something about this is unreasonable, beyond the ability of language to capture and afford comfort. It is at this point in light of such considerations (e.g., loss through death) that Queen Latifah suggests another source of vigor cosmically situated beyond the confines of the material world: “The Lord is the light of my life,” she says, “and He brightens up my world.”25 Melancholia is buttressed by a contrary consideration, an alternate modality of living that does not end sorrow but rather contextualizes it.

As with the other artists mentioned here in relationship to melancholia as sorrow and mourning of loss, Queen Latifah doesn’t see the “end” as the End. Life is followed by death, which enacts an alternate and less materially centered (but no less impactful) mode of existence. A similar sentiment is exhibited in “I’ll Be Missing You” (1997), in which Sean “P. Diddy” Combs and Faith Evans express the pain and sorrow resulting from the murder of Biggie Smalls, but also acknowledge his continued impact. For Combs, death opens to another modality of living. This isn’t the same as life and death being inseparable; rather, it involves a triadic structuring of existence, life–death–after-life: “I know you still living your life, after death,” is the way in which Combs expresses this metaphysical arrangement. It is a modified claim to after-life, a sense of connection demolished by death. The theological nature of this claim is echoed in the haunting words sung by Faith Evans—a sentiment drawn from a gospel song reimagined:


Somebody tell me why

One glad morning

When this life is over

I know I’ll see your face.26



In Black churches, it’s “Some glad morning, when this life is o’er, I’ll fly away; to a home on God’s celestial shore.” The mechanism of transcendence is altered with removal (from material life), supplanted by reconnection with the loved one lost by a less-specified means. There is with this mode of melancholia at least a wish for this engagement, this connection.27 Life, in a word, is normalized and amplified by means of this perspective. On the other hand, death is foreign, an intrusion into the delicate workings of existential activities and connections.

Under different circumstances—a different marker of bodied fragility and vulnerability—Common offers melancholic reflection on the claiming of life. There is a profoundly tragic quality to the narratives in “Between Me, You and Liberation” (2002)—the manner in which life is consumed by death without the possibility of remedy through technology or love. Bodies are positioned in the social world, exposed to various forms of dis-ease (whether biochemical disintegration, or social hostility resulting in the collapse of being) that compromise material life, rendering them weak and then gone. Pleasure fails to provide comfort, and it doesn’t safeguard against the angst or the loneliness that often mark human interactions—to address it, the pain has to be performed, narrated, or spoken. Fragility and vulnerability that tie together markers of embodied meaning are quickly dispersed and preserved only in memory. For Common, melancholic memory brackets (not ends) death in a certain sense. It fosters an alternate modality of presence couched in ongoing regard voiced through performed memory. That is, as he says, reflecting on one battling cancer, “What seemed like the end was the beginning for her.”28 Life and death are disconnected—the former tames the latter through the presentation of life (e.g., material impact) after demise, or after-life, which conditions mourning and tempers (but doesn’t end) morose dispositions.

One might describe this as a kind of theo-forensic framing of death. For those committed to this thanatological stance, only life is necessary and death is a cruel and tragic twist, or an interruption of existential interface.29 Common expresses (manages) his depth of loss marked by disregard for difference and the presence of socially sanctioned abuse. This melancholic narrative is somewhat instructive in “Between Me, You and Liberation”—the death-dealing consequences of domestic abuse, homophobia, and so on—as the narrative laments death caused by social disregard and suggests alternate modalities of rationality that are life-affirming. Common expresses frustration over a lack of control, not being able to determine when and how one dies. This frustration heightens vulnerability and the performance of fragility to the extent death comes without any crime committed and without a comfortable rationale. There is an affective quality in this song not present in, for example, Wu-Tang Clan’s “America” (1996) and its critique of sexual irresponsibility and AIDS—death brought about through willful human activity. For the latter, the narrative is pedagogical through a negative example without the same emotion or psychologically expressed sense of loss. Rather, there is some emotional distance, despite familiarity with those encountering death: “AIDS kills, word up respect this; America is dying slowly.”30 AIDS becomes a trope, a mechanism of death, forging a distinct division between embodied integrity and well-being, and compromised materiality.

At times memory renders the loss static as the material world continues, with the living trying to maintain connection through poetic (re)membering. The grammar and vocabulary capturing materiality are used to reflect interaction between two distinct realms. Think in terms of a sentiment from the Goodie Mob:


The hood has changed since you left, man …

Can you recall riding bicycles in the trails behind

Krissy Collins dropping Huffys like BMXs.31



This isn’t a poetic reconstituting of personhood. Temporality is rethought as the context for this interplay—the inevitable linkage between life and death is embodied and performed, or in other words “owned.” For these artists the circumstances involve linguistic slippage between (as in to occupy simultaneously) life and death, as opposed to a full escape. Black suffering, then, in this context is an adjective, a qualifier in the naming of this framework, and it describes the nature of action, as an adverb, framing patterns of behavior within the context of this conditioning. This is not to say there is no distinction between the two—life and death—for them; but rather that the effort to differentiate doesn’t make a functional difference in the long run, in that both life and death must be acknowledged and thought at the same time. That is, it changes nothing—it’s a conceptual change that makes no difference to the extent it depends on ephemeral memory to ground it. Here one might even say, through a loose reference to Camus, sadness “teaches nothing.”



Melancholia 2: Balancing Embodied Demise/Activity

Life and death both have significance; one might say they matter in that they are substantive, impinging and shaping but here without resolution. Mourning, as noted in the preceding section, pushes for one side over the other—but the sense of melancholia I now want to discuss is framed by a balance between life and death, where there is no usable distance from one (death) necessary to distinguish the other (life). Offered is vulnerability, not a splitting asunder: there is always an intimate sameness between life and death.

We become not victims, but vectors—a particular type of “organism” that through consuming (i.e., death) also presents life. In other words, in the form of a question, What if there is no distance between life and death to be mourned as loss or performed as difference? What if death isn’t simply encountered but is embodied and enacted as life? The chapters in this book have provided various ways of playing out this relationship, but now for a different question: How does one express the embodied naming of this recognition?

This second type of melancholia doesn’t involve a longing that disembodies through memory and that is structured by grief. It doesn’t fill space and through imaginative structures deny death by projecting the one “loss” into a future free from the connotations of demise. Melancholic is the correct qualifier, the proper parameters, for describing this particular hip hop response to life/death/dying/demise. But by it I do not mean the more general sense of longing, or lamenting of loss—sadness generated through affective structuring(s) of in/experience noted above.32 Instead, I want to reference an old definition of melancholia, which positions it as one of the four “humors” (fluids), or “black bile,” within the body. In this way, I want to move from considering a mood or affective quality to considering the trope of melancholia as a forensic consideration that prefigures mood and has to do with “posture” as an element of balance within the social “body.”33 The old sense of melancholia as associated with black bile is also associated with earth—or what I will label a form of materiality (or grounded recognition). This melancholic “humor” is said to intensify with age—one might say it is a materiality determined in relationship to experience (rather than the lack of ongoing experience needed in order to mourn). Finally, it is one of the humors, or materials, that control the body. Bile—symbolizing the capacity to decompose, alter, or reduce—speaks a particular take that has nothing to do with loss or sadness on a fundamental level. It connotes not a state of feeling but a material alteration—an embodied reduction that pulls together and challenges the possibility of distinction needed to cast life against death.

In both instances, melancholia has something to do with (dis)ease. In the former case, present in relation to Common and Queen Latifah, it is a dis/ease—an altered state of mind—producing affective considerations named by sadness, discontent, and perhaps anger. With the alternative case, now under discussion, it is (dis)ease having something to do with embodied movement whereby the social body is compromised, which gives rise to a certain experience of time and space that exposes the intent of whiteness. Here is the point: melancholia in relationship to deathlife is the naming of the materiality of experience—the “posture”—that suggests to speak of life is to speak of death. In other words, this melancholia is a way of acknowledging and naming in an embodied fashion the “balancing”—as in isorropia (equilibrium), which I will take to mean existing in a state of equality, or a sameness, in that the two forces perfectly counter each other—of life and death that actually controls socially coded (both Black and white) bodies. It, by extension, serves to expose and caution against the type of harm (i.e., safeguarding of whiteness) that effort to distinguish does. In essence, it is to “speak” a warning: it names the lie of distinction so very necessary to the delusion of white life over against Black death.

One might say there is something related to moralism embedded in—or qualified by—this type of melancholia. I’ve written of Black moralism on various occasions, and this alternate naming comes with some modification to its structuring, though the basic impulse remains unaltered. It is—unlike with W. E. B. Du Bois, Richard Wright, and Nella Larsen—inflected with hip hop’s particular encounter with absurdity. And as such it has a late twentieth-century and early twenty-first-century stylized and combated relationship to deathlife, which renders experience a study in thanatology cast in Black. This impulse remains rightly named moralism because it continues—and I reflect here on it in relationship to figures such as Albert Camus—a questioning serving to expose social hypocrisies or, more generally, the naming and announcing of social arrangements that are destructive despite public pronouncements and private acquiescence. It is moralistic to the extent the artist refuses to deny what is known about these circumstances: to know death as life and life as death.34 This is a dimension of the moralist posture, naming and speaking deathlife accurately and without social illusion and misrepresentation.

Furthermore, this melancholia is moralistic in tone because it denies the comfort of forgetting social bad faith, which pretends the ability to distinguish life and death as an existential and metaphysical arrangement. There is no innocence, and the denial of innocence is the social lie exposed. Such is a persistence that speaks not of robust and firm living over against demise, but rather the struggle to call attention to the markings of deathlife without surrendering to it. And it isn’t identical to becoming death alone—this is also a case of knowing limits. Put another way, what is it to know death—and to be (in) materiality presented in such a way as to make one a symbol of death despised but yet unavoidable and necessary for life? Perhaps there is related to this something of the “hunger” described by Wright or the materiality of poverty known by Camus. The moralist isn’t at “ease in the world,” and this stance frames the delicate balance—the materiality of embodied consumption and reconstitution, that is—of life and death together.35 This reduction produces its own type of “nausea,” or what Camus called recognition of the absurd (e.g., an effort to live within a context that is also death).

There is a matter of precision in language and action that questions the social assumption safeguarded by whiteness: to attempt to frame life and death through an illusion of distinction is faulty, and the assumption of structures of being free of this reality—that is transcendental—is a lie. As Camus reflects (and perhaps these artists and Camus are kin), “I have no wish to lie or to be lied to. I want to keep my lucidity to the last, and gaze upon my death with all the fullness of my jealousy and horror.”36 The key here is to avoid silence—that is, to deny surrender to the illusion that one is “safe.” Melancholia, this second kind, speaks of balance. It is a material process for “reconstituting” in a way that holds together life and death. This is not to be dead or alive, to be one or the other—rather, to exist in/between is to be both, and these artists seek to speak that balance and in this way avoid the lie that one can be either alive or dead. Neither life nor death is a solid “something,” an object or system. They are a process of interaction on which we have bestowed certain significance. In this act of granting meaning—distinctiveness—we have marked them with a particular type of independence of experience, which is only a social desire. Being the case on the metaphysical level is just one dimension of this reality; to be embodied Black is to also be both alive (e.g., an ongoing threat to whiteness and the social world) and dead (e.g., having limited value in the social world, a value that renders them objects with little agency, with little life). These artists deconstruct language—modify it and turn it against itself—in part as a means by which to expose this relational situation in which death and life are, well, the same.

Melancholia is a particular formulation and presentation of this in/betweenness. The affective response is precisely that—the sadness, depression, and so forth with which this in/betweenness is met—but here it isn’t named melancholia.37 This second mode of melancholia is not to lament the “end” but rather to acknowledge, name, and map material alteration—embodied change and the manner in which there is balance or equality that denies distinction between life and death. In this way certain artists have described becoming death as their being alive—the material alteration of the embodied being so as to degrade (not in a Bakhtinian sense) human/being. In other words, the linguistic mapping of experience as it relates to death/dying in certain expressions of rap is guided by moralistically inclined melancholia. As such, it frames the presentation of deathlife not along the lines of loss of metaphysical arrangements existentially presented, but rather in terms of a materiality as active and tied to a delicate balance that isn’t properly mourned or lamented, but rather performed. This “balance” involves recognition of and the holding together as one the dynamics of death and life: deathlife. Again, it doesn’t constitute a sense of loss in that such a sense is false: such distinction between life and death is a wish.

I think about moralistic melancholia in relationship to and situated within narratives such as the Orphic hustler, the Black antihero, bacchic activity, and zombies. In all these cases, language is bent and distorted to capture something of this melancholic signification of a desired bifurcation of life-death. This is a form of lucidity—tragic in its range of perception, and persistent in its refusal to modify what it uncovers. It refuses comfort and maintains balance, with the consistency of encounter as deathlife. It doesn’t pretend loss, doesn’t endorse lament but rather simply movement as a statement of balance: deathlife. This unwillingness to mourn stems from recognition that nothing is loss: distinction between life and death is a wish, a social fiction. The mood is different, no wistful posture toward embodiment as fragile and fleeting; instead, a signifying of circumstances through movement, through engagement. Orphic and bacchic figures share this engagement, for different reasons, without the same narrative structuring, but with a shared signification of whiteness’s effort to maintain the illusion of distance and difference. The zombic figure’s hunger nullifies difference, blurring in a graphic and haunting fashion distinction as it consumes both life and death, shifting perception of what might be claimed as distinction between the two. A context of misery—if this word is still applicable—is never simply a matter of life or death, but an isorropia-related naming of them together. To encounter one is to know the other, and rap music narrates this process and articulates particular modalities of behavior as inauthentic to the extent they are premised on what can’t be. Put differently, embrace of this type of melancholia refuses to mourn because even that assumes too much concerning what is at stake—containing still a sense of loss even if it can’t be healed in traditional ways.38

This second melancholia is more than a response to the anti-ontological positioning of Blackness with/in Black bodies as prohibiting the same affective response to the world available to those who claim the category of whiteness. Anxiety for the latter is an impulse toward what is perceived as being a viable alternative, a calm “place.” Moralist melancholia is a refusal of the very language of mourning and loss and a replacement of that articulation with other alternatives that are movement related. Orphic, bacchic, zombic personae operating at a different register in the form of poetic thanatology entail a certain “posture” by means of moralistic melancholia that names a balance. This sense of melancholia grounds in the present, with no wistful concern for a romanticized past and no thought of future; rather, it is a determination to note and speak about the sameness of life and death as the shape of existence, without privileging either. This is balance; this is melancholia.

This sense of melancholia requires a balance between the mechanics of life and death together, as equal, with a deep awareness of and sensitivity to both, which is an acknowledgment of their sameness. There is here an embodied limitation—a speculation on what is obtainable and what remains beyond grasp, what is taken, and what is given in turn.39 In this way, perhaps hip hop’s narrative concerning death as presented here serves as a poetically arranged cautionary narrative: the attempt to mourn exposes the lack of a proper “subject” to consider gone. The metaphysical and existential challenge of in/betweenness is an absurd arrangement—difficult to maintain but without a real means of escape. It is more than an idea, more than an ephemerality of a graphic kind. It is an opaque materiality real to the extent that it defies departmentalization consistent with categorizations that make possible distinction between modalities of being: being alive … being dead. The key is to be at ease with this arrangement and, in the process, challenge living and dying as happening differently. This is what the artists discussed in this book portray: graphic relationships to deathlife exposed and played out in/through the body coded Black.






NOTES



INTRODUCTION. PARADIGMS OF DEATH (OR LIFE) AND DEATHLIFE

Material in the section “Paradigm #1: Life and/or Death” is drawn from material first published as Pinn, “Zombies in the ’Hood”; Pinn, “When It’s Over”; and Pinn, “The End.” This introduction involves a redirection of some of the material in these publications so as to highlight the description of death and its relationship to hip hop as opposed to viewing hip hop as a counter to death. The aim here is different. In the articles, my intent was to present the manner in which hip hop seeks to counter social arrangements and narratives. In this introduction, I am simply interested in an analytical description of the manner in which hip hop describes and performs death.
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4. ZOMBIC HUNGER
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	  38  See Bahun, Modernism and Melancholia, chap. 2.


	  39  Against this sense of limit, David McIvor speculates, in light of various murders of black bodies, on the viability and utility in practicing “a politics of mourning” by means of which it is no longer a short-term response but rather a dimension of democratic life. See McIvor, Mourning in America.
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