	This paper is based around the role of masculinity in the novel Sing, Unburied, Sing by Jesmyn Ward. There is a clear evolution of how the men in the story portray their masculinity that I wish to explore. I plan on focusing my analysis on these key scenes: the beginning of the book, where Jojo feels that he cannot display emotion or he will not be allowed to butcher with Pop, the fight between Michael and his father, and the moment where Pop breaks down after telling Jojo about Richie. I feel as though this novel explores interesting aspects of masculinity, such as the need to not display emotion or to use violence as a way to solve arguments, but in the end the book sheds away this idea of men being stony knuckleheads and gives us readers an emotional and beautiful moment shared between a boy and his grandfather. In many ways, this novel both criticizes masculinity while also bringing new ideas of masculinity to the table.
	The novel opens with a scene between Jojo and his grandfather, Pop. The two are going to butcher a goat in order to make a meal for Jojo’s birthday. From the very start, Jojo describes his idea of masculinity to the reader: steely, nonchalant, and ready to do what needs to be done in order to eat. This is not how Jojo truly feels, but his description of manhood follows him throughout the course of the scene. This opening sets the tone for the rest of the novel- finding the meaning of masculinity and manhood is something that Jojo struggles with throughout the story. Jojo’s feeling that he is unable to emote, make a “stink face” at the gore in front of him, or feel any kind of anguish or sadness by the fact that a life is being taken before him stems from the fact that that is what he thinks being “a man” is about. This could perhaps have come from Pop’s treatment of him- Jojo feels that he has to be this way, because otherwise Pop will baby him. Jojo looks up to Pop and strives to be like him, so being sent away for not being able to butcher a goat would, of course, devastate Jojo. Eventually, however, Jojo cannot take it anymore and runs away to throw up, and because of that, Pop sends him inside. While Jojo feels defeated and less manly because of this, an important moment is shared between the two: “...but then he looks at me and his eyes ain’t hard no more. “You go ahead.” And then he turns and goes back to the shed.” (Ward, 6) Pop looks at Jojo with something other than disdain- in this moment, Pop knows what it feels like to not be able to be strong all the time. Pop allows his “manly” nature to fall away in order to give Jojo a soft look and a reassuring feeling. This is the first moment in which the novel explores the idea that masculinity does not have to mean being cold and hard, that it is okay to have feelings and to be soft every once in a while, and to still be manly at the end of the day. This moment sets Jojo up to learn throughout his journey that it is possible to both be a man and have genuine emotions and feelings.	
	The second moment in which masculinity is brought into play is the moment where Michael and his father, Big Joseph, get into a fist fight because Big Joseph disrespected Leonie and her family. Big Joseph tells Michael that he should have never gotten together with Leonie, specifically because she is black. Michael’s immediate response is to headbutt his father, and a physical fight between the two ensues. This point in the novel emphasizes the “masculine” response to altercations. While Leonie and her children watch in embarrassment and anger, these two men fight over what they think is right. The only way that Michael and his father learned to settle arguments is over who can physically dominate the other, which is a common trope within the idea of masculinity. To be “manly” is to be able to fight for one’s own truth- it is better to physically fight with someone rather than display emotion and feelings. This moment in the novel has no real upside- Big Joseph and Michael do not reconcile, they do not speak to each other afterwards, and the novel continues on without a second glance back to this altercation as soon as it ends. However, this does not take away from the importance of this scene to the idea of masculinity within the story. This scene perpetuates the idea that masculinity and “manliness” comes from not displaying one’s true emotions. Anger is one thing that is okay for a man to feel, but only if it is used to fight. Words are not manly- actions are. Michael and Big Joseph are meant to be seen as immature and incapable of handling their emotions, because this adds an interesting juxtaposition to Jojo’s and Pop’s relationship. At this point in the novel, we have seen the idea of masculinity that Pop has instilled in Jojo, and while it still does emphasize the idea of not having emotions, there is still a moment between them that is shared and that shows that having emotions and feelings is okay. With Michael and Big Joseph, there is no moment. There is no reassurance at the end of their fight. Michael has learned that there is absolutely no reason to ever have emotions, so when he does feel a surge of emotion, it comes out as aggression and anger. This part of the novel is entirely a criticism on masculinity, as it displays the inability to have feelings and emotions within fully grown men and their responses to it. 
	Finally, an incredibly pivotal moment within the story that focuses on masculinity happens after Pop tells Jojo that he had to kill Richie in prison- a boy who Pop had felt was like a son to him. Once Pop tells Jojo this story, he breaks down completely, and there is an incredibly touching moment that happens between the two. “I hold Pop like I hold Kayla. He puts his face in his knees and his back shakes.” (Ward, 257) This is a moment of vulnerability between Pop and Jojo- Pop allows his “manly” facade to fall away and truly allows his emotions to shine through, and Jojo, being brought up by Pop, is able to just hold him and to truly be there for him. This moment is important to the idea of masculinity in this novel because it shows a beautiful and healthy reaction to having feelings and emotions. Where someone like Michael may have felt as though he had to hold his feelings in, or change those feelings into aggression, Pop is able to let his feelings flow out of him and to have a genuine human connection with Jojo. Jojo begins his story in this novel feeling as though he is not allowed to feel any kind of emotions- that he has to be cold, distant, and unfeeling. He ends the story with the knowledge that it is okay to be hurt, upset, or sad and that that does not make him any less of a man. Jojo was capable of witnessing the fight between Michael and Big Joseph and feel nothing but disgust towards their actions, and that is because of his journey through the ideas of masculinity and his learning of what it truly meant to be a “man.”
	Sing, Unburied, Sing has incredible moments that highlight the importance of the idea of masculinity being something other than coldness or aggression. This novel fully brings into the light the idea that masculinity does not have to be toxic as well. While it is critical of many aspects of masculinity, the overall message of the novel is that being masculine or manly does not have to be a bad thing. It is okay to be manly- what is not okay is allowing one’s idea of masculinity to cloud feelings and emotions. The idea of toxicity within masculinity does not come from the idea of being a man itself. It comes from the fact than many men seem to think that being a man and having masculinity means that feelings and emotions cannot exist. This novel goes out of its way to showcase uplifting moments between men and shows the readers that there is beauty within masculinity. That is something that goes very unexplored in many conversations surrounding men and the idea of “manliness,” and the story does a wonderful job of bringing that to light. 
