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In conversation with Toni Morrison, Cornel West makes the following observa-
tion: “Since 9/11 all Americans feel unsafe, unprotected, subject to random violence 
and hated and that’s been the situation of black folks for 400 years…. And I think 
we’re at a moment now in which a blues nation has to learn from a blues people.”1

There is, to use Ralph Waldo Emerson’s language, provocation here.2 West 
compares the situation of all Americans in post-9/11 America — one structured by 
violence, vulnerability, and hatred — with the reality that black Americans have 
lived since there has been an America. Black Americans created — and continue to 
create — the blues in acknowledgement of this reality,3 and West asks white Amer-
icans — who may have never seen themselves as inhabitants of a blues nation — to 
realize how their newly imposed vulnerability4 puts them in a position to learn from 
the blues and from a blues people. West’s words come to us from ten years ago as a 
challenge, one that I don’t think was adequately responded to. Though the vulnera-
bility felt by many in the United States on and after 9/11 can be extremely educative, 
I worry that the country did not learn the types of lessons West finds taught by the 
blues. Instead of learning through vulnerability, I worry that the certainty of violence 
(actual and ideological) was chosen over the difficult reality of the blues.5 Instead of 
seeking a blues education, America — once again — chose knowingness,6 thereby 
foreclosing possibilities of growth.

In this essay, I resound West’s challenge within the context of teaching and 
teacher education. Specifically, I explore Doris Santoro’s analysis of demoralization7 
and argue that the blues may offer one way of responding to the demoralization of 
teachers. Though there are many ways of thinking and writing about the blues and its 
significance for education,8 I build my understanding of the blues and the possibilities 
it offers educators from James Baldwin’s 1964 essay, “The Uses of the Blues.”9 In 
particular, I make the case that Baldwin believes that the blues is a stance, or a way 
of being, one that, as West writes, “encourages us to confront the harsh realities of 
our personal and political lives unflinchingly without innocent sentimentalism or 
coldhearted cynicism. The blues forges a mature hope that fortifies us.”10 I argue that 
this mature hope forged by the blues may offer a powerful response to demoralization 
and conclude by discussing some of the implications for teacher education if this 
argument is taken seriously.

Demoralization

Santoro has done the profession of teaching a great service by developing, 
through qualitative research and theoretical work, the significance of demoralization 
in the lives of teachers.11 What she describes as demoralization is often described as 
burnout, but they are not the same thing, and conflating the two has adverse theoret-
ical and practical consequences. As Santoro writes, “Unlike burnout, which suggests 
the exhaustion of an individual teacher’s personal resources, demoralization comes 
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from a teacher’s inability to access moral rewards in the practice of teaching. Moral 
rewards are an unlimited resource that lies in carrying out the profession, rather than 
an individual possession that is apportioned in limited quantities.”12

There are two very important points to draw out from this passage. First, while 
burnout is generally seen as a problem experienced by individual teachers due to 
an exhaustion of their personal resources, demoralization turns our attention in the 
direction of structural features of the work a teacher does. Second, demoralization 
draws our attention to the moral rewards of teaching and their potential as an unlimited 
resource that teachers can access as professionals. Santoro argues that it is the entire 
climate of public education — one characterized by high-stakes forms of assessment 
to which many teachers object as professionals — that proves demoralizing. This 
climate affects all teachers, not just individuals who do not have access to the limit-
ed resources more of which all teachers and schools need.13 Demoralization occurs 
because teachers are being cut off from the moral rewards of teaching. Teachers are 
not burning out; they are, in the language Santoro develops in another article on this 
topic, conscientiously objecting to the types of mandates, assessments, and practices 
that are being forced upon them.14 

This is a key point. Demoralized teachers are teachers who believe in ambitious 
instruction, best practices in assessment, and creating a caring and inclusive environ-
ment where every child experiences growth in the light of meaningful standards of 
learning. The moral rewards of teaching are found in these dimensions of the work, 
not in scripted instruction, invalid and inauthentic forms of assessment, or a learning 
environment that takes a very superficial view of the value added by a teacher.15 It is 
important to note that the stance Santoro describes is not a reactive one. As Lorna Earl 
cautions in her discussion of teachers’ objections to high-stakes assessments, “Just 
moving assessment back to teachers’ control, on its own, is not a positive change. 
Returning to some fictional ‘golden age’ will not move the agenda forward.”16 For 
a teacher to accurately be described as demoralized, she must be looking to access 
the specifically moral rewards of teaching, that is, pushing the profession forward 
and supporting student learning and growth; she cannot just — as important as this 
work is — point out the numerous limitations of current educational practices and 
policies. The demoralized teacher once had access to the unlimited moral rewards of 
the profession that were not mediated by No Child Left Behind (NCLB)17 and seeks 
an educational climate where those rewards can be more clearly lived in her practice.18 

To return directly to Santoro’s argument, demoralization is a function of ed-
ucational policies that affect all teachers. This does not mean, as I suggest above, 
that all teachers are demoralized, but it does mean that teachers seeking the moral 
rewards of teaching will, most likely, find themselves demoralized given our current 
educational climate. As teacher educators, it is important that we prepare teachers 
for this reality. One major way to do this is to make teachers aware of the climate 
they are entering while preparing them to be advocates — to parents, administrators, 
other teachers, their elected officials — for the educational policies and practices they 
believe in. Moreover, we have to help teachers find ways to access the moral rewards 
of teaching, even in the face of, at times, overwhelming demands that make good 
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teaching feel almost impossible.19 Even with all of this — preparing teachers to be 
advocates, preparing them to do good work in difficult times — teachers will likely 
still feel demoralized. In conversations I have had with state educational officials, 
one message becomes resoundingly clear: For the foreseeable future, high-stakes 
testing is here to stay, and assessments of teacher quality will be determined (to 
varying degrees20) based on the results of these tests. There is no way around this 
reality; we have to prepare teachers to live in it. Santoro’s research on teachers who 
leave the profession is particularly troubling.21 The teachers who find value in the 
moral rewards of teaching are those teachers who we should be particularly troubled 
by as they leave our profession. As teacher educators, we may do well to consider 
West’s provocation and make a parallel claim: Since NCLB teaching is now a blues 
profession, teachers have to learn from a blues people. Put otherwise, I wonder if 
teacher educators can use the blues to help teachers respond to demoralization and, 
in the process, learn how to continue to find meaning and value in teaching, even as 
they live in the full acknowledgement that they aren’t doing the type of work they 
know they should be doing — not because of any personal failing, but because of 
the climate they find themselves in. Before fully turning to this line of thinking, I 
develop what I take to be one of the lessons of the blues based on a reading of James 
Baldwin’s “The Uses of the Blues.”

the Blues

As I mention in the introduction, there are many ways to think about the con-
nections between the blues and education.22 I turn to the work of James Baldwin in 
this essay both because he is beginning to receive serious attention by philosophers 
of education23 and because I believe his short essay offers a particularly good entry 
point for teacher educators interested in thinking about the implications of the blues 
for the work that they do with future teachers. Baldwin begins the essay this way:

The title “The Uses of the Blues” does not refer to music; I don’t know anything about music. 
It does refer to the experience of life, or the state of being, out of which the blues come. Now, 
I am claiming a great deal for the blues; I’m using them as a metaphor — I might have titled 
this, for example, “The Uses of Anguish” or “The Uses of Pain.” But I want to talk about the 
blues not only because they speak of this particular experience of life and this state of being, 
but because they contain the toughness that manages to make this experience articulate.24

A number of important moves are made in this short passage. First, Baldwin makes 
the claim that he knows nothing about music, but his close readings of songs in 
this and other essays25 is meant to underscore the fact that he takes the blues to be 
a stance — or an orientation — that one takes toward life. Music is one of the most 
prominent manifestations of this stance, but music alone does not circumscribe all of 
its possible manifestations. Second, Baldwin takes pain and anguish to be something 
like the source of the blues, but what makes the blues significant is the fact that it 
makes this experience of life articulate. That is, the toughness of the blues finds 
ways to turn — or trope26 — any experience (no matter how full of anguish, or how 
full of pain) into something that must be made manifest in such a way that learning 
(and therefore the possibility of growth) is possible.

A blues person turns pain and anguish into possibility. It is not as if the social or 
material conditions of life change — one still must confront and respond to the same 
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life that one has always lived — but one’s understanding-filled articulations of that 
life somehow make a difference. The blues written for a teacher will not change the 
fact that a teacher must do too much test preparation; it will not change the fact that 
she must watch as her third graders (who don’t have enough background with the 
English language to demonstrate what they know on a test; or who begin to equate 
school with standardized assessment and not the development of habits of mind 
conducive to further growth) spend far too many hours taking tests and learning the 
consequences of how the results of those tests will impact their lives in intended 
and unintended ways. This can cause a teacher to be demoralized, but I think the 
blues also suggest another response. Baldwin puts the point this way: “And there’s 
something funny — there’s always something a little funny in all our disasters, if 
one can face the disaster. So that it’s this this passionate detachment, this inwardness 
coupled with outwardness, this ability to know that, all right, it’s a mess, and you 
can’t do anything about it … so, well, you have to do something about it.27

I in no way want to diminish the significance of demoralization and just how 
difficult the lives of teachers have become given the pervasiveness of standard-
ized assessments and the continuing efforts to delegitimize and deprofessionalize 
teaching.28 But does Baldwin have a point here that teachers might resonate with? 
If we can face the disaster that is the current reform movement in education, can 
we hold in mind the tension, We can’t do anything about it, so, well, we have to do 
something about it? Can we, as teachers, confront all of the ways in which we are 
forced to follow policies we know to be wrong with “passionate detachment”? Can 
we detach ourselves and our professional identities from those things we are made 
to do, while retaining a passion and a space of resistance that will never accede to 
those policies? That though we will externally conform, we will never accept; and 
that this, though not a solution, provides a living response that can — even in its 
small way — make a difference?

I will return to these questions. But I want to remind us of the conditions from 
which the blues arise: slavery and its aftermath. A slave had to create freedom in a 
world structured to dehumanize her, turn her to property, and to murder her soul.29 It 
is almost impossible to imagine the conditions of slavery outside of its experience. 
Even more, it is equally difficult to even begin to comprehend not only the strength 
it takes to survive the manifold brutalities of slavery but also the strength and the 
thought it takes to turn this experience into one of the most educative (and beautiful) 
expressions of the human that we have: the blues. I don’t want to make too much of 
this, but I do think that the research on teachers and privilege is important to engage 
here. Santoro mentions the relative privilege of teachers prior to our current era of 
demoralization,30 and there have been countless other influential articles about the 
“demographic imperative” in education.31 That is, while the public school population 
in the United States has become increasingly diverse, teachers have not. As such, 
much research on teaching has focused on how teachers can unlearn privilege so that 
they might best educate each one of their students, knowing now that many of the 
teacher’s students will not share her cultural, racial, or class background.32 Again, 
I don’t want to make too much of this, but I do think there might be a connection 
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between teacher privilege and demoralization that is worth our attention. If a teacher 
is habituated to the privilege of being white, then one can see why she might be 
particularly prone to demoralization; she is not accustomed to life on the other side 
of privilege, and so she becomes demoralized instead of seeking the blues. James 
Baldwin writes, 

There is a sense of the grotesque about a person who has spent his or her life in a kind of cotton 
batting. There is something monstrous about never having been hurt, never having been made 
to bleed, never having lost anything, never having gained anything because life is beautiful, 
and in order to keep it beautiful you’re going to stay just the way you are…. America is some-
thing like that. The failure on our part to accept the reality of pain, of anguish, of ambiguity, 
of death has turned us into a very peculiar and sometimes monstrous people. It means, for 
one thing, and it’s very serious, that people who have no experience have no compassion.33 

I am not suggesting that teachers don’t know pain or have never been hurt. You can’t 
stay in your cotton batting very long as a teacher. The point is this: the privilege of 
whiteness can cause anyone under its influence to have atrophied resources when it 
comes to turning the worst possible experience to something somehow redemptive. I 
see this as a real challenge — and opportunity — for teacher educators. Our students 
need to be aware of the demoralizing climate that they are entering, and in addition 
to giving students the resources they will need to change this climate, we have to 
stress the strength of the blues and of blues people. We don’t want good teachers 
conscientiously objecting and leaving the profession; we need to think together about 
what we can do to help them become blues people: looking a disaster they can do 
nothing about in the face and then doing something about it.

A teacher, even an entire professional organization like the American Educa-
tional Research Association, cannot change the climate of high-stakes assessment 
in the United States. While we can hope, and while we can petition, and while we 
can continue to voice our resistance far and wide, we have to know that nothing may 
change. This reality is demoralizing, but the blues can help us rethink the change we 
might become. Baldwin puts the point this way:

People who in some sense know who they are can’t change the world always, but they can do 
something to make it a little more, to make life a little more human. Human in the best sense. 
Human in terms of joy, freedom which is always private, respect, respect for one another, even 
such things as manners. All these things are very important, all these old-fashioned things.34

Baldwin is not being resigned in this passage; rather, he realizes that the human can 
come through in even the worst moment. Joy, private freedom, respect, manners; 
perhaps minor things all. But when they are exhibited in moments where others 
feel like no action can make a difference, a difference is made. As Cora Diamond 
emphasizes across much of her writing on ethics, ethics does not only exist in overtly 
ethical actions where one decides between options that are made to feel fixed.35 The 
grace with which one makes the choice; the callousness with which one acts; the 
generosity of spirit that is felt even when one has to choose the lesser of two very bad 
options — these all matter. Baldwin helpfully reminds us that this is a key lesson of 
the blues. Even when we have to overtly conform to a policy or a script we know to 
be miseducative, there is a space of freedom, a way of being human that, though it 
cannot change the conditions that lead to demoralization, it can make a difference. 
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What might this mean for teacher education? It is hard to say. If I had to spend 
valuable instructional time preparing third graders for assessments I did not believe 
in, I don’t know if I would have the strength I am calling for here. And, as Gayl Jones 
helpfully reminds us, “Some black writers and critics have rejected the blues” because 
“it teaches resignation and the acceptance of reality.”36 I don’t mean to downplay just 
how demoralizing it can feel to teach using a script or to watch children shaped by a 
culture of high-stakes assessments; and I don’t mean to suggest that teachers should 
be resigned and accept the reality that we are living at this moment in schools. But, 
I also don’t want teachers to leave the profession, especially teachers who know 
just how wrong the current climate can be. While we, as teacher educators, should 
continue to teach our students how to resist and how to advocate for the type of in-
struction that promotes student learning and growth, we also have to show teachers 
that when they cannot find a way around a policy, there are lessons to be learned 
from the blues. That even though one is externally conforming to a policy, one’s 
inner resistance has a human impact that matters. 

This sounds a hopeful note, but this note must find its balance with the realization 
that the line between complicity and possibility is hard to demarcate. When does 
continuing to teach signal that one is complicit in the policies governing one’s work, 
and when is continuing to teach an enactment of a blues stance that opens possi-
bilities of resistance? When does walking away from teaching express unnecessary 
resignation and defeat, and when does staying represent mere conformity where the 
claim to opening possibilities is delusion? I believe these are important questions; 
questions that cannot be answered, only lived. 

As we work with practicing teachers, and future teachers who are only beginning 
to live these questions, it is important to maintain this tension as the difficult reality 
that it is. We have to think together about how power is best confronted in our lives 
as teachers; teaching active resistance while being mindful that a moral and political 
response does not only issue forth in moral or political action, or what is generally 
taken as such. There is defeat and there is defeat; fully succumbing to policies that 
one knows to be harmful is one thing, subverting those policies through our being 
human is another. Humanly fearing complicity and the not living up to our ideals, 
but manifesting what we value, even in the nonideal that we live and have always 
lived as teachers; somehow, through something like the grace that the blues express. 

The blues means acknowledging that one will never arrive at that place where 
one is fully fallen or fully redeemed; it means going down the road holding that as 
bad as things are, there is still movement, a space of resistance that allows for the 
living of the better and not the worse. Educators need this strength. Not only does it 
add to the resolve that a better future is possible and achievable; it teaches that even 
though one has not arrived at that future, one is not — one will not be — defeated. 
In the face of terribly detrimental educational policies, students need teachers who 
manifest this blues stance. Though it may not immediately bring about the change 
we would like to see, its effects — the indelible mark it leaves on students — should 
not be dismissed. Moreover, focusing on these effects might be the very thing that 
reconnects demoralized teachers with the moral rewards of teaching, even as we 
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know how hard these rewards are to perceive through the lens of current educational 
policy and how it is implemented and impacts the varied contexts in which teachers 
live and work.  
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