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INTRODIJCTION 

In many a teacher’s heart there is an cnveloping darkness. It is a darkness that 
may not be as penetrating and pervasive as the clinical depression depicted by 
William Styron in Darkness Visible but nevertheless amounts to a devastating sense 
that the education, teaching, and life we have clung to with such hope and promise 
are losing their grip.’ The promises of education to transform, ennoble, and enable, 
to create the conditions for new understandings of our worlds and ourselves, have 
become tired and devalued promissory notes. It is a darkness of the teaching soul, a 
soul that struggles to understand the enveloping cover’s effects on our teaching and 
personal lives, and one that despairs at piercing the pervasive world of only shadows. 
It is a darkness that obscures all that was so apparent and vibrant, becoming the only 
visible cover in a world that now lacks discernible features. It is a darkness that 
forgets the landscape and features of teaching. 

Teaching occurs on affective and cognitive terrain; it is emotional and intellec- 
tual work. In teaching four- and forty-four-year-olds, we work on and through our 
emotions and ideas to engage students in a process called learning. When it appears 
successful, we have engaged students in the material at hand through connecting 
aspects of our lives and theirs with the “grace of great things.”21t is a connection that 
can be filled with or partially dipped in life’s significance and meaning. At its best it 
is an affirmation of what is universally and uniquely human in each of us. At its most 
mundane it is a recurring nod that significance exists. But for some teachers despair 
visits and disrupts. The glorious and mundane are cast in shadows that soon dissolve 
any significance. The energy of teaching is lost and the goals seem to be misplaced. 
I want to explore this world of despair as presented in 
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DESPAIR IN TEACHING 

Through literature we sometimes come to understand those lives before and 
behind us. It is a body of work that offers the opportunity to examine our own lives, 
while we gaze upon and attempt to understand others. Unfortunately, few literary 
portraits of teaching are vibrantly real. Many seem to be stuck in a didactic mode - 
intent upon “teaching” a lesson, intent on getting us to see teaching in a particular 
way. Fortunately, lucid glimpses do exist; portraits that underscore multiple, rather 
than singular understandings. Dubus offers such a glimpse in his short story 
“Dancing After Hours,” when he delves into an ex-teacher’s bartending life at a 
roadside grill (DH, 194-234). In that story, late one night, Emily finds herself 
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But it appears that Tompkins’s education taught her to forgo 
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bringing the student and the curriculum together. In repressing her love for literature 
she did not share her excitement and passion for her subject with her students. In 
refusing to express her love she did not allow her students the opportunity or space 
fortheirlove. Sheknewbetter. Shehadbeengracedwiththewarmthandglowofgood 
teaching. She could recollect what she had been given and her own past excitement 
and thrill. She struggled to create the conditions where strands could be knit among 
teacher, stories, and students. 

LOVE OF LEARNING (AND TEACHING) 

At different times in their lives Emily, 
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My love for the alphabet, which endures, grew out of recitingit 
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”facts” appear only to be resolved once more into the possibilities from which they were madei 
“certainties” are shown to be combustible, not by being brought into contact with other 
“certainties” or with doubts, but by being kindled by the presence of ideas of another orderi 
approximations are revealed between notions normally remote from one another. Thoughts of 
different species take wing and play around one another, responding to each other’s movements 
and provoking one another to fresh exertions. Nobody asks where they have come from or on 
what authority they are presenti nobody cares what will become of them when they have played 
their part. There is no symposiarch or arbiter; not even a doorkeeper to examine credentials. 
Every entrant is taken at its face-value and everything is permitted w h c h  can get itself accepted 
into the flow of speculation. Andvoices whichspcakinconversationdonot compose a hierarchy. 
Conversation is not an enterprise designed to yield an extrinsic profit, a contest where a winner 
gets aprize, nor is it an activity of exegesis. It is an unrehearsed intellectual adventure. It is with 
conversation as with gambling, its significance lies neither in winning nor in losing, but in 
~age r ing . ’~  

Conversations, these unrehearsed intellectual adventures, take on a life of their own; 
a life that is marked by flight and transformation. 

Our love of letters and conversations, of reaching out to understand our worlds 
individually and with others, has a desirous and fleeting character. In learning we 
desire to reach out into other worlds and we know that our reach may miss, or our 
desired objects might move. Carson illuminates further this desirous and fleeting 
nature. She writes that in Franz Kafka’s story, “The Top,” a particular philosopher 
used to 
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In Carson’s portrayal love, Eros, sits within and reaches amidst the play of 
paradoxical tensions - it tries ”to understand how that impertinent stability in 
vertigo is possible” (EB, xi ) .15  Eros takes delight in reaching within these tensions, 
attempting to reconcile the elements in paradox. Although Carson seems to repudi- 
ate understanding as an aim, supplanting it with the “aim” of running reach’s 
delight, I think delight in both understanding and “the reach’’ are present in many 
philosophers’ and learners’ inquiry. Certainly the delight in reaching and the delight 
in arrival contain distinctions. However to deny delight in understanding seems to 
repudiate an experience most all of us have had. 

In writing our cursive letters and in writing ourselves into the world, we 
experience those suspended moments of living hopej we occupy the space between 
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underscores the limitations of an analytical approach in these situations.” Palmer 
offers the following admonition and suggestion: 

We split paradoxes so reflexively that we do not understand the price we pay for our hahit. The 
poles of a paradox are like the poles of a battery: hold them together and they generate the energy 
of life; pull them apart, and the current stops flowing. When we separate any of the profound 
paired truths of our lives, both poles become lifeless specters of themselves - and we become 
lifeless as well. Dissecting a living paradox has the same impact on our intellectual, emotional, 
and spiritual well-being as the decision to breathe in without ever breathing out would have on 
our physical health ICT, 65). 

How we live with, rather than dissect, teaching’s paradoxes is no simple matter. How 
we go about living with the pain, the suffering and confusion - the despair that 
Emily, Jessica and Jane experienced - cannot be a singularly cognitive affair. It is at 
the intersection of our thinking, feeling, intuiting, and acting selves that we begin to 
come to terms with these dilemmas. Despair, suffering, and 
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on despair and love, Simone Weil’s writings on love and affliction, and Iris Murdoch‘s 
attention to love, a sense of the void, and “the good” all share Palmer’s concern for 
a larger love in suffering.20 And it is in Murdoch’s earlier work that we find an 
elaboration of this enlarged love. In this enlarged love at least three facets seem 
necessary: a diminished sense of self, an attentive gaze toward the situation and the 
other, and a presumption that “good” exists and is the object of love. 

Before I fill in the outline of this enlarged love, a reminder is probably in order. 
I do not offer a larger love as a means of overcoming individual ”’failures.” It is not 
an effort to remediate broken teachers but rather an endeavor to resuscitate lives and 
loves. Despair, at least the kind experienced by Emily, Jessica, and Jane, is a condition 
of their souls, and once visited, a condition of their worlds. An enlarged love will not 
wipe the slate clean, it will not necessarily make one a “better” teacher, and it will 
not magcally transform the real world obstacles. It cannot alleviate teachers’ 
suffering, cure our institutional or instructional ills, or knit together forever student 
and subject. What it does offer is a way to see through the depths of the despair and 
live with the remains. It can enable us to see our despair for what it is, it can add to 
our suffering a measure of joy and beauty, and it can allow us once again to find those 
connections among students and subject. Working toward an enlarged love is a rather 
large effort. But for those in despair, the effort seems commensurate with the task. 
To recapture that love of teaching and inquiry, to venture into that space where hope 
and possibility exist, where vulnerability is a reality and returning despair a 
possibility, requires what may seem to some a monumental effort. For those in 
despair it can appear as if it is the only route, the only route if one wants to continue 
teaching. 

In The Sovereignty of Good, Murdoch attempts, in a neo-Platonic fashion, to 
place an understanding of the “good” and an orientation to love at the center of our 
moral and spiritual life. It is an enlarged sense of love in that it takes the individual 
beyond his or her particular concerns to a clearer, less noise-filled focus on beauty and 
the good, and on the world around and beyond us. Murdoch asks us to look lovingly 
beyond ourselves; to construe freedom as the absence of self-preoccupied fantasies 
and the ability to see the world more clearly. Her understandmg lies in 

the capacity to love, that is to see, that the liberation of the soul from fantasy consists. The 
freedom which is a proper 
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of themselves: their passions, their loves and aversions, their idiosyncrasies, and 
their blemishes. Their naked humanness is offered to others. Despair seems to have 
a source in the scorn and derision felt by teachers when they have offered themselves, 
their love of learning, and their particular subject to students. It was not a scorn that 
was experienced once, 
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Recall that Jessica stated, in teaching, “Your identity is on the line.. . .And so if 
you get negativism or hsinterest or hostility from the class, then that’s really a blow. 
That’s a comment on my whole being” (SV, 213). It seems that Jessica opened her 
entire self to her students, emptied herself in her classroom, allowed others to judge 
her efforts and accepted their negative judgments. To give of yourself to the point 
where there is little left, and then ask for judgment is to put too much of your self on 
the line. In Jessica’s situation the noise emanating from her self-abnegation was 
deafening. When that occurs, the teaching self is not diminished but decimated. In 
teaching with a larger love our sense of self-importance, our concerns about our 
brilliance, and our preoccupation with classroom presentations are diminished. But 
to diminish these noisy features of the self is not to extinguish the teaching self. We 
need the self in order to see clearly, to attend to the class, and to perform the magic 
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to the good in others, allowing the “thou” in others to address the “I” in ourselves, 
can be an immense effort when the days are dark. Even in normal “despair-less” 
times it is not unusual for most of the classroom ills to be blamed on the students. 
At the university, in high schools, and in middle and elementary schools, teachers 
can be disposed to assume that when learning fails, the problem lies in the students. 
Assuming and searching for the good within students who appear to dismiss us, who 
seem to cast aside our educational efforts, can be trying and feel impossible. Two 
examples of this attentive search for good might help. In The Sovereignty of Good, 
Murdoch describes how a mother (M) alters her original and negative opinions about 
her daughter-in-law (0). As Murdoch relates, M initially construed her daughter-in- 
law as rude, brusque, and tirelessly juvenile. M then reflects on the situation and 
gives “careful and just attention” to both her relationshp with D and her own 
attitudes. Upon reflection M realizes that she may be old fashioned, conventional, 
snobbish, and narrow-minded in her approach. She knows she is jealous. Subse- 
quently, M comes to a different appraisal. She sees D as no longer vulgar but 
“refreshingly simple, not undignified but spontaneous, not noisy but gay, not 
tiresomely juvenile but delightfully youthful, and so on” JSG, 17-18). Murdoch 
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burnout literature, and the contextualization of teachers’ work that informs the 
current educational reform literature. Given that these two orientations provide the 
putative and scholarly frameworks for understanding what I have called teacher 
despair, it would be helpful, in conclusion, to compare briefly my thesis with these 
two approaches. In the psychological literature a common construal of burnout is as 
follows: a “syndrome which emanates from an indwidual’s perceptions of unmet 
needs and unfulfilled expectations. It is characterized by progressive disillusion- 
ment, with related psychological and physical symptoms which dminish one‘s self- 
esteem. It develops gradually over time.’r3o In this framework the onus of change is 
placed squarely on the individual: the afflicted teacher needs to become aware of his 
or her own needs and expectations and how he or she is perceiving them.” In the 
contextual literature, the organizational structure of schooling is said to create 
unnecessary obstacles to teachers‘ effective and meaningful instruction, frustrating 
their efforts to educate students. School organizational reform and restructuring are 
required to facilitate rewarding teachers’ work. Obviously there are many truths and 
insights contained in both approaches. My love and despair thesis does not necessar- 
ily contradict these stances and, I think, adds further to the understandings offered 
by both. 

Briefly it appears that the love and despair approach adds to the burnout 
literature the notion that teaching practice is b y  its very nature prone to despair. 
Teachers’ despair is not solely a matter of individuals’ unmet needs and expectations; 
it is part of the structure of teaching. If part of teaching is the public sharing of our 
personal love of learning, then we will always be vulnerable. And while teachers, 
according to the burnout literature, may need to attend to their unmet needs and 
unfulfilled expectations, they also (according to my love and despair thesis) need to 
be attentive to others unencumberedby significant ego noise. It is not clear, without 
further development, how these two features might interact. However an approach 
like that outlined in David Brazier’s book, Zen Therapy: Transcending the Sorrows 
of the Human Mind, might provide a beginning.32 

The contextual approach, aview Igenerally have held for some twenty years, acts 
as a helpful corrective to our cultural tendency toward psychological reductions. All 
too often our culturally sanctioned, individualist approach forgets the contextual 
landscape and focuses predominantly on the individual actors. While some persist in 
seeing complex cultural and structural phenomena through individualist lenses, it 
is difficult to discount the ways in which institutional arrangements and structural 
elements confound teachers’ efforts. Aview of teaching as apractice prone to despair 
and entailing at least two distinct kinds of love might provide the contextual 
approach with additional moral and rhetorical bases for educational reforms, espe- 
cially those reforms related to teachers’ work and student learning. A recognition of 

30. Gold and Roth, Teachers Managing Stress and Preventing Burnout, 41. 

31. Ibid., 46. 

32. See David Brazier, Z e n  Therapy: Transcending the Sorrows of t he  H u m a n  Mind (New York  John Wiley 
and Sons), 1995. 
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love and despair in teaching would necessitate addressing the following question: 
How can we structure teachers’ work to allow for both alove of learning and enlarged 
love in teaching? Teachers’ work would, I believe, look radcally different if this 
question were addressed and teachers’ work restructured. The love and despair thesis 
also provides a potential ethic and basis for teacher protest toward school reform. If 
good teaching entails an expression of one’s love of learning and requires an enlarged 
love toward our students, and if school structures and community misunderstand- 
ings obstruct an adequate teaching practice, we may have additional ethical and 
rhetorical bases for reform. It may be a basis that connects emotionally and more 
integrally to teachers’ daily efforts. Who knows?an 




