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Prelude 

I think I got it wrong from the beginning.  

It wasn't that I had decided to move into the back bedroom, or that I had 

decided to move into the back bedroom of a house in the Mississippi Delta. It 

wasn't even that I had decided to do it in the middle of the summer in the middle 

of the day. It was the thing that happened in the middle of that night, my first 

night in Clarksdale, July 23, 2014, the thing that I wrote in my journal: "I wonder if 

I'll be able to say something beautiful." The journal entry did not have many 

words or much weight but for that, but when you are wrong it don't take much of 

either. 

I was wrong from the beginning, I think. 

I had heard somebody say one time that the University of North Carolina at 

Chapel Hill, where I was working toward my Ph.D., made "blue-chip sociologists." 

I had heard somebody else say another time that blue-chip sociologists who do 

the type of sociology that I had gone to Clarksdale to do should always "show, 

then tell." Show, or describe, the thing that happened, show the expression on 

her face, show what he said. Then, tell, or explain, what the thing that happened 

meant. Tell how she must have felt. Tell how what he said matters. It sounded 
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good when they told me, but I got it wrong. I did not like showing. I only wanted 

to tell, or as I wrote, “say something beautiful.” 

I wanted to say something beautiful I wrote in the preface to an earlier 

version of this story.1   

I wrote that, I wanted to write the thing that I had wanted and needed to 

read but could not find.  

I wrote that, I wanted to write about race and inequality in and from a 

place at the bottom of the margins. 

I wrote. 

I wanted to give a retrospective on a place long thought to be left behind.  

 I knew, I wrote.  

I knew because of this thing, I wrote. I knew because of that thing, I wrote.  

I knew I did not want to write about the blues. I wrote that too, for a time 

on just about everything that I could get my hands on. "I am not studying the 

blues." I wrote it in my journal—yes, that same journal—and on the back of folks' 

business cards after the folks who had given them to me turned their heads, 

always with an extra fine ballpoint black ink pen. "Not studying the blues."  

I did not want to be a blues scholar.  

I did not want to be blue-chip.  
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I did not want to B.B. King. 

I did not like the blues. 

So, I went looking for something else, something that I wanted to find, 

something, not the blues. I lived in Clarksdale from that middle-of-the-summer 

day in 2014 to August 2015, and I lived close enough to Clarksdale to go any or 

every day from then to January 2016. In that time, I talked to 127 people 161 

times. I kept looking and listening at the same thing, the same way, waiting for it 

to be another, waiting for it to turn into what I wanted to find. I was waiting for 

magic. Somebody told me blue-chip sociologists do not do magic. They do 

research. They are dispassionate observers. They are to say words like "objective" 

and "causal" and "valid" and “Durkheim” and "controlling for" and “Stata” and 

“merge” and “representative,” not “beautiful.” Blues-chip sociologists are 

supposed to say what the data say, not look for them to say what they want. But, 

I did not want to be blue-chip, so I waited, and I looked, and I found. 

In that same preface to that same earlier version of this story, I wrote I 

found what the Census and Clyde Woods had foretold: arrested development; 

limited opportunity; and big mansions with big yards in the distance. I saw in 

plain sight the persistence of the colorline, which followed, ballast-for-ballast and 
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mile-for mile, the tracks of the Illinois Central Railroad, literally and figuratively 

splitting the town in two. 

I wrote, I also found, as Zora once urged us to see, black folks leading 

ordinary lives. In the summertime, people liked to be outside. Children laughed 

and played like children do, with boundless energy and wide smiles, jumping in 

and over ditches, riding bikes, waving sticks, throwing balls through all manner of 

hoops. Women and men worked long days, cursed and went to church, drank 

beer, smoked weed, and played dominos on all manner of tabletops. Folks 

washed and fixed on cars, sat and cursed on porches, sweated and laughed on 

the backs of pickup trucks with their shirts off. In the fall months, they went to 

football games, raucous basketball gyms in winter, a holiday parade at Christmas 

time, somebody’s dinner table on Sundays. They lit candles, released balloons, 

and sang elegies for lost loved ones and neighbors. They fought, married, lived, 

died, and had birthday parties.   

I wrote, I found more of the same—the expected and ordinary—among 

the…people that I met….I heard stories of Civil Rights workers and Freedom 

Houses, Gangster Disciples and Vice Lords, guns, drugs, and dead bodies by the 

river. People talked about God and church, and reveled in their wildest dreams. 

They bemoaned politicians and sometimes other residents. They celebrated each 
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other with laughter and flowers. Men bragged about sex and cars and their 

mommas. Women spoke of 100 days of peace. People sang to me, rapped their 

best freestyle verses to me, shared profoundly personal stories with me. They 

invited me into their homes, welcoming me with chicken and cheap liquor, “shit 

talking,” and more love and trust than I could have ever earned. 

What I wrote that I found was not a wrong. What I thought it meant was—

or, that I thought it meant was. I did not know. I did not know if it meant what I 

wanted to find because I did not know what I wanted to find. That is the rub. It 

takes language and an ear and an insistent insistence on hearing to know. It don’t 

take much of either to find. 

I wrote that I had expected to find the expected and the ordinary because I 

had been born and raised in the same ordinary state, just on the other side of it. I 

wrote that I had not expected to find the blues, or rather to find that black 

residents of Clarksdale would have so much to say about the blues. I wrote that I 

had not expected the remembering or the defiance. I wrote that I had not 

expected the, “I don’t like the blues,” even though I felt the same way. That was a 

lie. I should have written, "I was hoping that black Clarksdalians would not have 

so much to say about the blues," or “I was not looking for them to remember the 
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blues,” or “I already knew they didn’t like the blues,” or "I was not studying the 

blues."  

I did not like the blues. 

I did not think the blues was or had the answer, whatever the questions 

were, which is to say whatever I was looking for. I did not think the blues was 

right. The thing that I wanted to write was "bigger," "newer," shinier and more 

extravagant than a juke joint or blues show. I wanted to understand the 

contemporary South, even theorize about the region’s future, not mine and fixate 

on the past." I wrote. The thing I wanted to write was not a lie. It was magic. The 

thing I wanted to understand was not a lie either. It was an empty house. The 

idea that the blues was past is not the truth, I think. 

I think I keep saying, "I think" because I don't know. It is a riddle. How 

could I, a person whose task it was to make sense of what folks said, say what so 

many of the folks whose words I was trying to make sense of were also saying 

but still get it wrong? Or, how can the same thing be different? Or, how is it 

magic if other people feel it too? After all, "I'm not studying the blues," is "I don't 

like the blues," just cooked up a little, right? After all, after all 18 of those months 

between July 2014 and January 2016, and in the 8 months between July 2016 and 

when I wrote that preface to that earlier version of this story, I had seen and 
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heard—or, found—black residents of Clarksdale saying and doing other things 

that sounded and looked like not study'n the blues. They said the blues was 

played out. One person said, "we ain't the blues no mo'." Many people said the 

blues had passed its time. So, they passed their time without it. They did not go 

to Clarksdale’s blues clubs because, as somebody else said, Clarksdale’s blues 

clubs were "for the white folks." They were not excited about this or that blues 

festival. They looked at local blues venues with the side-est of side-eyes. They 

spoke about the thousands of tourists and blues enthusiasts that came to 

Clarksdale each year with must roll-est of eye rolls. "You just get tired of it."  

I thought I was right. I wondered if I had found what I was looking for. 

Black Clarksdalians seemed to believe what I believed, or I what they did. They 

seemed to be thinking what I had been thinking, or I what they had been. They 

seemed to know what I thought I knew, or I pretended to know them. Blue-chip 

sociologists would call that “intersubjectivity” or perhaps “saturation,” the 

capacity to find yourself in the life worlds of the people you are studying, the 

capacity to feel what they feel and think what they think and know what they 

know, or at least be so familiar with them, that you can write about it. That is 

wrong, and I was wrong.  
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Black Clarksdalians did not believe what I believed. They were not thinking 

what I was. They knew but not what I knew. We were not talking about the same 

blues—or rather, we were talking about the same blues, but in different ways, or 

rather we were talking about the same blues in the same ways but for different 

reasons. I was not studying the blues because I was not listening. They were not 

liking the blues because they were. That is the other rub. How can the same thing 

be different? It depends on what side you are standing on, or which one you are 

allowed to—or, something about an elephant and the numbers "6" and "9." How 

is it magic if other people see it? What do you call it when you think they do, but 

they don’t. 

When you go looking to find, you do; and even if you find the right thing, 

you won't know if you found it the right way, which is to say you won't know that 

you are wrong. You will only be able to think you are. 

I got it wrong from the beginning, not the blue-chip part or the sociology 

part, not the back bedroom or the summer. The part that was wrong—or, the 

lie—was what I wrote about “saying.” 

Other people's stories are not ours to "say." They are ours to get out of the 

way of. 
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Other people’s lives are not ours to “find” or “find ourselves in.” You cannot 

find something that does not belong to you, or make homes from other people’s 

places. 

"Show, then tell" should be "listen all the way through" because sometimes 

you need to hear the whole measure before you know the count. That is how it is 

with backbeats anyway. 
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INTRODUCTION 

ON THE BACKBEAT 

 

"What's the guy that sings 'Mom's Apple Pie'?" Mrs. Irene asked me, her 

voice like her stature, slight and still but sure. "I like him. I looove him." We were 

sitting in her office, a front room in a funeral home on the backside1 of 

Clarksdale, Mississippi. 

"You're like mom's apple pie!" I sang and clapped, and as I rocked and 

carried on, Mrs. Irene smiled and rested back in her seat. Her demeanor had been 

reserved and guarded for most of the morning—at 71 years old, she was like that 

most of the time—but our exchange about her favorite song had stirred 

something different, laughter, both hers and mine. A few moments later, 

something else stirred, a soft and unflinching glare from her to me, a moment of 

quiet, a thought that could not go unsaid. "I don't like the blues. It saddens me." 

Her voice was a whisper, somehow both tentative and absolute. "I guess I've 

never even been to a blues show."  
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I wondered. By most accounts, the guy who sings “Mom's Apple Pie,” 

Tyrone Davis, is known as a blues singer; and Clarksdale, where Mrs. Irene had 

lived since 1963, is known for its blues history. Muddy “Father of the Chicago 

Blues” Waters grew up on Stovall Plantation in West Clarksdale. Bessie “Queen of 

the Blues” died at the G.T. Thomas Afro-American Hospital, East of the Sunflower 

River in Clarksdale. When Robert Johnson sold his soul to make the blues, he is 

said to have been at the "Crossroads" in Clarksdale2. Today, Clarksdale is a blues 

tourism magnet. Each year, the town’s expansive circuit of blues festivals, 

performance and entertainment venues, and heritage markers attracts some 

130,000 visitors, more than eight times the resident population. I wondered. How 

could Mrs. Irene love a blues singer for his blues song, and live for so long in 

perhaps the world's most famous blues place, and still not like the blues?  

I wondered. "What about Moonies3? I asked, reminded of all the times folks 

had asked me had I been to the cotton-warehouse-turned-blues-club on 

Clarksdale's downtown square. "Have you been to Moonies?" 

"I've been," she said, as if it were the most unimpressive thing she had ever 

done. "I went last [year]. My cousin, they gave him his 70th birthday party there; 

and I've eaten there." In an instant, her voice and face tightened, like she had just 
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tasted a sour thing, or remembered one. "I don't understand it. The floor is 

crooked. The tablecloths are crooked. The tables are leaning." I laughed at her 

description. She looked at my laughter unmoved. 

I sat at the funeral home with Mrs. Irene Sandiford for a long time that 

morning, long enough for outside to go from kind-of-hot to hot enough for Mrs. 

Irene to remind me more than once that it was "too hot for (me) to be outside," 

long enough for two women who had been there when I got there to leave, stay 

gone for a while, and get back before I left. We all moved at Mrs. Irene's pace. 

The morning seemed to too.  

I asked Mrs. Irene about her family, and she told me a long story—

something about some encyclopedias, a credit union, a husband whom she 

missed, an uncle and two sons whom she loved, and Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., 

whom she just kind of liked. I asked her what she thought of Clarksdale when she 

first moved from Pennsylvania, and she told me a short story—"This was such a 

strange place to me." I asked her whether Clarksdale had changed at all over the 

years, and she told me no story at all. She stayed quiet for a moment, looked 

toward a window in the office, nodded toward the downtown square, another 

unflinching glare.  



 

 13 

"It has gone down here, it has," she said eventually, her shoulders following 

her words. "There are no jobs. The schools are down. The crime is up….It's a 

mess….If (our elected officials) have a plan, I would like to see it…because they 

don't show it." I laughed a little. Mrs. Irene did not at all. She just kept looking 

toward the window. Then, perhaps thinking that an example would help me see 

what she saw, she said, "Look at Mound Bayou." She referenced a place—

Mississippi's first independent all-black town—about 30 miles South of 

Clarksdale. "People have some beautiful homes there, but they don't have a store, 

they can't start a business, they can't get nothing going. They don't even have a 

decent restaurant."  

Mrs. Irene's assessment of Mound Bayou was matter-of-fact. It was also a 

matter of facts. Mound Bayou was reaping what chattel slavery and 150 years of 

the Delta’s peculiar and exploitive regional development policies had sown—it 

was a virtually all-black town contending with a polarized and limited labor 

market, under-resourced social institutions, poverty rates among the nation's 

highest, and social outcomes among the nation's worst. "That's about to happen 

here," Mrs. Irene said, her words a warning, a description, and a prophesy.  

Clarksdale is already reaping the harvest. Since 1970, the town's labor 

market has grown increasingly polarized and porous, leaving many residents, 
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especially black residents, unemployed or limited to low-paying, service-sector 

jobs. Local social institutions are underfunded and face a revolving door of 

challenges: bankruptcy, consolidation, downsizing, and closure. Social outcomes 

have followed suit. Nearly four in ten residents and more than half all children in 

Clarksdale live below the poverty line. Both figures are higher for black residents.  

"It makes you tired. You just keep asking, 'okay, what is wrong, what has 

gone wrong?'" Mrs. Irene said, wondering aloud what it would take to "fix" 

Clarksdale. Then, she referenced something that, if her tone was any indication, 

she thought was broken. "Look at the downtown….It's just so much blues." She 

said more than she knew. 

 Beginning in the late 1970's, as the Delta faced new and intensifying 

structural questions (e.g., a mass of plant closures, the continued downsizing of 

the region’s agricultural economic), state lawmakers and stakeholders envisioned 

what they thought could be a promising answer—not in renewed attention to 

economic staples like agriculture and manufacturing, but in new attention to 

hospitality and tourism. For the Mississippi Delta, that meant the blues. By the 

aughts, that vision had trickled up and down. Mississippi Governor Haley Barbour 

constituted the Mississippi Blues Commission, formalizing the state's commitment 

to blues and heritage tourism; and towns from Tunica to Vicksburg filled with 
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blues clubs, blues heritage sites, blues historic markers, blues museums, blues 

performance venues, music stores, and an assortment of specialty shops. The 

Delta had long been a blues place. As I trace in Chapter 1, Mississippi’s blues 

development agenda made it into a blues tourism place; and Clarksdale was its 

capital. To many in Mississippi, the success of the Delta's blues development 

agenda was cause for optimism. To Mrs. Irene, it was cause for something else, 

another unflinching glare. "The  blues just won’t keep us standing." What she said 

was a story—this one another long one. 

ON THE STAGE 

Between 2014 and 2019, I talked to more than 200 black residents of 

Clarksdale4, and many of them sounded like Mrs. Irene. They talked how she 

talked. They said some of the same things she said, often with the same mix of 

quiet, sarcasm, assuredness, and speculation. Like Mrs. Irene, they told me they 

did not like the blues, though they could almost always name one or another 

blues singer, or two or a few blues songs. They told me they did not go to local 

blues shows; and when I went to places like Moonies and Ground Zero, I almost 

never saw them there. I also almost never heard black residents endorse the 

town's (and region’s) blues development agenda. They did not deny its potential 
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out of hand. They just said they wanted to see it do what so many folks had said 

it would do before they would welcome it. It had not, and neither had they.  

I Don’t Like the Blues has could be a few different stories. Which one you 

hear will largely depend on how you listen. First, that black residents of Clarksdale 

were skeptical, and often openly critical, of the town’s blues development agenda 

could be heard as a story about tourism and economic development. That story 

would be a straightforward one. It is a longstanding finding in social science 

research that place natives are almost always initially skeptical, and in time openly 

critical, of any attempt at community and economic development that centers on 

tourism.5 Tourism systems stir questions about land use, resource allocation, 

transportation, economic sustainability, and public infrastructure, among other 

things. Thus, folks don’t like tourism, and Mrs. Irene and other black residents of 

Clarksdale don’t like the blues. That is one story, perhaps the most 

straightforward one.   

Blues music is another (way to hear this) story, slightly less straightforward 

but still straightforward enough. When Mrs. Irene Sandiford and other black 

Clarksdalians said and showed how they felt about blues music, they were saying 

and showing what black Americans have always said and shown. That is, that 

black expressive traditions are and should be rooted in and responsive to the 
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social, political, and economic conditions of black life at a given time. At the turn 

of the century, the "afterlife"6 of slavery and early life of Jim Crow made the blues 

sound necessary. The early decades of the 20th century made "Strange Fruit," jazz, 

and Mahalia Jackson sound important. In the 1960's and 1970's, an ebbing Civil 

Rights Movement gave way to a new set of challenges and opportunities for 

black Americans, and again made black life sound different. Then, as in the two 

decades before, older black expressive traditions like blues music moved to soul 

and were paired with rhythm, a shift that would eventually set the stage for more 

contemporary cultural formations like R&B and hip-hop, a shift that, if this were a 

blues music story, would also set the stage for I Don't Like the Blues.7  

If this were a blues music story, the lead findings would make sense. Most 

of the people I spoke with came of age between 1950 and 1980. They were a 

bunch of Civil Rights and “Soul Babies,” born at the height of black folks not 

liking old-style blues music.8 They wanted (southern) soul instead, Tyrone Davis 

and “Mom's Apple Pie.” They wanted Stax or Motown. They wanted gospel. For 

the thirty or so residents who were not yet 30 years old, hip-hop had center 

stage, and trap had the mic. Almost none of them wanted the blues, which would 

make it make sense they would say they didn’t like some blues styles, which 
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would make it make sense that they wouldn’t frequently attend local blues 

venues, which would make it make sense that they would not want a local 

entertainment and economic apparatus anchored around a cluster of blues clubs 

and festivals. 

A straightforward reading, and by extension hearing, of I Don’t Like the 

Blues makes for one story or the other, or maybe both at the same time: a 

tourism and economic development story and, or or, a blues music and black 

expressive culture story. That story would go something like: black Clarksdalians 

don't like blues music because they came of age at a time when black folks 

throughout the country were not liking blues music. And, because black 

Clarksdalians don't like blues music, they don't like Clarksdale's blues music 

scenes; and because they don't like blues music or the town's blues music scenes, 

they don't like the local emphasis on blues development; and they were never 

going to like the development part anyway. Each begets the other. This and this 

equal that, and everything is easy and straightforward. Not really. This ain’t that. 

A straightforward reading presumes a straightforward relationship between black 

folks and race, between black folks and place, between black folks and time, and 

between black folks and other things. We know better than that. There are 101 

years of writing and scholarship, and 1,001 other things that tell and show us that 
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black people are often whatever the opposite of straightforward is, and black 

southerners especially so.9 They can be straightforward when they want to be, 

but that is not all the time, and, the other two ways of hearing this story 

notwithstanding, that was not this time.  

Taking cues from their parents, grandparents, and other forebears, when 

respondents in this study talked about blues, they were not just talking about 

blues development or blues music. They were also—or, actually—talking about 

themselves and theorizing about the nature of life, especially the nature of life for 

people like themselves: black folks living in the post-Civil Rights U.S. While many 

people hear the blues as performance and play, black residents of Clarksdale 

know it to be flesh and bone, a spirit in the dirt. Their blues was a conduit. It was 

a map. It was a method. As Clyde Woods documents and theorizes in 

Development Arrested, the blues was their epistemology, which is to say it 

contained a set of attitudes, beliefs, modes of expression, and behavioral 

accomplishments that respondents deployed to explain, navigate, and where 

necessary, resist and subvert, the tolls and toils of daily life. Woods situates the 

blues epistemology, first, as a southern way of seeing and being and, ultimately, 

as a black on.  
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That is what Mrs. Irene was doing that morning in her office. She was 

seeing and being, resisting and subverting. She was not liking the blues as 

epistemological praxis (i.e., a strategy for explaining and navigating the social 

world. That is really the sound of I Don’t Like the Blues, a not-so-straightforward 

story of a not-so-straightforward people—not blues music, but the blues 

epistemology, which is to say not just what black residents of Clarksdale say and 

believe to be true about the blues, but what what they say and believe to be true 

about the blues says about what they believe to be true about other things. That 

is a lot. Black Clarksdalians defined the blues in a lot of ways, and they used the 

blues to say and do a lot of things. Most of the time, most of the things that 

respondents used the blues to say and do had something to do with race, 

whether racial identity and group belonging (Chapter 2), lived experience and 

interactional interactions (Chapter 3), or racial domination in (and) the future 

(Chapter 4); just like Clyde Woods said. 

 


