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The original title of my presentation today referred to Judith Butler and especially to her concept of the public dimension of the body. Because of a recent turn of direction in my research – and I would like to apologize for this – my presentation will deal not primarely with Butler, but foremost with the public character of human corporeality and its implications for critical pedagogy. More precisely I will formulate a hypothesis which I will call the democracy of the flesh. This states that in some experiences of radical loss of self-mastership, we are exposed above all to a corporeal equality with which we cannot argue and which grants the possibility to think the public realm anew, especially in connection with the possibility of criticality within the field of education, the possibility to contest the existing societal and political order, so to speak.
I will start with pointing out very briefly what interests me in the most recent oeuvre of Judith Butler
, in texts such as Precarious Life and Giving an Account of Oneself (Butler 2004a & 2005). Strongly departing from her earlier feminist writings of the 90’s, Butler calls in these texts our attention towards a condition of common human vulnerability, which is not to be seen as a new ontological foundation, but as something which is given in certain experiences in which we undeniably are exposed to one another and in which we cannot longer uphold the fiction that we are the authors of our own existence. The recognition hereof could convince us to become susceptible for the suffering of others, to assume responsibility for the world and others and to take critical engagement with the existing societal and political order. 
A telling example of this is the experience of violence, which is very relevant in the context of education: as corporeal creatures we are “physically dependent on one another, physically vulnerable to one another” (Butler 2004, p. 22). As bodily beings we cannot deny interconnectedness, which is a fundamental and indisputable fact, and which is evident right from the earliest childhood: as premature creatures we are handed over to the care and the possible abuse of parental and other figures. And this is a condition “we never fully leave behind” (2004b, p.23). This ultimate lack of control haunts us continually and might become very salient, e.g. when a nation is confronted with its own vulnerability when attacked by terrorist suicide commandos, as was the case on 9/11. The narcissistic American reaction of reappropriating its own position (by war on terror) should be thought of as a brute denial of its susceptibility and might well be exchanged for a non-violent reaction which starts from the recognition of exposure: “as bodies, we are always for something more than, and other than, ourselves” (2004b, p.25). Therefore, instead of deploying military means and continuing the cycle of revenge and retaliation, the U.S. could give up its dream of gratifying this loss via repositioning itself and proving its unaffected mastership. Indeed, undergoing and accepting the experience of mourning, which is a form of the allowance of loss-of-control – this nation might embrace a policy of non-violence, which would grant a radical interruption of the course of history, making the impossible a possibility. So, the living through of vulnerability and final loss of control, makes it possible to distance oneself from the existing order and to respond in a more humane way to the suffering of people in Afghanistan and Iraq, people we do not know and with who we share nothing but the common possibility to experience corporeal vulnerability. So, for Butler, the experience of self-loss, grants the possibility of a new type of community, viz. “a community of those who are beside themselves”, as we are unwillingly and undeniably exposed to one another. One could also call this, to use the title of the famous book by Alphonso Lingis, “a community of those who have nothing in common”.

The interesting point here is that Butler presents corporeal vulnerability as a new starting point for talking about the public. “The body has its invariably public dimension; constituted as a social phenomenon in the public sphere, my body is and is not mine” (2004b, p. 21) As corporeal beings we are inescapably exposed “to the touching, the gaze and the violence of others” (2004a, p. 26). Or stated differently: “To be a body is to be given over to others” (2004b, p. 20). 

Now, traditionally, the public is thought to be constituted by common convictions, values and practices we all share. This might be interpreted either in a maximalist way as the communitarians do (the sharing of a same cultural and historical background, the same language and tradition and so on) or in a minimalistic way as is the case in most forms of liberalism (the sharing of a common conception of the constitutional state and the basic universal rights of man). Of course, instead of defining publicness in terms of commonality, one can try to capture it in terms of visibility. Such is the case in the Arendtian view in which the structural organisation of the debate on the agora gives every citizen, irrespective of his or her personal strength, the possibility to have a voice and to utter a point-of-view that should be taken in consideration.

Now, these popular versions of the public are surpassed by Butler in her stating that the body has its undeniable public dimension. In the experience of bodily being exposed to one another we experience publicness, which does not presuppose that we are in the right position to discuss with our fellow citizens, neither does it presuppose that we share some positive definable identity. If there is something to be seen, then it is our incapacity and anonymous belonging to the flesh of the world, to use Merleau-Ponty’s famous phrase
. As such we form a “community of those who are besides themselves”, as Butler calls is, or “a community of those who have nothing in common”, in the terminology offered by Lingis.

Given this new and defying concept of the public, I think it is necessary further to investigate 

(1) why precisely to stress so much the corporeal dimension of this experience of expropriation of the self and its opening towards the public
(2) whether one could extend this vision of the public dimension of the body towards concrete educational practices.
Therefore I will propose the hypothesis of the democracy of the flesh. To introduce it, I would like to pause a moment for the following painting of Max Ernst, depicting a habitual pedagogical scene, was it not that it’s about the Holy Virgin spanking Baby Jesus
.
Of course this depiction is not as shocking for us at is was in the days when it was produced. Considering the contemporary reaction to it, it’s interesting to notice that the public found it most offencing to see the young Christ being spanked, while they were very well acquainted with a tradition going back to the Middle Ages in which the self-chosen suffering of the Lord is being presented in the most horrid and bloody details. The most shocking for us today is perhaps that we see a child being molested, as we all spontaneously have an aversion for corporeal punishment.

 Nevertheless I will use this picture as a starting point for my argumentation. There is undoubtedly in western culture a vigorous depreciation for corporeality, which explains why we find it difficult to see nude and intimate depictions of sacred personae, who are after all a kind of projection of the better parts of ourselves. Perhaps this depreciation for some aspects of corporeality has to do with the experience that, when we are confronted with the autonomous functioning of our bodies and experience the end of self-control, we are also exposed to the fact that we, in a sense, are the same, that we are all, in the end, equal. Hence: the democracy of the flesh. This is, again, well illustrated by another painting of a traditional theme of he sacred tradition, Courbet’s interpretation of Creation, L’Origine du Monde (1866), the beginning of the world, which was not presented in the virtuous way of Michelangelo (1508/12) , which was quite acceptable, but in a more direct and exposing manner.
Whether we like it or not we are all exposed to the autonomous functioning of our body: we all have to eat and to drink, to burp and to transpire, to scratch our bottoms, to give ourselves over to uncontrollable sexual urges, and in the end we all have to die. So, it’s interesting to see that phenomena such as farting, picking one’s nose, talking about masturbation or one’s period, showing sexual lust, etc. are much more negatively appreciated by members of higher then  the ones belonging to lower income levels: if one should abandon oneself to these “lower” modes of behaviour, so is more fervently believed by the first, one should do this in private (Vandekerckhove 1982) . Otherwise one feels (or should feel) very much ashamed. In bourgeois and higher milieus these things often are tabooed and are sometimes severely punished within education. So one might wonder why the white collar income class is so abhorrent of and adverse to these specific bodily phenomena (given that this class is not abhorrent towards the body in general). Perhaps this has to do with the fact that urinating, defecating, eating with one’s bear hands, spitting etc. are showing the undeniable democracy of the flesh. All the examples given confront us with the autonomous functioning of our bodies and with the fact that we lack ultimate mastership. So, we experience to be all the same in this loss of control. This experience contradicts all social and cultural distinctions man invents. These aspects of embodied life constitute a time bomb which constantly threatens existing societal order and thus it becomes understandable why higher classes try to immunize themselves against all these “unpleasant” phenomena: they make us inescapably face the fact of the autonomous and anonymous functioning of the flesh which is radically indifferent to social structuring
. 

What I am proposing is not that we should abolish all social distinctions or give up civilisation and return to some savage way of life. I only try to show that there exist in fact, if we like it or not, experiences of self-loss which refer to a corporeal democracy “we cannot wish away”. And perhaps these moments of publicness are of a major importance within concrete educational contexts.

Before I turn to these educational implications I offer you yet another picture to ponder on. This is William Turner’s painting which is about the great fire of the Houses of Parliament of 1834. Very revealing was the reaction of the public, constituted by this grand event. People of all walks of life joined to see their parliament being ruined by fire. Following Elias Canetti here, one could say that these people experienced the all-consuming power of fire (Canetti 1973). What is so fascinating about it is that fire is a force that might come into existence at any time, which is very difficult to control and which, most of all, has the power to nullify any difference. It destructs without consideration of the distinctions human kind invented. It destroys woods as well as cities, palaces of the prominent as well as the slums of the poor with he same awe-inspiring intensity. Fire is the Great Equalizer. Now, this might explain why the Londoners gathered to come and see this spectacle. When the burning was at its height, the ceiling collapsed and the whole sky became filled with the glow of the flames breaking out. The only way the London public could react to this was by giving an exuberant applause for the Great Equalizer. What is at stake in this example is that something happened that had the force to gather people, to constitute the experience of a public, which was in a real sense a “community of those who have nothing in common” (Lingis). That this happening relates to the all-levelling power of fire is no mere coincidence. Furthermore, the only thing these people could do was applause, which is a form of giving oneself over to the autonomous functioning of the (social) body . And again, this granted a factual experience of community.
Turning back to Ernst’s picture of the spanking Madonna, the hypothesis of the democracy of the flesh could shed some light on the irrational aversion towards corporeal punishment that is wide-spread in Western societies. The irrationality resides in the fact that for instance most people, who fervently plea in favour of capital punishment, nevertheless prefer a time in prison above being flogged. Whether one is or is not in favour for death sentence, it’s quite puzzling to see that most people are willing to consider and to discuss the ultimate corporeal punishment, namely bodily extinction, but are not capable to support spanking or flogging. Furthermore corporeal punishment might be more efficient, more deterrent and above all more humane: when a criminal is confined for two years, it’s not only he or she that is suffering, but above all his wife or her husband and his/her children. So why is it that we are so abhorrent to corporeal punishment and all believe in that silly idea of confinement (we all know it works very inefficient, most people are leaving jail more criminal then when entering it). If we understand why we fear corporal punishment, this might have implications for the way we raise children, I believe
.

Now, this irrational fear might well be explained by the fact that, again, bodily pain is an experience that forces the punished one in a state of utmost passivity. Writing lines or being confined in a cell is still something to which we can relate and which we might give some meaning. Spanking and whipping, on the other hand, are so direct that the punished one is inescapably confronted with the autonomous functioning of his or her body. So again, one experiences, while flogged, the brute fact that we all are the same. Hence the aversion for this phenomenon.
Now, I think that the experience of utmost equality, whenever we are exposed to the autonomous and anonymous functioning of the body, is of great importance within education, especially when we are dealing with the problem of the public and critical possibilities of pedagogy. I will give, briefly two examples.

1. LAUGHING. Laughter is of course a marginal topic in educational research. In laughter we experience a radical loss of control, as we are forced to give ourselves over to the autonomous functioning of the shaking and grunting body. In this sense we might again experience an ultimate equality. Furthermore we find ourselves in a state of radical transparency: we communicate, but not because we share the same insight or the same language (people who don’t share the same cognitive, social and cultural background might nevertheless find themselves together) (Lingis, 2005, p. 93-94).

When we laugh we are no longer able to find a clear position, as is shown in the authoritative analysis of this phenomenon in Helmuth Plessner’s famous study on this subject  (Plessner 1961). While laughing we fully are our bodies and therefore we can no longer speak or act in an individualised way. We are in a state of uncontrollable deliverance. There is no such thing as a controlled or intentional laughter. “In laughter man gives up a certain position. She answers directly and impersonally. She is delivered to an anonymous automatism. It’s not really she who laughs, but something laughs in her and she is, so to speak, only the theatre and the frame of this event.” (XXX) So, our behaviour is according to Plessner, no longer the expression of our singular being, as for instance when we smile to someone to show that we like him or her. In laughter we capitulate. Laughing is on “the very borders of the human” and it’s precisely here that we communicate in a radical way. Being-seized, losing all self-possession and self-control, the unwilled undergoing of eruptive (and sometimes aggressive) laughter opens us to one another. This is because mostly we are able to give meaning to ourselves and our relations to the world and to others, starting from a fixed position. In laughter we are no longer “the master of our existence”. And this is not an insight which is grounded on the acceptance of the truth of what human kind ontologically is, but an event we undergo willy-nilly. 

Now, it’s evident that in the traditional scenes of education, laughing is something that can happen at any time. It’s uncontrollable and it’s contagious. The drunkenness of laughter is a real public event, especially within education. On the level of what we experience in this event, we could draw the conclusion that there is in those moments no difference between teacher and pupil, parent and child, etc. This is then because we experience expropriation of the self in the anonymity of the flesh. 
2. PHYSICAL EDUCATION. Secondly, the hypothesis of the democracy of the flesh might have some major implications towards the position and the organisation of physical education. Following some observations made by Carl Gordijn, a Dutch educationalist, one might observe two tendencies within current P.E.-policy:

(1) more and more policy tends to stimulate cooperation between P.E. in schools and youth sporting clubs outside schools, which are by way of rule engaged in some sort of regional or even national competition. This is (in Flanders) literally legitimized referring to the goal to realize more Olympic medals. So the point is that we all should become achievers and winners. That’s why during a P.E.-class, when one e.g. plays the game of football, weaker pupils gladly and willingly decide to stay on the bench during the whole game and this because, of course, everyone, including the physically more competent pupils, is convinced that one should do everything to win and therefore outplay all those who potentially endanger victory.

(2) More and more the educational goals of P.E. become subjugated to more general accepted and highly esteemed societal norms such as fair-play, learning how to cooperate and how to exert leadership, bodily health and hygiene, being competitive, etc. 

The point in question is that P.E. has less and less to do with the education of bodies-in-movement. The tendency towards a physical education the value of which is defended in the name of efficiency, competition, hygiene etc. makes it impossible to appreciate the way in which corporeal movement is also something in which we are fundamentally exposed to one another, in which some might be confronted with a fundamental incapacity and which confronts others with the question how to deal with this situation in a merciful way or not.

We should furthermore reflect on the question what should be learned within P.E. and what goals we put forward in P.E.-curriculum. Again we might wonder why we find it so important to train our own bodies in such a hard, disciplined and ruthless manner. Some of our animal ancestors, as we all know, tend to stay as inactive as possible. So whence this obsession with fitness and corporeal excellence? Is this perhaps because we don’t like to be exposed to our flesh which makes us in a real sense all the same? Isn’t the striving towards physical excellence a way to gain full mastership over the autonomous functioning of the body which tends to laziness, decay and death? 

These are of course very speculative thoughts, but nevertheless it’s worth considering these reflections in the light of the publicness of our vulnerable flesh. As Gordijn would say: every act of movement is a moral act, in the sense that we expose ourselves and in this sense experience a kind of publicity 
which evaporates when P.E. is reduced to an education in the name of efficiency, hygiene and the strengthening of one’s own position, as well as that of society as a whole.
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� it’s important to acknowledge a major shift in her thinking during the last 6 years or so. Butler is, I think, well-known for some publications in the 90’s, such as Gender Trouble and Bodies that Matter, which are concerned mostly with fundamental problems regarding gender and queer theory. The central issue in those texts is the possibility of agency and criticality, given the existence of an arbitrary societal order which compulsorily defines what counts as a liveable life, e.g. by demanding us to relate to ourselves in conformity to the existing definitions of man and woman within the heterosexual matrix. In order to exist as someone we have no alternative than to comply with these norms and to repeat them within our actual behaviour, to “perform” them, so to speak. We become subjectivized as the result or effect of a structural alienation, which refers to a symbolic order out of which there is no life possible. Nevertheless, as the existing order is dependent upon this process of repetition, or reiteration – to use the term she draws from Derrida -, there is always the possibility of doing something radical new (unseen, unexpected, unthinkable), as is made explicit I the example of drag. Here rests the moment of criticality. Parodying the standardized existing order grants the possibility of a critical distance. Now, the major critique of this line of thought, coming mostly from other feminist thinkers, is that Butler is defending here a purely linguistic definition of subjectivity and leaves nor room for human embodiment. In her most recent oeuvre, including Precarious Life and Giving an Account of Oneself, she seems to change her track towards a completely new approach of subjectivity and the possibility of criticising existing societal order. In a sense, you could say that she entered a post-linguistic or post-performative stage. This is because she continuously draws attention to the condition of corporeal vulnerability, which is on the level of experience and has no reference any longer to the symbolic order of meaning


� The intellectual relationship between Butler and existential phenomenology and the thought of Merleau-Ponty in special is discussed in Coole (2008). In my view the connection between them has primarily to do with the fact that for Merleau-Ponty, as for Butler in a sense, the bodies that we are autonomous sources of signification and refer at the same time to a dimension we can never adequately catch.


� Max Ernst, The Blessed Virgin Chastises the Infant Jesus Before Three Witnesses  (1926)





� Another good example which points in the same direction is the clear-cut correlation which exists between the aesthetical appreciation of tattooing and piercing and the belonging to higher and lower income levels (Vandekerckhove 2002). Tattoos and piercings imply an ineradicable and irreversible transformation of the body and, again, reveal the uncontrollability and autonomous functioning of the flesh. It’s therefore no surprise to find a strong depreciation of these cosmetical practices in the higher social classes, while blue collar people are much more obliging towards the same phenomena. Furthermore, because since recently laser technology allows to erase (small) tattoos, the appreciation of them has significantly increased, as tattoos no longer are a sign of the uncontrollability of corporeal existence and thus no longer form a threat.





� For an extensive argumentation in favour of corporeal punishment, see Scarre 2003


� It would be interesting to explore further in what way the movement of bodies could imply resistance towards existing societal and political order. See e.g. Lewis (2007).
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