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Corpor/realities in the Classroom - 

Erica McWilliam 

There is an old joke about teaching that tries hard to be off-color. It 
concerns a brothel in which teachers are the most successful prostitutes. 
When a potential client listens at the keyhole to discover the secret of their 
allure, he hears a very no-nonsense instruction: "I don't care how often 
we have to do this. You're going to stay here until you get it right!" At a 
time when there is heightened moral panic around how, at times, teach- 
ers have turned abusive, the joke may well be offensive to many. It may 
also be troubling for what it implies for the "body" of the teaching profes- 
sion, given that these days it is more highly feminized as well as more 
accountable for its pedagogical "performances." 

Nevertheless, there is no getting away from the fact that a teacher is 
still some body who teaches some bodies (Ongar, 1986). Despite the prom- 
ises of the virtual classroom, tele-tutoring, distance delivery, and the se- 
ductions of the superhighway, the overwhelming majority of kids are likely 
for the foreseeable future to spend a great amount of their school day gazing 
at the fleshly bodies of their teachers who "perform" subject disciplines 
in classrooms. Teachers remain, as it were, bodies of knowledge, the sites 
and sights of authoritative and educational display (Angel, 1994, p. 63). 
The corpor/reality of classroom pedagogy gives the old joke a new twist. 
It becomes an irreverent reminder of the importance of authority in ordering 
or controlling all sorts of pleasure - including pedagogical pleasure. More- 
over, in a way that is perhaps more deeply troubling, the joke makes a 
connection between two domains which those writing in educational eth- 
ics have worked long and hard to separate - love of knowledge and knowl- 
edge of love. While a word like "discipline" is anchored in a "pure" 
(eros-free) discourse of pedagogical management, teachers are spared 
the more troublesome erotic connotations. 

Bodies in the classroom have often been understood to be distractions 
to the "higher" terrain of the mind. As part of the teaching and learning 
process, the bodies of student and teacher remain subordinate, almost 
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incidental - passive, transparent or problematic appendages to "the mar- 
riage of true (two) minds." Apart from cursory and limited treatment of 
the body in relation to learning, student bodies are regarded in most modern 
educational literature as important to pedagogy only indirectly. 

It is not that the human body as a physical essence has been ignored 
in educational writing and research. Educators have certainly stressed the 
importance of the body in the training of young people. The idea of "a 
healthy mind in a healthy body," of a necessary relation between the "physi- 
cal" and the "mental/cognitive," has been at the heart of childhood edu- 
cation, physical education programs, and popular physical culture for over 
a century. However, the body's importance has been perceived, in the main, 
in terms of the necessity of its careful management in order to enhance 
or to avoid distracting from "mental effort." The secondary status accorded 
to physicality is certainly a theme in the shaping of young lives, whether 
it is through the notion of encouraging children to burn off excess energy 
before class, to sit still during class, or to rein in adolescent sexual experi- 
mentation (Stinson, 1995, p. 45). The body remains the excess baggage 
of pedagogy. 

These particular ways of believing about the human body in social 
institutions is an outcome of an understanding of the body as a "fixed 
system of muscle, bone, nerves and organs" which transcends history and 
culture, and thus is "amenable to scientific examination ... a site of es- 
tablished fact" (Kirk, 1993, p. 3). Until relatively recently, such an under- 
standing went unchallenged as bio-medical and academic orthodoxy. For 
more than a decade, however, a project of re-covering the importance of 
the body as a field of political and cultural activity has been under way - 
a project which, according to Eagleton (1990), is "one of the most pre- 
cious developments of radical thought" (p. 7). This project does not reject 
the body as the bio-medical korper out of hand, but distinguishes this from 
the idea of the body as leib, a "lived body" by drawing attention to corpo- 
reality or embodiment as a generative principle (Leder, 1990, p. 5). "Body" 
has become available as a subject of discourse as well as an object of 
external gaze.1 

Despite the exciting research this sort of theorizing makes possible, 
bodies remain im/material in much of curriculum design and pedagogi- 
cal work. Student bodies are the object and means of discipline/ing to 
secure the conditions for good teaching and learning. Teachers' bodies, 
on the other hand, are now more visible only inasmuch as they are increas- 

ingly guilty of suspicion of abuse, particularly if they are gay and/or male. 
Suspicion surrounding teachers' fleshly bodies - and their potential to 

abuse - is, of course, nothing new. In the West there has long been an 
understanding that the classical pedagogical contract is emphatically dis- 
embodied. Yun Lee Too, in her paper "False Premises: Revisiting The 
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Pedagogical Contract" (1995), draws attention to the assumption (often 
mistaken, in her view) that the relationship between teacher and student 
is one that therefore must be increasingly "observed, suspected, regulated, 
controlled and disciplined" (p. 9). She goes on to argue that this is the 
outcome of "the pedagogical contract and concomitant idea of unworldly 
and disinterested teacher" which has been inherited from Greek antiquity 
(p. 9). Yun Lee Too reminds us of Socratic disapproval of any 
commodification of the pedagogical relationship as "give and take," and 
the extent to which this bedevils contemporary teachers. If teachers are 
necessarily "wise, non-materialist, moralist ascetics" (p. 9), then as peda- 
gogues, she argues, we are constantly under suspicion of failing to achieve 
this high ideal, while needing to re-invent ourselves as more attuned to a 
"user pays" educational world. So, as teachers, we must resist 
commodification of our work in order to maintain the guise of unworldly 
morality and yet at the same time increasingly be part of a "real world" 
oriented to industry and the marketplace. This is made manifest not only 
in perennial calls for more relevant (read vocational) curricula, but also 
in calls for teachers themselves to be "made over" as slick, sharp and client- 
oriented "managers" of the educational industry or its doppelganger, the 
therapist. We are increasingly valued for the non-pedagogical aspects of 
our identity rather than for our ability to inspire and to stimulate as teachers 
(p. 1 1 ). In short, teachers must now be both worldly (entrepreneurial) and 
unworldly (un-sexed, un-sexy). It is a distinction that most of the ancients 
would never have made nor understood. 

However, despite our best attempts for two centuries to ignore or dis- 
cipline bodies in classrooms, bodies keep in(pro)truding. I want, there- 
fore, to speak about the way this can happen as a corpor-reality in the 
English classroom. I will begin in the time-honored tradition of staffroom 
exchanges, telling a story about a pedagogical event which happened in 
my English class. It is a story with a difference, at least, as some conven- 
tional constructions of the "good" teacher might best be understood. 

Some years ago, I shared a pedagogical space with 38 teenage boys 
and a dozen or so naked female bodies. I had the highest of motives - to 
introduce the great unwashed to the pleasures of the Bard. I was "making 
Shakespeare accessible" with the help of Roman Polanski and some witches 
whose bodies looked like they needed a thoroughly good ironing. In 
Polanski's film, witches appear in numbers as a coven of wild, old, naked 
crones and some younger unkempt female apprentices. When they ap- 
peared full frontal on the screen, my teenage male students did what is, I 
am sure, predictable to any seasoned teachers of male adolescents - they 
indicated by gesture and word that they were suddenly both exhilarated 
and violently ill. 
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Now there are a range of options that teachers have used in disrup- 
tive moments like this in English classes. The most natural for the self- 
conscious "classroom manager" is a performance which demands some 
over-reaction - a sort of pedagogical double de-clutch. Threats are made, 
names taken: the activity may even be abandoned. The more experienced 
teacher, male or female, is unlikely to go in for this sort of performance. 
After all, it can mean having to come up with a new activity to fill in the 
last 20 minutes. Besides, making too much fuss over what is a sort of 
"natural" response to nudity only adds to the degeneration of lesson into 
circus. Just an audible but measured "OK, that's enough settle down that 
means you JASON," may be sufficient to display the authority that allows 
everyone to move on. 

More unusual would be the teacher who "mock-barfs" along with the 
boys. 1 have taught with a few teachers of this type and have little sym- 
pathy with them, despite the reasons they may have for always being more 
immature than the kids they teach. One of my past colleagues believed 
wholeheartedly in this philosophy and seemed to make it work amazingly 
well in the production of a somewhat idiosyncratic version of power-sharing 
in his classroom. But he also moved out of this mode when he felt the desire, 
choosing his time and place carefully, I noted. He also, in my view, shared 
many of the sexist values of his charges. 

In this particular case, I did none of the above to "manage" the stu- 
dent response. Instead, I felt that I wanted to hold onto the moment for 
what it offered up as instruction about eros and the gaze - the students' 
gaze at the body images on the screen, my gaze at them gazing - and all 
this as the circulation of desire (my desire to teach/theirs to learn or to 
ignore) in this and other film-based classes. I pushed the freeze button on 
the VCR, insisting on the naked images. For me it was a troubling mo- 
ment, a useful opportunity to instruct the boys about desire and sexed/ 
gendered bodies and at the same time a moment in which I must, though 
performing my authority this way, unwittingly draw problematic attention 
to my own sexed/gendered/anglo-celtic body, as well as those of the boys, 
as also somehow material to the pedagogical event. 

I noted how quickly the boys themselves then wanted to move on, once 
I had insisted that our collective gaze linger over these images. They cer- 
tainly found the naked bodies of these old women repellent and offensive - 
even shocking. The images flew in the face of so much of their cultural 
common sense - i.e., that the only female bodies that ought to be on dis- 
play are those of young females who resemble in some or many respects 
the proportions of the ubiquitous Elle Macpherson. (In the film, this is 
understood and allowed for, with a naked and cute Lady Macbeth fitting 
the bill quite nicely.) 
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I began to "instruct" the boys about full frontal nudity, arguing that it 
is most often the antithesis of the erotic, as in this case and others. They 
received this instruction with predictable skepticism, not to say cynical 
derision, despite their negative reaction to the bodies on the screen. I 
suggested to them that nudist colonies were quite unsexy places, where 
people wearing lots of suncream and silly hats flop about when playing 
volleyball. They laughed and derided. They asked me, teasing, how I knew 
so much about nudist colonies. I said that the suggestion of nudity is much 
more interesting (erotic) than nudity - that the open fold up the side of the 
skirt or the tight football pants are more "erotic" than an overt display of 
genitalia. They giggled but resisted this possibility. They asked me if I liked 
footballers. I resisted their attempts to re-inscribe me as transgressive 
because 1 had positioned myself as an instructor on ems. Here was an old 
problematic sexual politics at work, but with newly emerging vulnerabili- 
ties. If a few of the boys appreciated something of the (il)logic of what I 
was saying, they did not let on at the time. I kept my finger on the pause 
button. The boys began to quieten, mostly out of impatience, I suspect. I 
insisted on the image of the be-witched bodies as more "interesting" (lived 
in) than the airbrushed variety who not only have no body hair but whose 
skin has no pores. This was an image of bodies as leib, not that airbrushed 
image which, to many of the boys, epitomized the embodied object of 
heterosexual male desire. I was not trying to convince them that a lived- 
in body ought to be more desirable as a fiction about women, simply that 
it had legitimacy as an object of the erotic gaze. 

In a way that increased surveillance and earnest exhortations can never 
hope to be, I was made very aware of my own material body and its para- 
doxical positioning as a site and sight of knowing, of authority. In particular 
I was aware of the strangeness of my woman's body occupying the posi- 
tion of "one who knows" about erotic pleasure and desire. It was trans- 
gressive enough for me to be a female teaching body in a secondary boys' 
school, where the gendered identity of women is often defined through the 
binary Eurocentric logic of Mary or Eve. I had long ago opted for a uni- 
sex teaching "costume," preferring in this all-male context the masculine 
all-purpose uniform of long pants, tie and jacket to more floaty, feminine 
attire. Now I was further refusing the role of virgin mother (a problematic 
oxymoron at the best of times) in order to insist on the issue of "getting 
pleasure right," even "extending the limits" of eros. As one of the very few 
lady teachers in the school, I was clearly dangerous. I was not limiting my 
discussion of sexuality to the higher calling of an ethical identity forma- 
tion, to a social vision and a set of principles for social action. And fur- 
thermore, wasn't the lesson supposed to be about Macbeth? How could I 
possibly achieve the objectives outlined in my lesson plan? (I did have a 
lesson plan, didn't I?) 
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Lingering on crumpled, worn, leaky bodies is subversive of 
heterosexism and Eurocentrism. Through lumps, secretions, scars, the 
marks of reproduction and of aging, prostheses, make-up, and color, bodies 
are reinscribed, still fictive, partial, the unfinished images on a screen, but 
possibly as truer fictions which shift our notions of personal, sexual iden- 
tity from korperto leib. In pedagogical terms, this opens up the possibil- 
ity of an author/ized shift from a limited and limiting performance of 
heterosexual and heterosexist sexuality, to a more substantial experience 
of the nature of eros, one which is not merely derivative of male pleasure, 
narrowly defined. 

Women were once powerful teachers of the erotic arts, a fact which is 
much obscured by cultural re-inscriptions of eros as a field of desire that 
it is the province of males to define. Peter Cryle (1994) argues that "a 
tradition of erotic literature shows women as having first had the power 
to know and teach the art of [erotic] pleasure, then having gradually lost 
that power" (p. 31). These women teachers' instructions "might . . . have 
appeared disturbingly independent of patriarchal authority [e.g., Sappho 
and her legendary gynaikeion], functioning effectively as a kind of didactic 
lesbianism, binding teachers and pupils in an erotic chain" (p. 19). 

How a woman teacher might dare to claim, or want, such authority is 
now very problematic indeed. All this talk of "pleasure" stands in sharp 
contrast to discussions of curriculum and learning theory, which remain - 

emphatically - eros-free zones. For a feminist teacher to pursue this agenda 
is subversive and dangerous, given the strong traditional association of 
feminists with the anti-sexual harassment lobby. Nevertheless, 1 hold that 
the failure of some versions of feminist pedagogy to differentiate the erotic 
from the explicitly sexual, and that, in turn, from sex-as-weapon, has dis- 
allowed for reclaiming a pedagogical tradition which might offer up his- 
torical alternatives for women as pedagogues.2 This would mean reclaiming 
the traditional erotic authority of women, with its corollary moral respon- 
sibility, as separate from a tradition in which women have enacted sexual 
agendas "born of male desire, and executed by women in response to male 
desire" (Cryle, p. 22). Cryle's challenge is apposite here: 

If we can (re) -conceive of eroticism without being overwhelmed by the 
thematics of desire in its radically subjective forms, then we may be bet- 
ter placed to understand the discursive authority at work in transmitting 
received notions of refined pleasure, (p.viii) 

I would want to add such a re-conceiving may allow women teachers to 
make a stronger claim to greatness - to "our passion for power in learn- 
ing, our delight in the flirtatiousness of intellectual debate, in the game of 
competing ... in the sexiness of winning" (Kirby, 1994, p. 19). While 
Protestantism remains entangled with a redemptive feminist project, 
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feminism's "mawkish distillation of [its] reluctance to acknowledge its 
natural intimacy with power" will disallow such claims (p. 19). 

Erotics, De Jean (1986) argues, is at the heart of the "classical" peda- 
gogical act (p. 101). She explains that "bricolage," so often now claimed 
to be characteristic of the work of teaching, has its roots in deviation and 
surprise (p. 105). This has been lost to the modem-day teacher-as-bricoleur 
whose technique is not informed by "natural deviation (madness) . . . (as) 
a prelude to creation," but by conscious choice (p. 115). The modern day 
teacher-as-bricoleur works as diligently as a bowerbird to gather bright 
and shiny objects together - videos, worksheets, materials, games - and 
imposes an order on them for the purpose of engaging in a linear and 
rational way with the learner. This is appropriate behavior, given conven- 
tional understandings of learning that have displaced "breakthroughs, leaps, 
discontinuities, regressions, and deferred action" as the means by which 
students move from ignorance to knowledge (Felman, 1986, p. 27). 

In all things, good teachers exercise the sort of control of learning that 
denotes sound classroom management. Control, not the loss of it, is thus 
the code that governs choices many teachers make about their technical 
arsenal (De Jean, p. 105). Thus the eccentric of old, the mercurial tyrant 
who cajoled, berated, teased, provoked, and fulminated, who was mad- 
dening, elitist, fascinating, sentimental and bullying, increasingly gives way 
to the clinician with the charisma by-pass. What we now have is a blessed 
assurance that the sight and sound of the teacher's body is nullified suf- 
ficiently to focus on the matter of "true (read rational) minds." If they are 
very lucky, teachers may find the combination of a large lectern and an 
overhead projector can obscure their fleshly body almost completely. 

Today, "erotic" is usually understood to be the same as "overtly sexual," 
and the history of pedagogy in the erotic arts has been lost. However, I 
feel that women have lost much in refusing all claims to instruct, particu- 
larly about desire and pleasure. While 1 am well aware that eroticization 
has played a crucial role in oppressive gender relations for women, I do 
not accept that good teaching happens when teachers only focus on 
"higher" matters of personal identity. Yet I know that there is no safe place 
for eros in teaching because powerful and exciting teaching is ambigu- 
ous, always threatening to tip over into oppression and/or abuse. Teach- 
ing as an erotics or teaching about erotics are thus unlikely to appear on 
any current list of performance indicators for excellence or competency 
in teaching. 

Yet I am increasingly convinced that it is not enough to speak to ado- 
lescents about ethical behavior without acknowledging the legitimacy of 
bodily pleasure. I believe that many well-intentioned discussions of "why 
be ethical" in human relationships are an appeal to the learner to tran- 
scend bodily desire in order to stay with a higher principle - the body as 
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excess baggage. As teachers we need to indicate what pleasure we have 
in making ethical choices about our own gendered identity. This is increas- 
ingly difficult to do if we continue to conflate erotica with sex-as-weapon. 

1 also believe that teachers should understand more fully the role 
mainstream educational literature has played in denying the rights of teach- 
ers and learners to their own embodied pleasure. Cognitive science, for 
example, has re-presented the teacher as both transcendental and instru- 
mental, a figure floating above the learning process and a facilitator or 
conduit through which the learning process is monitored and learning 
enriched. "I taught them but they didn't learn" is the crux of the pedagogical 
problem. The solution, we are told, lies in providing the sort of learning 
contexts that enhance learning, that ensure lifelong learning, learning 
through self- reflection and so on. 

The teacher-as-facilitator is one crucial resource out of many which 
must be "available" to the learner. Teachers may stake a claim to being 
"desirous" (but never "desirable") as a learner among learners. We are to 
stimulate - but never tantalize. We "get to know" the learner - but never, 
of course, in the biblical sense. We must empower others but not be ma- 
terially present/potent ourselves. It will by now be clear that if there's one 
pedagogical descriptor I cannot abide it is "facilitator of learning." It's even 
worse than being called "dedicated" once you get past the first syllable. 

So if not facilitator, then what? I would answer that it is time teachers 
re-claimed the pleasure of their teaching and this means insisting on the 
material presence of bodies in our classrooms. In her discussion of teaching 
in higher education, Eros, Eroticism and the Pedagogical Process (1993) , 
African-American feminist bell hooks describes mutually loving and pas- 
sionate encounters with her students, male and female. Another dynamic 
African-American teacher, Pam Knight disturbs pre-conceptions of criti- 
cal sociologist George Noblit (1993) by conducting what appears to him 
to be a "teacher-centered" classroom in a primary school. The display of 
her personal power, her humor and the collective rituals around her plea- 
sure as a teacher seemed to Noblit to be both very effective in terms of 
student pleasure in learning and at odds with the notions of learner- 
centeredness which academics have touted as appropriate to the peda- 
gogical empowerment of minorities. 

I am not arguing for a return to the personality cult of the teacher. Nor 
is this an appeal for "letting it all hang out" in the classroom. But I am 
suggesting that self-denial, nurturance and learner-centeredness can con- 
strain the very capacity of teachers to enjoy their discipline and to con- 
vey that pleasure to their students or engage in particular sorts of instruction 
of students about pleasure. Despite the richness of their subject matter, 
many teachers of English appear to have acquiesced in the choice of being 
Sir or staying Mum. There are more tantalizing possibilities. 
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Notes 

1 . For more on the current literature about new perspectives on the body and its re- 
lation to contemporary scholarship in the arts and education, see Chris Shilling's The Body 
and Social Theory, 1993. 

2. Mew feminist analyses are increasingly raising concerns to escape what they see 
as a "sex-negative cul-de-sac ... in which Eros [is] confined to the nether hells of rape, por- 
nography prostitution, incest and child abuse" (Grant, 1993, p. 9). Gamman and Marshment's 
The Female Gaze: Women as Viewers of the Millennium and Linda Grant's Sexing the Mil- 
lennium are two such works. See also Stevi Jackson's "Heterosexuality, Power and Plea- 
sure" in Feminism and Psychology. 
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