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Self-surveillance and the male teaching body 

Alison Jones 

I want to speculate about the training of pleasures, and its attendant self-surveillance, 
associated with the professional male body at this moment of shifting prohibitions about 
touching children. I am interested in the training both of men's pleasure in children, and of 
children's pleasure in the men with whom they have close professional encounters. There 
are two groups of men whose training and experience provides a focus for this discussion: 
male first-year primary school teachers, and Santa Clauses. Both groups are required as a 
condition of their work to have intimate physical contact with children on a daily basis (for 
Santa, of course, this daily contact comes at one period of the year). Hence, both 
groups ¾ in this era when the male body in proximity to children is seen as 
dangerous ¾ require a particular sort of training. They must learn 'proper' forms of 
masculinity: how a man can legitimately 'be' with children. 

Masculinity is at the centre of the attraction and desire that children can feel for male primary 
teachers, and for Santa. As ideals, both the male teacher and Santa represent for young 
children a particular sort of exciting embodied masculinity. Both (usually) offer young 
children a desirable male body ¾ either as a source of fun, boisterous play and paternal 
comfort in the case of the male teacher, or a source of fatherly benevolence, generosity and 
jollity in the case of Santa. 

And it works the other way. For both Santa and the teacher, children (usually) represent 
pleasure. All those who work with kids know that the main thing about young children is their 
physicality ¾ they laugh, run, jump, shove, cry, grab, push, rub, fidget, screech, poke, 
wriggle, fall over ... So as a 'good' (child-centred) teacher of small children (indeed, 
to survive as a teacher of small children in schools where child-expression is valued) one 
must get pleasure from their little corporeal beings. Modern primary teachers and Santa 
Clauses must actively like children, and enjoy being close to them. Therefore, in their 
professional lives, at this time in history, these two groups have a significant task in 
common: As legitimately successful workers in their fields, both male teachers and Santas 
must learn to be desirable, and desiring, in prescribed ways. They must experience certain 
sorts of pleasures in the children with whom they work and, I would argue, they must induce 
in children particular sorts of pleasures. I do not seek to describe and analyse the 
experiences of male teachers in the primary classroom, or Santa's time in his grotto. Rather, 
I want to consider how male primary teachers and Santas come to experience 
themselves as legitimately and naturally enjoying kids, or in more complex terms, how they 
come to experience themselves as particular masculine desiring and embodied subjects. 

I spoke with four cheerful youngish (aged 26-34) male Pakeha (white) first-year primary 
school teachers in Auckland, New Zealand, about their experiences of their first year. We 
recorded our group conversation over an hour or so. I am aware that first-year teachers are 
more likely to experience an exaggerated tension about their practices; but I chose to talk 
with new teachers because the modern prohibitions about touching children are so clearly 
articulated by them, and therefore their talk might reflect more clearly a certain mood of 
caution which is a product of their training. We talked first about the pleasure of being a 



teacher of small children (a pleasure, I have to confess, I do not share, and which lead to my 
own primary teaching experience lasting a matter of days). 

Bryan: Part of the reason I chose teaching is because they [kids] are fun to be 
around. Just hanging out with them. We have a game before school with a 
ball where they laugh and they are really open and lots of fun to hang out 
with. That's the best time for me. Rather than actually teaching, I like just 
having fun with them. 

Dirk: I do actually like kids. I like their openness and their little beings. 

This confession of pleasure, although readily expressed, for these men is inevitably laced 
with anxiety. The pleasure at the physicality of young children, or even the love of little 
children, has become a deeply suspect pleasure. Indeed, for male teachers, it is 
unspeakable. Their enjoyment of children regularly elicits a 'sick joke'. 

AJ: You like kids? 

Alistair: Very much. I just like the interaction between me and them. I don't 
know, you can just see the little ... I love the little... 

Dirk: little boys (group laugh) 

AJ: What was that? 

Bryan: Sick joke. Nothing. Just a sick joke. It's just the nature of the: 'What do 
you like about teaching?' I don't know, it's a sick joke 

AJ: It's that men who are attracted to teaching are attracted to little boys 
sexually?... 

Carl: straight up from there, yes. (the others agree) 

It is worth noting that I was surprised at this 'joke' because it reminded me sharply that men's 
pleasure in small children is suspect not merely as an elicit sexual pleasure, but as 
a homosexual pleasure. The demonisation of homosexual-as-paedophile haunts the 
straightforward pleasures that male teachers might take in small boys. The 'joke' acts to 
identify the boundaries of the sayable; it signals what is excessive, and what is not to be said 
or thought. Attraction to small boys is not a permissible pleasure for teachers, and these 
men are constantly reminded about this when they tell friends that they are school teachers. 
The 'joke' acts to remind male teachers that they cannot like being with 'small 
boys' too much. They must regulate their feelings and actions so that their pleasure in small 
boys is marked by a distance which signals a correct or legitimate amount of 'fun' with the 
boys. The joke (which the men say they hear regularly, and which they also seem to throw at 
each other) forms an aspect of the constant social and peer training of male teachers in the 
proper masculine pleasure to be had in small children. 

There is a parallel joke about the three-story-high Santa figure which is erected in Auckland 
city each Christmas. Santa's giant winking eye and huge beckoning finger once signified the 
innocent excitement of Christmas and the delicious promise of secret surprises from the old 
man in red. These days, Santa's mechanised poses generate uneasiness, and snorting, 
crude witticisms. Common jokes form the public and collectively shared outline of the 



unspeakable and the excessive, and signal what count as the proper pleasures to be 
experienced with Santa's big body. 

Practices of the self 

In his 2nd volume of The History of Sexuality, in a book called The Use of Pleasure, 
Foucault said that his interest in experience was an interest in how we come to recognise 
ourselves as subjects of desire. He maintains that, despite our commonsense ideas to the 
contrary, 'experience' is not merely spontaneous or natural. Rather we can only 'be' who we 
are ¾ we can only experience things ¾ via some pedagogical effects which he called 
'techniques, or practices, of the self', and which I refer to here as training. 

Foucault concerned himself with historical written 'pedagogical' texts which had the effect of 
enabling individuals to consider their own conduct, to watch over and give shape to it, and 'to 
shape themselves as ethical subjects'. He demonstrated how particular texts (he used 
examples from classical Greek culture of the fourth century BC as his illustration) served to 
train a population in knowledge about the limits beyond which certain attitudes or practices 
may be considered excessive or not permissible. This knowledge, he argued, which is the 
knowledge of how to be a proper ethical desiring subject, is applied through meticulous 
surveillance by individuals to themselves. Modern pleasures, Foucault suggests, are also an 
effect of the moral training provided by the legitimated texts of the day, and the practices 
they instruct. 

There are a multitude of modern texts which aim to guide 'practices of the self', to get 
individuals to 'consider and shape their own conduct' and to behave 'as one should'. In the 
field of 'touching children' in Western schools, early childhood education and childcare 
centres there have been a plethora of policy texts published and distributed in the last fifteen 
years and each one gives careful detail about the practices in which adults must engage 
when dealing with small children, in order to avoid touching them 'inappropriately' or even 
being thought that one could be doing such a thing. In New Zealand, a small mountain of 
policy guidelines and instructions has been provided to schools and early childhood 
education centres in the last ten years in order to regulate adult-child interactions. 

Foucault's point is not merely that these prescriptive policies and rules 'guide practice' and 
we become 'good' teachers in their terms, but that the texts and the meanings they embody 
serve to discipline and train our desires, pleasures and fears ¾ those things we experience 
'spontaneously'. What is significant is not the rule, he says, but the way the individual 
establishes his relation to the rule and recognises himself as obliged to put it into practice. 
One can practice 'no touch' of children and comply with the regulations because one 
acknowledges oneself as a member of the group that accepts them (Foucault calls this a 
'mode of subjection'). There is also ethical work that one performs on oneself, argues 
Foucault, not only in order to bring one's conduct into compliance with a given rule, but to 
attempt to transform oneself into the 'ethical subject of one's behaviour'. This requires the 
individual to 'act upon himself, to monitor, test, improve and transform himself'. Foucault 
asked: 'How does a man enjoy his pleasure 'as one ought'? To what principles does he refer 
in order to moderate, limit, regulate his activity?. We might ask: on what basis does the male 
teacher experience (i.e. regulate, or produce) pleasure in his work with young children? If we 
take up Foucault's arguments in relation to the question of the legitimate pleasures a 'good 
male primary school teacher in the 1990s in New Zealand' for instance, might experience in 
his work, we would conclude that such pleasure is aproduct of training ¾ of training 
individuals in the sort of relationship to the self (subjection) that is necessary to the 
achievement of proper pleasure. 



Of course, in formal teacher education, which is the site of official training in correct 
educational relationships and gestures, the pedagogy of proper pleasure and appropriate 
bodily comportment is not made via oblique jokes about 'little boys'. In formal training, the 
required performance of the body is shaped more directly. Teacher trainees learn (if they did 
not know already) that pleasurable or positive interaction with children does not come from 
touching them, or being alone in the same room with one. The teachers Dirk and Bryan 
explained to me that their teacher educator was careful to draw this to their attention early 
on in their course: 

Dirk: [The course teacher] was just making it clear from the beginning, you 
know, that when you go into the classroom ... He said: I know its something 
that I... I don't like having to say it to you, but ... you're probably not the 
person whose going to do it or anything like that, but you just have to be very 
careful, you can't touch anybody. You can't touch them on their ... he said, 
probably the only place you can touch them is maybe on the back, you can't 
touch them anywhere else. Don't pat anyone on the head or ... and he said 
don't get caught alone in the classroom sort of thing, don't get caught alone 
with a student. 

Bryan: He went through guidelines, basically. He pretty much said, as student 
teachers, all touch was out. Don't touch a kid at all. And don't be alone with 
them at all. Men and women teachers. 

The teacher-trainees learn that proper conduct requires a policing of spaces between adult 
and child bodies. Pleasurable interaction with children is to come from the maintenance of 
distance from them; legitimate and desirable pleasure in relationships with children is 
generated by the practiced ability to avoid touching them. More importantly (to return to 
Foucault's notion of subjection), the teacher must learn a particular relation with himself; as 
part of his training he must be able to differentiate, and most importantly 
to experience, some pleasures as proper and others as improper. The teacher must learn 
that the pleasures to be had in cuddling children, or letting them hold his hand or lean 
against him or sit on his knee, or grab around his legs, or ride on his back, or tackle him 
during a ball game are improper pleasures. They are not the hallmark of a 'good' (or sensible 
or rational or) caring teacher. To be the caring, ethical subject, the teacher must carry out 
certain regular physical strategies which enable this experience (the experience of the 
good/ethical/caring teacher): 

Carl: Hands in pockets. They grab hold of your hands, so you fold your arms. 
Tell them to do something, get them sent off on a message, or 'don't lean on 
me because I am tired'. That's a humorous one. 

Alistair: Often with the little guys. They just love [grabbing me]. You're a bit 
taller and they just come wham! around your leg or waist when you least 
expect it. I find the best thing is 'Oh hello' and keep walking, and of course 
they just drop off you kind of thing because they can't hang. 

Bryan: I lock my door. Its locked before school, after school and it is locked at 
interval and lunch time as well. I had boys coming in at lunch time 'I've 
forgotten my lunch' or something like this but it is just too awkward a situation 
to have someone in there when I am on my own. 

Dirk: I tend to give a few high fives, shake a few hands, simple things like 
that. They love it. Girls love it too. 



For the male teacher, these 'good teacher' strategies are a practice of a regulated 
masculinity ¾ arms folded, physical distance, high-fives, hand shakes, vigorous brush-offs 
are the required expressions of correct masculine caring in the contemporary primary 
classroom. Some years ago, models of caring masculinity in the school often entailed a 
measure of violence. Caring teachers strapped or caned their students for their own good. 
While women sometimes did strap their students, men were more likely to be seen as doing 
their jobs as good men in the school when they took up the cane. The new forms of positive 
masculine disciplinary caring, which Bryan and his mates practice, retain many elements of 
a traditional masculinity (minus the violence). The masculine pleasure once to be had in 
'touching' kids with the cane, the strap or the chalk missile, or the slap on the back and 
mussed hair, has been replaced with a still-distant form of embodied address: the 'high five', 
the hand shake or the brush-off. 

Sitting on Santa 

For Santa, though, and we have not forgotten him in this story, touch is part of the job. When 
he is in his grotto, kids come to sit on his knee and talk to him about what they want for 
Christmas. So he too must be trained in the art of proper (sanitized and distant) masculine 
touch. Every year before Christmas, intending mall Santas in Auckland, New Zealand, go to 
Santa school, a one-day class taught by a large personnel-training company. I observed a 
session as the new Santas were initiated into correct Santa attitudes and practices. After a 
welcome, and the assurance that: 'We will teach you the techniques of being a good Santa', 
the trainer informed the group of who they were. 'You are all different ages, some very 
young, some very old, all different shapes and sizes, your ethnic backgrounds are very 
different, but in common you have life experiences in dealing with children and you all love 
Christmas'. The Santas are taught that, for children, Christmas is about Santa, happiness 
and presents, and that 'Santa is jolly, generous, kind, gentle and patient, who is bringing the 
magic of Christmas'. 'I am glad they left the word gay out of it,' murmurs one Santa much to 
the mirth of his classmates. I recognize in his remark the same joke experienced by the Dirk 
and Bryan and the others, and its powerful place in the policing of masculine pleasures. A 
key Santa attribute, as well as 'knowing your reindeer', the trainer reminds the group, is 
personal hygiene: no underarm odour, bathe each day, don't sweat and smell, use breath 
mints and talcum powder, no alcohol, no smoking, and beards must be soaked regularly in 
bleach (but not hung out to dry in full public view). Body comportment is also prescribed for 
the perfect Santa body: 'Posture is important. Knees together and forward. Straight back. I 
don't want to see a slouching Santa. Need to be alert, hands on knees. Lean slightly 
forward. And the eyes. It's all in the eyes'. 

Most importantly, Santa must behave perfectly: 'You've got to stick to what I tell you. You 
don't want to get into trouble ... First, 'No jerking movements, guys. Santa is an old man. You 
can't grab a child or approach them quickly. You have to go slowly so as not to intimidate or 
scare them. In what other situation would a kid come up to a person and have a 
conversation with them, let alone sit on their knee? You can't make mistakes. Santa does 
not make mistakes. Kids really believe in that'. Some mistakes might be made. 'Now as soon 
as you make a mistake, someone's going to notice. They can be minor or they can be very 
major. You have to be careful, very careful'. These mysterious mistakes remain unclear, but 
the Santas are in no doubt that they are on tricky territory. When I ask later what these 
mistakes might include some Santas suggest 'kids pulling off your beard' or 'grabbing kids in 
the wrong way'. Santa's dress is the key to his 'child-safe' identity, and his legitimate right to 
approach children. When they take off their Santa disguise, the 'real' men must once again 
take up a strict distance from children. 'You want to go up to a kid. But imagine going up to a 
kid in civilian clothes. You can't. You've been talking to children all day being Santa and you 
want to go up to them. They'd think 'who is this old guy talking to me...' '. 



At the heart of the Santa training are the techniques of touching children. Again, the trainer 
is clear in her detail: 

When the child is standing back it is important to welcome them ... place your 
arms out in invitation (trainer demonstrates: arms out, palms up, bent 
elbows). I don't want to see any Santas bending down to pick up any children. 
Left knee out straight, ease them onto your knees and straighten up. Hands 
visible here (shoulder of child) and here (arm). Avoid letting them put their 
arms around your neck. 

One Santa asks: What if a child does start putting its arms around you? 

Trainer: You control it. Open arms. (Shows welcoming position again) The 
only part you can touch is here (child's elbows and arm region) and I don't 
want to see any Santas touching the head or any part of their body. If it is a 
baby you put your hands together on the baby's back. Get the mother to do it. 

One experienced Santa volunteers the information that they have stickers to put on the kids. 
'Never', he says with an ominous pause, 'put it on the girls' chest'. The trainer interrupts: 'I 
would recommend you never put it on anyone. You say: here is something to take home'. 

Santa photographs are what the parents want, and these enduring images must clearly 
show Santa's correct and safe posture. 'Have the child sitting on you, facing you, your body 
turned 45 degrees on to the camera. In photos your hands are visible. In all photos it is 
important that your hands are here (shoulder) and here (elbow). White gloves visible at all 
times ... We have talked about your hands and there is a whole section on hands on page 
35. They have got to be gloved and they've got to be visible. At all times'. There are some 
categories of young people who are not to be touched at all costs: 'If a bunch of teenaged 
girls comes up be very careful with your hands. I don't want any hands on teenaged girls. At 
all'. One Santa who has been on the job for three years says: 'Put your hands on the arms of 
the throne and hold the ends'. 'If it's a photo with teenaged girls' says the trainer, 'we want to 
see your hands ... Just put them in the air and wave them. This is for your protection ... we 
want to see those gloves. It is just as well they are white'. 

What 'we want to see' is crucial to the men who touch children. Surveillance, for both Santa 
and the male teacher, plays a significant role in the enactment of proper practice. Santa and 
the teachers not only 'watch themselves' and shape their conduct as 'ethical subjects', but 
they are also extremely aware of the disciplinary public gaze which they use to monitor their 
correct pleasures, and keep them performing their very best and 'safe' practice. Careful 
teachers like Alistair successfully internalise the suspicious gaze of the parents and the 
public so that their self-surveillance and self-discipline becomes an always-present feature 
of their interactions: 

It's pretty hard [to not touch the kids]. It is conscious in the back of your mind 
all the time. Like last year I was with 5-6 year olds and on the first day four or 
five came up and swarmed all over you sort of thing, and I just sort of gave 
them a little hug each. And then I thought about it afterwards 'Whoops!' Then 
the parents came into the classroom and I was thinking 'oh my god they must 
have been just watching me' and I thought 'I've got to be a bit more careful. 
Because you don't want to be a teacher for one or two days, and that's it, 
basically, shortest career ever'. So from then on when they [the kids] came up 
I took a step back. 



One of the Santas made an almost identical remark: 'You are aware of the parents and that 
watching you, so you think about being careful all the time, and how you touch the kids so 
no-one gets the wrong impression. Don't want to be a one-day wonder Santa'. 

Training children 

Another thing that is clear from what the new teachers say is that the detailed training of 
teachers' pleasure extends beyond the direct moderation of teachers' own relation to 
themselves. Children, too, must be trained in correct pleasures. They too must find pleasure 
in the proper and disciplined conduct of their bodies in relation to the male teacher. Indeed, 
the pedagogical touch of the teacher is often necessary in this training. The men spoke 
about how, disentangling themselves from keen little arms, they engaged in disciplining the 
children in proper touch: 

I kind of put my hand on their back and then, ok, let go. Let them know it's 
time to let go, and they know it is time to let go. 

When they kind of grab me I try and tell them gently, that's not the way we do 
it here. I don't want to hurt their feelings but they have to learn. 

I have my kids trained up, but when you get a new class or group you 
sometimes have to let them know the boundaries, like the right behaviour 
towards the teacher. Stay oooff! (waves his arms in shooing motion) 

These caring teachers know that they must recruit children in the right ways of getting 
pleasure or experiencing need, whether the physical and emotional pleasures that might be 
had through touching, grabbing, leaning against, jumping on, being attached to a large and 
energetic and admired male body, or the emotional need for comfort when children are 
feeling sad or hurt. Boys and girls must be taught to take pleasure appropriately, and that 
does not include experiencing sensual or emotional pleasure from spontaneous and intimate 
physical contact with non-family men (or male teachers, and Santas, in this case). 

Training pleasure 

The idea of 'training pleasure' sounds odd because pleasure is not usually found in 
educational discourses about classroom practice. As Erica McWilliam points out, good 
teachers do not feel pleasure, they more appropriately have feelings 
of satisfaction or reward. More profoundly, the idea of training pleasure seems peculiar, 
even obscene, because we have come to consider pleasure to be a spontaneous and 
natural sensation. But Foucault's point (taken up and developed superbly by McWilliam) is 
that the experience of pleasure is a product of training within the rules for feeling pleasure. 
This is no 'mere discursive exercise' ¾ a 'good' teacher willliterally feel or experience no 
pleasure when a child clings on to/leans on him ¾ his training is such that child-touch is 
instinctively experienced as wrong, and dangerous. Therefore, any pleasure that is to be had 
from cuddling a child is necessarily experienced as improper, and thus tinged with guilt and 
anxiety, or else enacted with a defiant pose. 'Once' said Carl conspiratorially, 'there was this 
kid sobbing outside my classroom. I knew all he wanted was a quick hug. His heart was 
broken about something. So I thought: to hell with these stupid rules I'm going to hug this 
child!' Carl experienced his caring for the child as rebellion; he was both pleased and uneasy 
about his hug in which, as a well-trained teacher, he could only feel spontaneous 
ambivalence. 

Such stories of experiencing child-proximity not as fun, loving or pleasurable were common 
amongst the four men: 'I have come to not even like a kid coming at me now. I'm sort of on 



the alert'. 'I poked a kid in fun the other day and felt awful about it'. These men have become 
'good' male teachers ¾ signalled in their spontaneously correct pleasures and anxieties. 
One of the paradoxical effects of this training is its reassertion of the usually-despised 
traditional masculinity. Traditional patriarchal masculine pleasure was always to be had at an 
emotional and physical distance from children. Most Western children saw their fathers 
relatively rarely, and their physical interactions with the men in the family were often in the 
form of play fighting or handshaking (and maybe a cuddle for girls). Throughout the 1970s 
and 1980s the calls for a more 'caring and emotionally expressive masculinity' has sat in 
tension with increasing anxiety about abuse. Men have been caught in a confused space 
between being accused of being both too close and not close enough to children. Now, in an 
odd reversal, the traditional masculine forms of showing affection have become a necessary 
sign of the ethical teacher. In that sense, nothing has changed. If the training regimes of 
teachers and Santas are anything to go by, men who seek the possibility of a positive 
masculine pleasure in loving, cuddling and getting physical with kids, seek something 
impossible in the contemporary environment. 
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