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ABSTRACT 

In this opening article, we explore how the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement 

challenges the traditional norms and conduct of the bourgeois public sphere. 

Ahmed argues how the White male body is abstracted in order to achieve a universal 

status (Ahmed) and how his ‘invisibility’ is his power; the socially constructed 

‘invisibility’ of whiteness forces those people considered to be of colour to be 

‘marked and highly visible’ (Purwar). We assert that this abstracting of whiteness, 

along with the dominance of rational debate leads to the patriarchal practices 

of the bourgeois public sphere. Utilizing Papacharissi’s concept of ‘Affective 

Publics’, we examine the extent to which the online and offline activities of the 

BLM movement– including the toppling of statues – charge social media with 

the capacity to act as a fully fledged public sphere. We conclude that the BLM 

movement exemplifies a mode of public participation that outstrips conventional 

thinking on the bourgeois public sphere and therefore can be taken as model for 

radically rethinking what a public sphere ought to be. 
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affective publics 

Introduction: Bad Bodies in the Public Sphere 

As artists and researchers, working collaboratively in the Freee art collective from 2007 

until 2018 and independently since, we have engaged critically with theories of the 

Public Sphere with a dual emphasis on its promises for inclusion and its legacy of 

exclusions. In particular, as academics from working class backgrounds we have 

criticised the theory of the “ideal speech situation” (Habermas: 1984), arguing that the 

normative schema of rational argument outlined by Habermas acted as a constraint on 

citizens like us who do not correspond to the image of the bearer of rationality.  

 

Initially the theory of the public sphere enabled us to think about art and people beyond 

the defunct arrangement of public art, that emphasised an abstract (usually empty) 

urban space, but we eventually came to recognise limitations in its application to the 

situations we encountered in art’s institutions. Both in our roles as artists and 

academics, we have repeatedly been perceived as lacking rationality by virtue of our 

accents, vulgarity, lack of grace, philistinism and lack of cultivation. It eventually 

became clear to us that the theory of the public sphere had little or nothing to include 

our bodies in the roster of bodies to which rationality as assigned. 

 

At first, we believed that public sphere theory should and could include a wider range of 

bodies, modes of argument and forms of conduct.  However, the murder of George Floyd 

and the intensification of the Black Lives Matter (BLM) movement that followed it shows the 

attempt to revise and reform the theory of the public sphere is more radical than we 

supposed. What we knew from our own experience as bodies coded by class to be cut 

off from rationality was both put into perspective and put into a relation of solidarity 

with a black body who could not be heard in public when he said “I can’t breathe” 

twenty seven times before being killed by Derek Chauvin, kneeling on his neck for 9 

minutes and 29 seconds on the street in Minneapolis, Minnesota on May 25 2020. Dying 

as a result of not being heard is the absolute zero of the bourgeois public sphere. 

 

This issue of the art and public sphere journal, ‘Monumental Statues, History and 

Emancipation’ is dedicated to George Floyd, his friends and family and all those that 

resist the continued killing of black people under the Black Lives Matter banner. Here, 



we standby those that toppled statues; and in honour of those that generously teach us 

what it feels like to be repressed, systematically excluded and murdered because of skin 

colour, we question what lessons can be learnt from these tragic events.  

 

In these introductory remarks we want to examine to what extent the online and offline 

activities of Black Lives Matter (BLM) - including the toppling of statues - charge social 

media with the capacity to act as a fully-fledged public sphere. And, following this, we 

want to assess to what extent BLM exemplifies a mode of public participation that 

outstrips conventional thinking on the bourgeois public sphere and therefore can be 

taken as model for radically rethinking what a public sphere ought to be. 

 

WJT Mitchell (1990) anticipated some key aspects of our aim, here, by reassessing 

public sphere theory through the lens of the confrontation between racism and anti-

racism in Spike Lee’s movie Do the Right Thing. By focusing on the violent act of 

attacking the pizzeria as a response to the absence of people of colour on the wall of 

photos of Italian Americans Mitchell (1990: 892) examines the limits of public sphere 

theory’s promotion of rational argument. The lack of attention paid by Mitchell to the 

violence of the police killing a black man marks his essay as prior to the BLM movement. 

Our essay is, in part, an updating and extension of Mitchell’s insofar as BLM 

demonstrates the continuing relevance of his themes but requires a reconsideration of 

both the public sphere and anti racism. 

 

Unlike Habermas and early advocates of public sphere theory, Mitchell takes a radical 

position on the relationship between public monuments and violence. “The violence 

that surrounds public art”, he says, is more than merely “the ever-present possibility of 

accident – the natural disaster or random act of vandalism. Much of the world’s public 

art – memorials, monuments, triumphal arches, obelisks, columns, and statues – has a 

rather direct reference to violence in the form of war or conquest” (1992: 35). However, 

in this passage and throughout the essay, Mitchell conflates public art and public space 

with the public sphere and his analysis of the racial dimension of public monuments and 

the public sphere is reserved for the study of black communities rather than being 

integral to the whiteness of the public sphere itself.  

 



He struggles to explain why the black characters in the Spike Lee film, Do the Right 

Thing want Sal to add pictures of black heroes to his Wall of Fame, asking why the black 

community in the film are not satisfied with the images of Black heroes (Mike Tyson, 

Magic Johnson) published in advertising and on T-shirts? He speculates that “what 

Buggin’ Out wants is the respect of whites, the acknowledgement that African-

Americans are hyphenated Americans, too, just like Italians” (1992: 42). Today, 

however, the BLM movement is more likely to explain that racism is not a Black 

problem but a whiteness problem, and therefore Sal’s wall of exclusively white heroes is 

not a personal choice but a trope of white supremacy. BLM activists have successfully 

campaigned for changes to images and words used in marketing by private companies 

that are rooted in and perpetuate white supremacy.  

 

Mitchell, finally, takes sides with the character of the bourgeois public sphere against 

the specific style of the Black public sphere by observing that the concerns raised by 

characters in the film fall short of the scale and seriousness of “public” debate. Mookie’s 

motivation for smashing the window of Sal’s pizzeria is “problematic” he says because 

“at the very least, his action seems subject to multiple private determinations – anger at 

Sal, frustration at his dead-end job, rage at Radio Raheem’s murder – that have no 

political or ‘public’ content” (1992: 46). Not only is it necessary to refute the 

interpretation of the rage at the murder of a black man by police as a private matter, it is 

also necessary, we will argue, to include the feelings of anger and frustration located in 

the workplace and the local community within the legitimate concerns of the public 

sphere. To make this case we will draw on how the BLM movement has “revolutionized 

revolution” (Baker and Edelstein 2005) in order to take issue with this assessment of 

the politics of affect in the public sphere.  

 

Toppling of statues 

One of the ways that the protests triggered by the killing of George Floyd by police in 

Minneapolis on 2 May 2020 unfolded was in the toppling of statues. This provides a 

graphic image of the fall of the old world and is therefore a powerful symbol of the 

challenge of the BLM movement against White Supremacy. Starting in June 2020, 

confederate statues in the Southern States of the US were taken down both by 

protestors and by governors. At the same time, BLM protestors in Bristol, England 



pulled down the statue of Edward Colston, the first British slave trader, and two days 

later a statue of slave owner Robert Milligan was removed from its pedestal on London 

Docklands. Nevertheless, anti-racist campaigners have been disappointed when the call 

for the removal of a statue of the colonialist Cecil Rhodes in Oxford and the statue above 

the entrance of the Museum of the Home, London, of the slave trader Sir Robert Geffrye 

was met with resistance. 

 

In, ‘The Wretched of the Earth’, (1961) Franz Fanon described colonialism as “a world 

of statues” (1963: 51). The forest of statues to colonial emperors and empresses, 

military leaders, engineers, governors, naval officers, pirates, merchants, politicians, 

explorers, settlers, scientists and poets indicate a world ruled by capital and conquest. 

Nirmal Puwar, who draws heavily on Fanon, explains that the statues that occupy public 

space in the west present a “somatic norm” (2004: 5). The white male body is 

universalised as representative of the nation, while women “feature as allegorical 

figures that signify the virtues of the nation” (2004: 6), and black bodies are 

represented, by and large, as figures of subordination. Purwar describes how passing 

for a “‘universal human’ is an incredibly powerful location because positions within the 

public realm are normed as being universal and disembodied.’ (2004: 56).   

 

Sara Ahmed (2007) describes the “neutral” white figure as an “unmarked body” within 

the public realm in contrast with those bodies that are marked by race, gender, class, 

sexuality and disability. This normalising of the white body means that white bodies are 

abstracted in order to achieve a universal status, ‘[T]heir bodies are rendered neutral, 

white bodies do not have to face their whiteness’ (2007: 156). This places the white 

body, specifically the white male body, which is ‘emptied of race and gender’, (Puwar 

2004: 57) into a position of power. This move towards normalising the white man, 

makes him invisible because he is now understood as objective, the central pivot from 

which decisions about the world are made. In this case his invisibility is his power; the 

socially constructed ‘invisibility’ of whiteness forces those people considered to be of 

colour to be ‘marked and highly visible’, (Puwar: 58). This ethnicity casts them as 

‘representatives of specific interests’, which creates suspicion and doubt around their 

motives.  

As Purwar says, 



“Simultaneously they are seen without being seen; complicated processes of 

strait-jacketing grant recognition within very select parameters. On the one hand 

they are highly visible as conspicuous bodies, for whom specific slots are made 

as representatives of particular rather than general forms of humanity. On the 

other hand, they are invisible as they struggle to be seen as competent and 

capable”. (2004: 58)  

For Puwar, the somatic norm is male and white. We can add class to the list of factors 

that determine when and if “some bodies are deemed as having the right to belong, 

while others are marked out as trespassers [and] circumscribed as being ‘out of place’”. 

(2004: 8) Like the symbols that are used to denote who can and cannot enter a public 

toilet, the statues that occupy public spaces tell us in graphic terms which of us who 

counts in the public sphere.  

 

Zakiyyah Iman Jackson (2020) explains that ‘Eurocentric humanism needs blackness as 

a prop in order to erect whiteness: to define its own limits and to designate humanity as 

an achievement as well as give form to the category of ‘the animal’ (2020: 4) in which 

“black people are situated as ‘animal man’” (2020: 74). Jackson argues, therefore, that 

antiblackness is necessary for “the normative construction of ‘the human’ as rational, 

self-directed, and autonomous” (2020: 13). And we will note, here, that it is precisely 

this conception of the human that pervades public sphere theory and turns it decisively 

against the bodily acts of street protest exemplified by the toppling of statues. This casts 

doubt on whether public sphere theory can help to resolve disagreements over whether 

to contextualise statues with plaques and other educational material or to topple them 

directly or to campaign for their official removal. We propose, instead, that public 

sphere theory needs to learn from the events that brought the statues of slavers to the 

ground. 

 

Current debates on the toppling of statues take place within the public sphere and the 

statues themselves belong to the material infrastructure of the public sphere. However, 

neither of these facts provide any support for the arguments and norms of public sphere 

theory (equality, decency, civility, transparency, inclusivity, rationality) to be accepted 

within disputes over the toppling of statues. In fact, public sphere theory has focused 

more on discursive exchanges than the physical infrastructure of the public sphere, 



which initially consisted of coffee houses and pubs but also includes museums, libraries, 

schools, places of worship, bookshops, newsagents. Like the names of roads, towns and 

buildings, memorial statues to historical figures and historical events are the result of 

communicative action and continue to carry meanings for ongoing deliberations about 

place and community.  

 

BLM and social media  

In learning from the toppling of statues, it is vital to understand this type of act as part 

of a broader social movement rather than isolating it from the filming, uploading and 

sharing the video of George Floyd, calling out and calling in, taking the knee, explaining 

the slogan “black lives matter” against advocates of “all lives matter” or “blue lives 

matter”, confronting “white fragility”, and the filming, uploading and sharing videos of 

“Karens” and other instances of everyday white privilege, and campaigning for racist 

hate crimes to be prosecuted. Our contention is that public sphere theory is at its 

weakest if it attempts to siphon off those techniques of the BLM movement that tally 

with its longstanding commitments to rational argument and opinion formation and 

cast off those techniques of social change that take direct action. We want to argue, 

instead, that the discursive, pedagogical and publishing activity of BLM not only 

empowered protestors to take down the statues of slavers, it also provided a model for 

it.  

 

The BLM movement not only galvanised citizens to take down the statues of slave 

owners and slave traders, it also provided the rationale for doing so. Toppling statues is 

one of many techniques deployed to express collective outrage against white 

supremacy. Taking the knee is another public act that has been deployed, as well as 

writing graffiti on statues and changing street names. What’s more, insofar as toppling 

statues treats the city as a wiki page, we can begin to reformulate the relationship 

between social media and the public sphere, instead of characterising social media 

through the ways in which it falls short of the face-to-face rational argumentation of the 

bourgeois public sphere. This leads us to ask what can be learned from the BLM 

movement’s use of social media in constructing a global emancipatory social 

movement? And what are the lessons for public sphere theory of the way that online 



and offline protests combined in the period of revolutionary change that followed the 

murder of George Floyd?  

 

By asking what public sphere theory can learn from BLM’s use of the social media, we 

are confronting two well-established traditions of critical thinking on the internet. We 

are thinking here of longstanding and ongoing debates about whether the internet 

realises the democratic promise of the bourgeois public sphere or, on the contrary, that 

electronic media falls short of or erodes the norms exemplified by the public sphere. 

The claim that the internet has breathed new life into the public sphere not only by 

increasing access to published material but also increasing participation in publishing 

one’s own opinion (ie user generated content), has been a common trope of media 

studies. Mark Poster (1997), for instance, argued that the era of face to face democracy 

had ended and that the future of democratic debate would be digitally mediated (1997: 

220).  

 

However, there is a parallel tendency within the literature to distinguish between the 

ideal of deliberative communicative action reserved for the public sphere proper, and 

the forms of publishing that take place on social media, especially as this is caricatured 

as gaming, streaming, shopping and the overproduction of “social photos” (selfies, food 

pics, porn, nostalgic filters, and other trivial images produced and consumed instantly), 

the “Twittering Machine” defined as “a wholly designed operant conditioning chamber” 

(Seymour 2019: 65) of addiction, celebrity, trolling, fake-news and toxicity. James Brook 

and Iain Boal (1995), for instance, were early critics of social exchange on the internet 

before social media as lacking the virtues of the public sphere. Jodi Dean criticises the 

way this version of public sphere theory condemns online exchange as based on “the 

assumption that the Net should be more like a public sphere, that the faults of the Net 

are those points at which it fails to achieve public sphereness” (2003: 98). For her the 

problem is best understood differently. Social Media threatens the public sphere not 

because it is mediated but because it is organized by communicative capitalism. The 

problem, then, is “the concentrations of corporate power, the demands of financial 

markets, the seductions of the society of the spectacle that rule in and as the name of the 

public have created conditions anathema to democratic governance” (2003: 104). This 

is an important clarification of the problem of social networks but it is not a strong basis 



for rethinking the public sphere from lessons learned from the online and offline 

activities of the BLM movement. 

 

These disputes can be detected within the literature on the Black public sphere.  

Arguably, the restrictions on people of colour entering the public sphere have given the 

theory of the Black public sphere an advantage over public sphere theory generally in 

recognising the critical potential of online communication insofar as the Black public 

sphere has always been at its strongest in sectors where the white public sphere been 

weakest (eg worship, sport and music). The emphasis on the Black public sphere as a 

counterpublic has provided a basis for being sensitive to the ways in which online 

communication is critical of more traditional formats of publishing. In fact, our task here 

could be described as a continuation of the project of the Black public sphere by taking 

our examples of what constitutes the contemporary public sphere from the online and 

offline activities of black activists in the BLM movement.  

 

Manuel Castells (2012) has updated the leftwing assessment of the political potential of 

the internet in his theory of networks of outrage and hope prompted by the use of social 

media in the Arab Spring and Occupy. Castells seizes on the various points of 

convergence between digital networks serving social movements and more typical 

practices within the bourgeois public sphere of deliberation, opinion formation and 

organization. Hence, he characterizes the use of social media in contemporary social 

movements in the following way: “mobile phones and social networks on the Internet 

played a major role in spreading images and messages that mobilized people in 

providing a platform for debate, in calling for action, in coordinating and organizing the 

protests, and in relaying information and debate to the population at large” (2012: 40).  

 

Also writing in the interval between the Arab Spring and the events following the 

murder of George Floyd, Sarah Kember and Joanna Zylinska (2014) located social media 

within the transformed field of new media. One of their aims was to, 

“outline a new framework for thinking about ethics with regard to media 

technological issues, where the agency of ethical subjects and objects is still to be 

determined, and where there are no predefined fixed values to be applied” 

(2012: 154).  



In place of the ethics of media that opposes the user to the platform and asks whether it 

is ethical to participate in social media, Kember and Zylinska (2014) pose the central 

ethical question to be “how to emerge with social media, and how to become-different 

from them” (2012: 172). This resituates social media to discourses of ethics, and 

therefore to the norms of the bourgeois public sphere, but it does not provide a model 

for rethinking the public sphere from the perspective of the radical use of social media.  

 

Kember and Zylinska’s (2014) theory of new media addresses differences between 

conceptions of the news event, media event and disaster event. For them, the primary 

theoretical concern, here, is to formulate the best approach to new media as a form of 

mediation, rather than to identify a spectrum of different types of event. A news event is 

not a specific type of event but a specific theory of the media that does not adequately 

acknowledge the agency of the media itself in constituting not only what counts as news 

but also as the source of news events itself. They criticize Katz and Liebes’ (2007) 

distinction between “media events” (coronations, royal weddings, state funerals, 

military processions, national sporting events, etc) and “major news events” (natural 

disasters, terrorist attacks, war, etc), (2007: 157), by arguing that the difference 

between them relies on a flawed sociology that presupposes “society’s underlying 

solidarity” (2012: 37), which is healed by media events and disrupted by disaster 

events.  

 

Although it is true that media theory can benefit from the sort of clarification that 

Kember and Zylinska (2014) offer, our aim in this introductory essay is to remodel the 

public sphere on the activities of the BLM movement and therefore we need to map out 

a space within the digital environment that corresponds to this specific kind of event. 

For us, then, it is not a question of sharpening a particular theory of new media but of 

extending the taxonomy of media acts – news event, media event, disaster event – to 

include a category for political events that take place as a result of aggregate and 

collective online activism. Uploading and sharing the video of George Floyd being 

murdered by Derek Chauvin, sharing videos of protestors toppling statues, and 

engaging in acts of calling out and calling in, for instance, are not news events, media 

events or disaster events. So what are they? 

 



There are several similarities between the use of social media in BLM and the use of 

digital technologies in the Arab Spring and Occupy, especially the fact that in all three 

are “based on horizontal networks of interactive communication” (Castells 2012: 7), 

were characterized by “the movement went from cyberspace to urban space” (2012: 

46), and ultimately share the aim of “the transformation of emotion into action” (2012: 

13). Also, we can agree with Castells that the BLM movement , as a, 

“for networks of counterpower to prevail over the networks of power embedded 

in the organization of society, they will have to reprogram the polity, the 

economy, the culture or whatever dimension they aim to change by introducing 

in the institutions’ programs, as well as in their own lives” (2012: 17).  

 

However, closer examination shows that there is a fundamental difference between 

them. For Castells, digital media “provided the very infrastructure that created deep 

communication ties and organizational capacity in groups of activists before the major 

protests took place” (2012: 107). No doubt, activists within the BLM movement use 

digital technology to organize themselves as a network, but the BLM movement also 

uses social media to do something else. As well as using mobile phones, Twitter and 

YouTube to organize protests, BLM uses social media to confront white supremacy 

culturally, ethically, subjectively, politically, economically, institutionally and nationally. 

Social media, for BLM, is not merely the infrastructure of a network of outrage and hope 

but also a public sphere. But what kind of public sphere is it? 

BLM as an Affective Public 

Zizi Papacharissi (2015) researches the political and social consequences of the 

internet, rather than network activism, but her theory of “affective publics” (2015) fills 

a gap within the overlapping field of public sphere theory, new media theory, theories of 

networked activism and theories of social media. For her the impact of social media is 

best understood through affective attunement.  

“Affective attunement permits people to feel their way into politics. Publics 

assembled out of individuals feeling their way into a particular news stream 

generated via Twitter engage in practices of rebroadcasting, listening, remixing 

content, and creatively presenting their views—or fragments of their views—in 

ways that evolve beyond the conventional deliberative logic of a traditional 

public sphere.” (2015: 118)  



More typical of the bourgeois public sphere. Social media platforms like Twitter, 

Instagram and Facebook “invite a publicness that is politically sensitized yet generally 

dismissive of normatively defined political consciousness” (2015: 117). As a result, “the 

publics called into being by the discursive affordances of Twitter [are] affective: 

networked publics that are sustained by online media but also by modalities of affective 

intensity” (2015: 118).  

 

For us, Papacharissi’s (2015) description of online affective publics casts light on the 

style of public sphere characteristic of the BLM movement. The BLM movement began 

online after the murder of Trayvon Martin in 2013 but after Darnella Frasier’s footage 

of the killing of George Floyd was distributed widely online, social media was used not 

only to share counter-narratives to the official account of his death but also to share 

personal testaments of racism, compiling anti-racism readings lists, calling out the use 

of racist tropes, explanations of white privilege, shows of support for sports stars taking 

the knee, and cheering on the toppling of statues. BLM weaves affective strands of micro 

personalised narratives, highly charged hashtags (eg sayhername) and traditional 

political campaigns (eg defund the police). It builds affective publics not in opposition to 

the deliberative communities of the public sphere in the way that disapproving theories 

social media cast it as an addictive machine of trivia. Rather BLM’s affective publics are 

exemplary of how social media has “revolutionized revolution” (Baker and Edelstein: 

2005).  

 

As an affective public, BLM is suspicious of businesses and institutions that make public 

statements in support of BLM that lack authenticity. The problem is not so much that 

these companies don’t “feel it” but rather that, more often than not, they simply don’t 

“get it”. Claiming be in favour of diversity and against racism when your entire staff is 

white, for instance, means that at some level your company is not only effectively but 

also affectively white. Claiming that you are not racist is not good enough because it is 

defensive, lacks reflection and minimises personal engagement in the ongoing struggle. 

Being not racist is rejected in favour of becoming anti-racist. As Ibram X Kendi (2019) 

explains, becoming anti-racist is an uncomfortable process of self-transformation. 

Racism is not a black problem, it’s a white problem.  

 



Police who kill black men and claim later that they were afraid for their own life by the 

threat of an unarmed black man are acting out a scenario scripted by a long history of 

racism that is deeply affective in its structure. Black people who are opposed to BLM, 

reject taking the knee, or take sides with the police against George Floyd, Breonna 

Taylor, etc are not sufficiently anti racist. Becoming anti racist is a pedagogic process 

that erodes what has been learned at school, at home and in the dominant culture, to be 

replaced with knowledge drawn from the experience of communities of colour in an 

anti-black society. One of the consequences of this process is that we read statues 

differently.  

 

It is only by understanding the affective motor of anti-black racism and by rejecting the 

neutrality of whiteness that the full racist meaning of statues of slave owners emerges. 

The argument that taking the knee or toppling statues is merely “gesture politics” 

grasps neither how important gesture and affect are to the anti racism movement nor 

how deeply the dominant politics of traditional values is also gestural and affective. 

Standing for the national anthem is no less gestural and affective than kneeling to it; 

standing stiffly on an Olympic podium is no less gestural and affective than raising ones 

arms in a cross or with a fist; erecting and maintaining statues is no less gestural and 

affective than taking them down. 

 

 

The Lessons of BLM 

Disputes over the removal of statues that have been removed as a result of the BLM 

protests turn on questions that are central to debates within public sphere theory, but 

also require public sphere theory to make the shift from being not racist to becoming 

anti racist. Therefore, it is vital that public sphere theorists and activists or artists 

drawing on public sphere theory do not assume that they are in a privileged position to 

teach protestors and participants in the wider anti-racism struggle how to conduct 

themselves properly or effectively in the public sphere. This is no longer acceptable. 

BLM has shone a light on how public sphere theory have been slow to pick up and 

incorporate these methods. The doctrine of the public sphere has been about argument 

and this has been too dominant in the way academics have thought about what a public 



is for. Instead, we want to argue, it is imperative for public sphere theory to learn the 

lessons of BLM.  

 

The first lesson of BLM is that George Floyd’s murder is not a wake up call. It belongs to 

a long and monstrous lineage of lynchings and racist killings, and the political protests 

that responded to it (including Black Lives Matter and Defund the Police) were 

established in response to previous injustices. As a result, we need to acknowledge that 

George Floyd’s death belongs to a long history both of brutal racism and the response to 

it belongs to a long tradition of using the public sphere as a platform for the struggle 

against racism.  

 

The great transformation of politics in response to Derek Chauvin taking the life of 

George Floyd is not the result of a new type of political event (like the 9/11 attack on 

the Twin Towers), nor the result of birth of a new struggle (like the civil rights 

movement), nor the introduction of a new technology (like the Arab Spring). There is, in 

a sense, nothing new in it at all, if we look at it empirically - no new facts, no new social 

relations, now new social movements, no new techniques, no new ideas. But the 

configuration of the existing elements were changed during the weeks and months after 

the murder of George Floyd, Breonna Taylor, Eric Garner and so many others when the 

BLM movement not only made the politics of anti-racism hegemonic but in doing so 

reformulated what it means to be progressive, liberal, leftwing or revolutionary.    

 

That is to say, the murder of George Floyd marks a shift within the antiracist struggle in 

the US and beyond insofar as it provided a definite point of focus that brought a new 

unity to a movement characterised by a process of fragmentation since the 1970s. Our 

point is not to suggest that the debates over the tensions between race, class, gender, 

sexuality, ableism and religion have been decisively resolved in favour of race by the 

BLM movement. Rather, the outrage against the lynching of George Floyd prioritised 

certain issues, solidarities, tactics and strategies and as this movement gained traction 

and momentum this ensemble of ideas and techniques formed into a specific political 

tendency that not only set the agenda for emancipatory struggles within black 

communities but also for other emancipatory struggles as well as, for the first time, 



setting the agenda for business, public institutions, schools and universities, the media, 

entertainment and sport.  

 

The sharing of the video of George Floyd’s murder on social media and beyond, has 

decisively shifted the conditions under which certain advocates of the theory of the 

public sphere have continued to prioritise rational argument over affect, action, 

embodiment and visual culture.  

 

In this way the BLM movement challenges the traditional norms and conduct of the 

bourgeois public sphere and presents an alternative model of how the public sphere 

must operate from now on. Rational thought has dominated the conduct of the public 

sphere in that presenting clear arguments that are understood as objective and 

altruistic have been the only acceptable means of expression. To be properly included 

you need the type of training you get from being part of a red brick university debating 

society where the coaching is designed to prepare you for the social practices and 

obligations of leadership in the bourgeois public sphere. Those best at it are usually 

white men and if not literally white and male those aspiring to be so.  

 

Within the BLM movement we see new standards for exchange, an emphasis on talking 

in the first person, which disregards the pseudo-objectivity of the bourgeois public 

sphere and shares your position. Auto-biographical experiences count and are 

incorporated into explanations about values and opinions and are foundational to 

preposed actions. Personal encounters are important and are a critical addition to 

debate. All these three aspects of the BLM have been marginalised in the theories of the 

public sphere. This can no longer go unchallenged. In an important sense, the emphasis 

on rational argument and the formal “bracketing off” of race, gender and class within 

the bourgeois public sphere has always been problematic - and a history of critique has 

shadowed it from the start - the BLM puts this critique on a new footing.   

 

For us, BLM challenges the traditional norms and conduct of the bourgeois public 

sphere and presents an alternative model of how the public sphere must operate from 

now on. It sets a new standard as its emphasis is on talking in the first person, auto-

biography, personal experience, personal responsibility and personal transformation. 



All these aspects of the BLM public sphere have been marginalised in the theories of the 

public sphere. This is no longer acceptable. BLM has shone a light on how Public Sphere 

Theory have been slow to pick up and incorporate these methods. The doctrine of the 

Public Sphere has been about argument and this has been too dominant in the way 

academics have thought about what a public is for. The BLM has demonstarted that 

knowing again and again in the same way is a major drawback to rethinking the way we 

live together. 
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things to address 

1. A potted survey. Anti-racism is acknowledged in PST  - Nancy Fraser talks about 

theories of the PS – they are ‘formally’ universal leave your identity at the door – 

the result of this is that the PS is incapable of addressing Racists, women, marked 

bodies  - whose speech has no way of being understood as rational. 

2. What lessons do we learn from George Floyd? He could not be heard, and his 

body did not belong on the street. The significance of filming and sharing 

(Daniella Fraser) – then importance of the video in the conviction of Derek 

Chauvin. Has Judith Butler learned lessons in her essay “Bodies in Alliance and 

the Politics of the Street”? 

https://orcid.org/0000-0002-7966-7304
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2969-5489


What are the lessons for the PS? The film was without rational argument yet it 

was central to the court case. Not just the going public but the way in which 

social media enabled a direct means of publishing this was not mediated through 

news media, it was not held back or reformulated with spin by the professional 

media. After the killing of Emmett Till, his mother sent the photograph of his 

body at the funeral with an open casket to the black orientated magazines and 

newspapers thus putting this horrific event into the ‘standard’ PS. (Till’s body 

was mutilated and chucked in the Tallahatchi River) 

Analyse:  

● GF in relation to PS 

● GF doesn’t fit PS  

● Toppling of Statues  - doesn’t fit with ideals of the BPS  

Take 3 things  / 3 paradigms what would we get? Can’t wait need to 

review these events in relation to the PS 

 

3. Black sports people use sport as platform to transform ideas of black men in the 

public sphere. Muhammad Ali and Michael Jordan. Musicians  also use this space 

to be visible. Hip Hop to be heard in Public Space / Beat Box  - to be represented 

in the PS - contested as noise. ‘Turn off the noise’ as in Do the right thing, when 

the guys walk into the Pizzeria. Black presence interrupted by the Italians as 

violent in itself  - so when they hit the black guys they think they are justified  - 

Police do the same. 

 

Troublemaker  - when you take away the monument to slavery you are seen as 

the unreasonable one  / the violent one – by calling the thing out you are accused 

of causing the trouble – but you are only reminding us it’s there / it happened. 

Criticisms of black people’s tone when they are discussing racism is 

unacceptable. Marked accents and marked bodies. Black public school – would 

have suffered - but is comfortable when they can be in a work academic meeting 

but not on the street when shouted at by a skinhead. 
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