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Abstract 

In How We Became Posthuman, N. Katherine Hayles identifies in the Western intellectual 

tradition ‘the teleology of disembodiment,’
1
 wherein the mind/body separation of Cartesian 

dualism is literalised in a postmodern space to mean the complete erasure of the body. This 

article maps the (dis)continuities of two figures, the flâneur of 19
th

 century Paris and the 

facebooker of the 21
st
 century, as a way to interrogate this claim that the ‘human’ is heading 

down a one-way street towards disembodiment. The fleeting and contingent nature of the city 

make it a place in which the flâneur is anonymous and underdetermined, finding existential 

comfort in the spectacle of the crowd. When Haussmannisation sought to alter the Parisian 

city-scape, it was simultaneously implicated in a project to change the identities which exist 

in, and were created in relation to, that place. With the advent of the Internet towards the end 

of the 20
th

 century, a new location of underdetermination, cyber-space, provided an escape 

from the city-scape. The flâneur of the 19
th

 century becomes in this new context the 

facebooker of the 21
st
 century. The facebooker strolls through a crowd of (virtual) faces in 

order to find the same existential comfort sought by the flâneur. Importantly, however, both 

of these figures see their actions and existence in their respective places—Paris and 

facebook—as a way of escaping a ‘reality’ that exists outside of these places. Thus, what the 

conscious occupation of underdetermined spaces actually reveals is the unconscious 

recognition in the modern subject that they are in fact overdetermined by their physical 

situatedness.  

 

Key Words: posthumanism, subjectivity, Facebook, flâneur, corporeality, over/under 

determination, cyber-space, Paris 

 

***** 

 

Of Anxieties and Aspirations 

In a recent article on The Society Pages: Social Science That Matters, Jenny Davis recounts 

the ‘hoopla around the “mass exodus” of teens from Facebook,’
2
 providing a number of links 

to headlines dramatically declaring that the end is nigh for the popular social media website. 

Davis, however, goes on to insist that, rather than facing its imminent or even prolonged 

demise, Facebook has instead ‘dug its heels in as an integral part of not only the social media 

landscape, but the interactive social landscape more generally.’ Why, then, do so many 

commentators relish the prospect of Facebook’s decline? And why is the social media site so 

easy to write against in tones both self-satisfied and combative? Read enough of these articles 

and one is left wondering why Facebook quickens the pulse and garners the ire of so many—

why is this social media site, in other words, such an imminent threat? The anxiety social 

media of this kind provokes goes beyond the easy critiques of the lazy youth, eyes glued to 

the screen and mind divorced from reality. Facebook is feared, instead, more because of the 

sophistication of its interactive nature than the passivity it purportedly encourages. Teens, 

Davis notes, are ‘actively constructing a sophisticated interactive ecology’ in which they 

‘utilize platforms to fit varied interactive needs: privacy, connectivity, humour, support, 

information sharing, romantic exploration’:  
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Within this ecology, in which multiple spaces maintain varying degrees of 

integration with one another, teens navigate the complexities of social life, 

decoupling pieces of the self through technologically mediated means, 

negotiating holistic selves which none-the-less maintain multiple dimensions. 

 

The unfamiliar spatial ecology Davis is beginning to map out here recognises multiplicity as 

potentially holistic and several whole selves as resting comfortably and simultaneously in 

multiple, diverse spaces.
3
 Rendered in this way, the young social-media-self seems unfamiliar 

in comparison to the ‘rooted’ consciousness currently putting pen to paper, feet on floor, back 

to chair. How can my phenomenological experience of possessing human identity—

personhood—in this moment comprehend the phenomenological experience of a purportedly 

holistic self existing simultaneously on or in multiple dimensions and platforms? Given the 

bafflement to which this question gives rise in popular commentaries, I want to suggest that 

the fears attendant on Facebook’s supremacy—and concomitant delight and relief at the 

prospect of its demise—limn the contours of a wider, vaguer concern regarding the status of 

‘the human’ in the Internet age; a fear, that is, that due to the ‘decoupling’ of the self 

(implicitly, from its holistic instantiation in a body) we are becoming posthuman. This is by 

no means a new idea, having already been elaborated by Donna Haraway in the context of the 

‘cyborg’ and in the work of, amongst others, Marshal McLuhan, Sandra Harding, and N. 

Katherine Hayles.
4
 However, my argument is that an individual’s attraction to sites such as 

Facebook, rather than his or her eschewing of such sites in the name of the established ideals 

of liberal humanism, reveals the limits of ‘the posthuman’ as opposed to its purported success. 

The concept of the posthuman is a provocation meant to force the modern ‘self’ to 

reconsider a number of definitional categories too often taken for granted: consciousness, 

autonomy, and, importantly, corporeal embodiment. Tracing the genealogy of the situatedness 

of selfhood—what appears to be its essentially embodied nature—to the present reveals a 

striking shift in the subject’s relation to space. It appears to uncover, at first, what N. 

Katherine Hayles has called ‘the teleology of disembodiment,’ wherein the mind/body 

separation of Cartesian dualism is literalised in a postmodern space to mean the complete 

erasure of the body in considerations of ‘the self’. Hayles’s argument is that when information 

is considered ‘a (disembodied) entity that can flow between carbon-based organic 

components and silicon-based electronic components to make protein and silicon operate as a 

single system’ then ‘information loses its body’ and ‘the materiality in which the thinking 

mind is instantiated appears incidental to its essential nature.’
5
 To put this teleology to the 

test, it is instructive to map the (dis)continuities of two figures: the flâneur and the 

facebooker. The flâneur of 19
th

 century Paris was defined by his relation to the places of the 

city he roamed, finding existential comfort in the spectacle of ‘the crowd’—the sea of faces of 

which he understands himself simultaneously to be a/part. The fleeting and contingent nature 

of the city make it a place in which the flâneur is anonymous and underdetermined, 

contingent on many, rather than few, factors. When Haussmannisation sought to alter the 

Parisian city-scape—introducing regulation, systematisation, and organisation—it was as such 

implicated in a project to change the identities which existed in, and were created in relation 

to, that place. This modern, regulated physical context for the embodied self was a space of 

overdetermination.  

With the advent of the Internet towards the end of the 20
th

 century, a new location of 

underdetermination, cyber-space, provided an escape from the newly-determined, newly-

regimented city-scape. The flâneur of the 19
th

 century becomes in this new context the 

facebooker of the 21
st
 century.

6
 The facebooker strolls through a crowd of (virtual) faces in 

order to find the same existential comfort sought by the flâneur. Like the flâneur, the 

facebooker finds solace in the contingent, malleable, and underdetermined nature of his or her 
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identity in this new place. Here, underdetermination takes the form of having the freedom to 

play with one’s identity; as Laurie McNeill writes, virtual reality often imagines ‘the Internet 

as a realm for Dionysian excesses of identity play, where selves [can] be put on and off with a 

few keystrokes.’
7
 The ease with which the click of a mouse may unfurl for the cyber-world a 

change of gender, say, or a different date of birth, offers one example of why ‘[t]he rise of 

digital technology was accompanied by’ both ‘utopian hopes for the transformation of social 

structures’ and figures such as the cyborg, who signalled ‘the possibility of endlessly 

transformable identities.’
8
 In contrast to this, overdetermination denotes the homogenisation 

of subjectivity and belief in the inexorability of the reality into which a subject is born. If one 

is born male on January 10, 1990, for example, these facts are immutable and the first ever-

present in social relations unless changed through expensive, arduous, often painful and 

misunderstood procedures.
9
 If ‘death of facebook’ triumphalism registers a posthuman 

anxiety, the utopian promise of the cyborg-alchemist (transmogrifying the born self into as 

many forms as the imagination will allow) offers a posthuman aspiration. Suspended between 

these anxieties and aspirations is a spectrum of moral conceptions regarding the ideal shape of 

social space and its inhabitants.  

Both the flâneur and facebooker see their actions and existence in their respective places—

Paris and cyber-space—as a way of escaping that which exists outside of these places; for 

both, these new spaces are the product of dreams or fantasies meant to allow the subject to 

transcend his or her (over)determined conditions. What the conscious occupation and 

utilisation of underdetermined spaces thus reveals is the subject’s unconscious recognition 

that she is in fact overdetermined by her physical situatedness. Ultimately, then, the self is 

constituted through a dialectical relationship between a dreamt or fantasied space of 

underdetermination—of agency and autonomy—and an overdetermined space of embodied 

‘reality’. Defining the relationship between space and selfhood in this way highlights the 

continuities rather than dissimilarities between the 19
th

 century flâneur and the 21
st
 century 

facebooker, thus countering the provocation that we have entered a posthuman age in which 

the self is situated in a radically new—disembodied—space.  

 

The Self in/and Space 

The argument mapped above is of course provisional. I have meant to provoke rather than 

convince – much as posthumanism is itself a provocation calling into question certain harmful 

habits of thought that have impoverished our vocabulary for thinking through ‘the human’ 

and its social, ethical, and metaphysical implications. As such, a certain amount of historical 

liberty must be afforded for the correspondence between flâneur and facebooker to work. Is 

Paris really at all similar to Internet social media websites? Can the artists responsible for 

imagining the flâneur, or the thinkers who theorized it in disquisitions on modernity, be said 

to rest alongside the purportedly narcissistic youth of today? Are differences in class, race, 

gender, and nation not altogether too stark for the particular, French male figure of the flâneur 

to resonate with the seemingly limitless, impossible-to-generalise facebooker? These are fair 

questions that circumscribe the reach of this fanciful parallel. What these two figures do bring 

together, however, are a set of categories that provide a useful nexus in which to consider 

identity, past and present. Baudelaire, in his writings on the flâneur, ‘may be said to announce 

the possibility of a mode of experience in which questions of language (how is this experience 

to be articulated and preserved?), questions of subjectivity (who am I in the city?), and 

questions of space (how can I best approach the city?) intersect.’
10

 These questions, here in 

the context of the Parisian street wanderer, dovetail with the discourses swirling about social 

media usage: language (how does the performative nature of Facebook utterances inform the 

discursively produced self?), subjectivity (what does a mutable identity entail and how does it 
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endure?), and space (how do the particular structures of cyber-space facilitate or catalyse 

identity formation, adaptation, or reinvention?). 

The semblance between these two figures does not register a mere rhetorical convenience; 

rather, it indexes the real and fictional figures around and through which have been sustained 

a series of keywords that link a subject’s relation to space to their understanding of self and 

that self’s discursive presentation. Such a constellation of concerns is by no means unique to 

the flâneur and facebooker. Space and a concept of spatialisation are generally accepted as 

preconditions for subjectivity. Yet, as clear as this correlation might at first seem, it in fact 

contradicts the Cartesian dualism that has animated so many modern theories of subjectivity 

and which posits the abstracted mind as separable from, and independent of, the corporeal 

body, with only the latter actually occupying space. Elizabeth Grosz points out how ‘only 

through Jacques Lacan’s work on the mirror stage…have corporeality and spatiality been 

related to the construction of personal identity, and the challenge to philosophical dualism 

undertaken head on.’
11

 Continuing the project of recuperating the importance of corporeality 

for identity, Grosz explains the way in which space allows for coherent subjectivity: 

 

[f]or the subject to take up a position as a subject, he must be able to situate 

himself as a being located in the space occupied by his body. This anchoring 

of subjectivity in its body is the condition of coherent identity, and, moreover, 

the condition under which the subject has a perspective on the world, becomes 

the point from which vision emanates.
12

 

 

The occupation of space is, for Grosz as for Lacan, tied to the gaze: the ability to observe 

others and be the object of others’ gazes is affirmative both of identity as well as the spatially 

situated nature of that identity. Furthermore, space is only given meaning through the objects 

that occupy it, and so ‘[t]he representation of space is thus a correlate of one’s ability to locate 

oneself as the point of origin or reference of space.’ Because the individual is the reference 

point of the space he or she inhabits, ‘the space represented is a complement of the kind of 

subject who occupies it.’
13

 Space and embodiment work in a dialectical relationship—in 

which space facilitates embodiment and embodiment imbues space with purpose—to produce 

place: ‘[i]t is not spaces which ground identification, but places…Place is space to which 

meaning has been ascribed.’
14

 While space creates the abstract conditions for identity (the 

potential for a perspective on the world), it is a place that grounds identification in a 

particular context of meaning—a specific and contingent perspective. Suddenly, Davis’s 

cyber-space-ecology attaching holistic (read: coherent) identity to multiple and dispersed 

dimensions appears dubious at best. 

 

The Flâneur 

The relationship between space and identity can perhaps be seen most clearly in the affective, 

psychical impact of a city on the subjects who inhabit it, a relationship which, when 

historically situated in Paris in the 19
th

 century, is represented by the flâneur. As Keith Tester 

explains, the flâneur is ‘a man who is driven out of the private and into the public by his own 

search for meaning’ and who ‘can reap aesthetic meaning and an individual kind of existential 

security from the spectacle of the teeming crowds…of the metropolitan environment of the 

city of Paris.’
15

 The flâneur ‘is most at home when out in the street, picking up the electric 

energy of the crowd but remaining incognito, registering the kaleidoscopic patterns of life in 

all its grace and detail,’
16

 with the detail hitting him, as James Wood writes, ‘in a tattoo of 

randomness.’
17

 Importantly, it is in the experience of moving through space in search of 

spectacle and randomness, not in the rigid occupation of space, that meaning is found:  
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The ontological basis of the Baudelairian poet resides in doing not being. For 

Baudelaire, the man who lives in a box, or the man who lives like a mollusk 

(the man who simply is) is actually incomplete; the struggle for existential 

completion and satisfaction requires relentless bathing in multitude (it requires 

doing over and over again).
18

  

 

The ‘ontological basis’ of the flâneur is performative: a self predicated on ‘doing’ over and 

over again is essentially defined by the exercise of agency, of one’s ability to determine one’s 

own actions in a context that provides variation and choice. To simply be is to be incomplete, 

for it suggests a kind of ontological predetermination and stagnation antithetical to the subject 

that desires to construct for itself a contingent identity.  

The flâneur is able to attain such a degree of control and autonomy through his careful 

adherence to the principle of anonymity. Zygmunt Bauman tells us that ‘[t]o be in control…is 

to see without being seen. This is precisely what the flâneur does.’
19

 Strolling through Paris, 

unidentifiable, the flâneur classifies and imbues with meaning what comes within the orbit of 

his vision. Tester points out that ‘[t]his sovereignty based in anonymity and observation 

means that for the poet the meaning and the importance of everything is mutable more or less 

at will.’
20

 Mutability is what enables one of the other constitutive elements of the flâneur: his 

desire for mystery. Anonymity and mutability facilitate possibility and potentiality; this 

plethora of unrealised possibilities is a breeding ground for mystery, the very ‘unknowness’ of 

which connotes, together with the sovereignty of anonymity, a refutation of 

overdetermination. The only restrictions on the self are housed within the self. As Bauman, 

assuming the voice of the flâneur, eloquently states, ‘[t]he power of my fantasy is the only 

limit the reality I imagine has, and the only it needs. To flâneur, is to rehearse contingency of 

meaning; life as bagful of episodes none of which is definite, unequivocal, irreversible; life as 

play.’
21

 Or, in the famous words of Charles Baudelaire, Paris is a place representing ‘the 

transient, the fleeting, the contingent’
22

 nature of modernity; as such, it is the ideal space in 

which the self can ‘play’ any role it wants in order to determine his or her own subjective 

experience and perspective on the world. 

 If identity is facilitated by space but instantiated in place then the alteration of the latter 

represents an attempt to police identity by manipulating the context which provides its 

particularities. Again, as Grosz observes: ‘[t]he city is one of the crucial factors in the social 

production of…corporeality: the built environment provides the context and coordinates for 

contemporary forms of body…[I]t is the condition and milieu in which corporeality is 

socially, sexually, and discursively produced.’
23

 Simon Gunn, elaborating on this, argues that, 

 

[i]n different ways, identities of gender, class, sexuality, ‘race’ and ethnicity 

have been formed historically in direct association with ideas of spatiality: that 

is to say, in association with particular, bounded places as well as larger, more 

abstract notions of public and private, belonging and separation, territoriality 

and transgression. The histories attaching to the groups concerned suggest that 

social identities are frequently forged in conflicts over the boundaries, 

ownership and meaning of places.
24

 

 

Rarely has the power of a city planner to control ‘social production’ been witnessed as 

strongly as in the case of Baron Haussmann in Paris. As Christopher Prendergast observes, 

‘[t]he issue of the identity of the city, and of identities within it, constituted a veritable 

nineteenth-century obsession.’
25

 Metropolitan identity—the identity of the metropolis—was 

inseparable from the identity of those found within it. With this in mind, what Prendergast 

calls ‘pure Haussmann’ is significant: ‘the vision of the modern city as unified, centred and 



Tim Wyman-McCarthy 

__________________________________________________________________ 

7 

fully legible, opened up as a safe and regulated space of leisure and pleasure to all its 

citizens.’
26

 The fleeting, transitory, and contingent nature of the city that allowed the flâneur 

to mitigate his mundane existence is lost in this ‘safe’ and ‘regulated’ space where mystery is 

replaced by legibility and where coherence of identity comes at the price of playful 

exploration. After Haussmannisation, the flâneur loses his sense of purpose, for ‘with 

rationalization, all mystery is removed from the city. Flânerie, of course, is predicated on the 

possibility that there might be secrets to be imputed to things’
27

:  

 

Thanks in no small part to Walter Benjamin’s reading of Baudelaire, the 

flâneur is invariably seen as a bygone figure…Benjamin’s argument is that the 

rationality of capitalism and, especially, commodification and the circulation 

of commodities, itself defined the meaning of existence in the city so that there 

remained no spaces of mystery for the flâneur to observe.
28

  

 

These aspects of the city, which were a catalyst for the imagination’s fantasied space of 

underdetermination, were removed and replaced by careful planning and regulation. In this 

new context, the flâneur became simply untenable.  

 

The Facebooker 

Yet the flâneur did not cease to exist—or at least his goal and method of achieving it did not 

entirely fade away. Rather, in response to the organisation and regulation of the metropolis 

facilitated by modern capitalism and urbanisation, a new space—namely, cyber-space—was 

created and came to allow for the same kind of underdetermination sought by the flâneur. 

This new space set the conditions for subjectivity by providing a forum wherein identity could 

be constructed, it seemed, as entirely separate from the material circumstances of the subject’s 

embodied self. In a world of virtuality, Hayles points out, ‘disembodied information becomes 

the ultimate Platonic Form.’
29

 Thus the space in which to imagine for oneself a coherent 

subjectivity, the Platonic ideal ‘self’, is relocated from the modern city to the postmodern 

space of virtual reality. Psychoanalyst Ian Parker notes how the ‘increasing volume of traffic 

through cyberspace…poses challenges to the very nature of psychoanalytic practice.’
30

 In this 

‘new virtual anthropological space,’ Parker argues, ‘subjectivity seems to operate in ways 

quite different…from those described in psychology textbooks’
31

 largely because these new 

technologies have allowed ‘the human subject [to feel] that he or she has left the body to 

move around in a completely different space.’
32

 This transcendence of the limiting confines of 

the body in cyber-space shares affinities with the freedom the flâneur feels in the 

underdetermined city-space; and indeed, for the flâneur, ‘it is as if the city of Paris were 

always already half imaginary, half linguistic, a territory of desire as much as of reality.’
33

  

Perhaps most like the experience of the flâneur (which, as we have seen, Bauman 

perceives as living out a fantasy) is the dream-like or fantasied quality of cyber-space. Shara 

Sand describes how ‘[i]nteractive identities are consciously constructed and launched into 

cyberspace’ where they ‘can be shaped to allow any fantasied aspect of the self to come 

alive.’
34

 As such, cyber-space ‘is also a more flexible space, because the body does not limit 

the action.’
35

 Imagining ‘cyberspace as operating like a dream’ is a useful analogy, suggests 

Parker, ‘because it enables us to treat cyberspace as a kind of text that can be interpreted using 

psychoanalysis.’ There are, of course, qualitative differences between the fantasy of the 

flâneur and the dream-world of cyber-space. Most notably, cyber-space ‘is constituted as 

other to the real world’ in a far more literal way than the city is in relation to the private 

sphere. While the city provided the space in which a different experience of the self could 

occur, cyber-space appears as a different space altogether. In this way, cyber-space ‘raises 

questions about the relationship between reality and dreaming, between the ostensibly rock-
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solid perception and cognition of everyday life on the one hand, and the fantasy-suffused 

productions that appear when the censorship of the ego is relaxed.’
36

 Further to this, the 

dream-reverie-wandering of the flâneur is physical, while that of the facebooker is distinctly 

non-ambulatory; one topography is literal while the other is conceptual, even if both map out 

and onto subject-formation.  

Like the crowded streets of 19
th

 century Paris, facebook facilitates anonymity, possibility, 

and mystery, is certainly a place of spectacle, and is the public place where those driven out 

of the private sphere go to find existential meaning. As one 2009 study shows, youth who 

acknowledge ‘negative collective self-esteem [report] more instrumental interest in SNS 

[social network site] use’ in particular for ‘social compensation’ and ‘SIG [social identity 

gratifications].’
37

 While there are many unproblematic reasons to use a social media site such 

as Facebook, it must not be ignored that many individuals, especially youths, turn to these 

spaces to escape from other undesirable social spaces, such as a friend group or lack thereof. 

And Facebook is by no means a small cyber-place, either, but is rather an enormous global 

phenomenon. The site is available in some 70 languages, and with over 1.15 billion active 

monthly users by June 2013, 80% of whom reside outside the U.S. and Canada,
38

 it must be 

taken seriously as a location exerting considerable influence over subjectivity in the world 

today and as having ‘deep-reaching social and cultural effects.’
39

 If Facebook were a country, 

it would have the third largest population in the world, behind only India and China.
40

  

With a scope this wide and reach this far, that the facebooker’s subjectivity (much like the 

ontological constitution of the flâneur) is performative must surely be of significance. Sand 

sees many of the fundamental categories of identity enter into a state of fluidity in cyber-

space: ‘[n]o longer bound by the limitations of the body, one can interact online in ways that 

offer an experience that is less available in real life, such as changing gender, race, age, and 

so forth.’ Facebook allows one to create, from a clean slate, an identity, and includes 

locations for the following information: gender, age, birthplace, current residence, job, 

educational background, favourite books, movies, and television shows, one’s interests, 

activities, hobbies, address, phone number, e-mail, and even one’s favourite quotations. 

Perhaps more importantly, however, Facebook is concerned with putting a face to a name; as 

such, the ability to share and view photographs represents one of the most popular and widely 

used features of the site. The potential identities in this realm seem virtually limitless 

precisely because of their virtuality—much as with the flâneur, it is the individual’s 

imagination that is the only limit. With this tremendous variety of variables, each ‘face’ on 

the site is a site (and sight!) of mystery. This sense of mystery, Sand argues, is tied directly to 

the nature of the medium: 

 

The construction of interactive identities often means that there is some 

transgression of boundaries, specifically, boundaries of exclusion, inclusion, 

and expectations, often bringing an element of mystery to the interactions. 

Who is the face behind the voice and gesture, the agent of the action? Is it a 

genuine presentation or the performance of a fantasied “other”? Perhaps this is 

the lure of interactive identities, the mysterious quality of “otherness” that 

seduces with a multiplicity of possibilities.
41

 

 

With 48% of individuals aged 18-34 in the United States checking Facebook immediately 

when they wake up, 72% of all US internet users identifying as active members of the site, 

and with over 600 million people using facebook on their mobile phones,
42

 this world of 

mystery, contingency, and underdetermination is seemingly ever-present in the lives of those 

privileged enough to have access to the internet. 
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It is, however, important at this point to insert a word of caution. For all the aspirations 

towards a fluid identity that might be at play in the discourse surrounding Facebook, such talk 

should be tempered by the very different lived experience of being a user on the site. Mystery, 

anonymity, and reveling in a radical contingency—the conditions for an underdetermined 

identity—are circumscribed by a number of powerful forces, including those of the market 

(advertisements and the fact that Facebook has shareholders), class (who can and cannot 

afford a computer?), and a continually changing range of hand-held technologies. Facebook 

may be a place of political freedom, but a place of freedom from capitalist strictures it is not. 

Consider also the role played by mobile technologies that do in fact allow the facebooker to 

wander physically while simultaneously wandering through cyber-space, mitigating the once 

unavoidably non-ambulatory mode of experiencing cyber-space. This overlaying of spaces is 

a complex ecology the implications of which I do not have room at present to consider in 

depth.
43

 However, this facet is only one of the many that seem to limit the degree of 

anonymity realistically achievable for the facebooker. On the one hand, market forces and 

class restrictions exert considerable pressure on the facebooker to be a certain kind of 

individual; on the other hand, that seemingly ‘disembodied’ individual now has the ability to 

interact with his or her facebooker identity whilst in the physical presence of friends who also 

have online interactions with the individual in question.  

These are legitimate concerns and important caveats to make. Yet, it is equally important 

to distinguish between the lived ‘reality’ of Facebook and the psychoanalytic and 

philosophical reasons why individuals are impelled, existentially, to seek new spaces that are 

qualitatively different from those inhabited by their corporeal selves. Regardless of what 

forces are exerted on the facebooker—that is, how determined he or she may be—the space of 

Facebook is still perceived to be less determined than the space inhabited by the embodied 

self. I started this article by looking at anxieties and aspirations because the discourse of 

Facebook deals largely in the realm of the imaginary: the imagined doomsday of liberal 

humanisms’ demise, or the imagined and perfected ‘self’ that can be worked on (as if it were 

a project) in the comparatively ‘free’ zone of identity play that cyber-space is often perceived 

to offer. So while the facebooker might not be anonymous in a traditional or ‘strict’ sense—

complete erasure of all identifying traits leading back to a solidly-centered-self—the identity 

does destabilize the immutability of the ‘known’ (rather than anonymous) individual. That is, 

the ease with which the various aspects that comprise a self may be manipulated and altered, 

continuously, on Facebook, mean that the value these aspects once had as signifying a 

particular self, become merely partial or provisional. If Descartes mobilized doubt with the 

aim of achieving certainty—and ushering in as a consequence a lengthy tradition of dualistic 

thinking about subjectivity—then the facebooker seems to hold firm at the former without the 

goal of achieving the latter.   

 

Stubborn Dualism  

The question becomes: why does the flâneur figure arise again and again and what does this 

say about the location of identity? An important aspect to both the flâneur and facebooker is 

that they are constructs to help facilitate escapism. As Bauman says of the flâneur, ‘[h]e is out 

on vacation—from reality. In reality, he is overdetermined; he wears his determination as the 

beast of burden wears its yoke. Out there, in the desert or in the city, he plays the game of 

underdetermination.’
44

 Both figures possess a sort of ‘imaginary anatomy’ that, Grosz points 

out, is what Lacan used in developing many ‘key insights linking the ego to the structure of 

space.’
45

 As the projected manifestations of what we desire, the flâneur and facebooker reside 

in locations seen as ‘other’ than—as distinct from—their ‘reality’: ‘[a]s in old anthropology,’ 

explains Parker, ‘cultural sites that are positioned as ‘other’ to civilization provide screens 

upon which are projected what are taken to be the deep underlying material of unconscious 
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fantasy.’
46

 Like old anthropological space, cyber-space and the flâneur’s city are realms of 

fantasy and escapism; they are the screens through which we read the affective response to 

the recognition of the inexorably embodied, and so determined, nature of the self. The flâneur 

and facebooker reveal their unconscious desire for an underdetermined space in which self-

determination may exist through a kind of dreaming or fantasizing—albeit a very carefully 

constructed and manipulated fantasy. Thus, the physical situatedness of the self (its 

instantiation in a body) is not replaced by the metaphysical situatedness of the (virtual, 

fantasied) self, but rather confirmed by it. This dual locatedness can be seen in Tester’s view 

of the flâneur: ‘Flânerie can be understood as the observation of the fleeting and the 

transitory, which is the other half of modernity to the permanent and central sense of self.’
47

 

This important experiential aspect of the flâneur is articulated most forcefully by Sheringham: 

 

The mode of reflection that constitutes meditation is presented in somatic 

terms as a mental activity that responds to the body’s experience, its 

susceptibility to bombardment by external stimuli. The meditative is an 

important category…of the flâneur because it brings out the abolition of the 

boundary between inner and outer which is a vital aspect of the experience of 

flânerie. Meditation is a mode of thinking that, rather than sealing mind from 

body, abstract thought from sensory experience, amalgamates them in a wider 

space.
48

 

 

The identity of flâneur and facebooker straddles the line between the inevitably embodied self 

of ‘reality’ and the contingent, active, agency-wielding self of the fantasied space of 

underdetermination, revealing a strain of voluntarism that finds attractive a metaphysics of the 

will. Despite the repeated attempts to regulate space, the flâneur figure will always return, 

because there is too powerful a need to transcend our ‘given’ location in order to create new 

spaces for ourselves. The subject feels a need to appropriate space because, in ‘reality’, we 

feel appropriated by space. 

Tester claims of the flâneur that ‘[h]e is the man who is only at home existentially when he 

is not at home physically.’
49

 This understanding of the flâneur is reductive in its view of the 

physical and existential home as mutually exclusive, as existing as a diachronic progression. 

Instead, I view these figures as locating the self synchronically in two realms. However, it 

would be wrong to think of this self as somehow fractured or less coherent. In a semiotic sign, 

the signifier and its referent must work in tandem for linguistic meaning to be conveyed. 

Likewise, the self’s fantasied half and the overdetermined ‘real’ other half that gives rise to 

this phantom signifier must be understood as together constituting the location of the whole 

self. The overdetermined space and the underdetermined space—whichever places these may 

be—work in a dialectic relationship to situate the subject. This constitution is mutual, going 

both ways, for while the imagined space of underdetermination is a result of the 

overdetermining space of ‘reality’, the latter space is also altered by the actions which take 

place in the former space. Parker explains how we are now 

 

presented with an environment where different selves live, where they 

interface in peculiar ways, but where they are also us; the subjects we study in 

cyberspace, in a faraway place, inhabit the very same bodies that we interact 

with in the real world—life onscreen necessarily intersects with life 

offscreen.
50

  

 

The individual’s ‘onscreen’ life not only affects her or his personal identity, but also has 

ramifications at the social and political level. Rosi Braidotti’s assertion that ‘Cyberspace is a 
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highly contested social space that exists parallel to increasingly complex social realities’
51

 is 

prescient given recent events. Take, for instance, the Arab Spring starting in 2010, where a 

politically overdetermined milieu (Tunisia, Libya, Egypt, Yemen, Bahrain, Syria) was 

combated through representation in the underdetermined place of cyber-space (Facebook, 

Twitter, and blogs were all used to organise rallies and protests). Christopher Wilson 

identifies three factors that constituted ‘the conditions for sociopolitical activity unthinkable 

in traditional Egyptian [society]’:  

 

The social network structure of Facebook is distinct from conventional other 

web-based political activity because it avoids the heavy handed censorship 

that may befall exclusively political websites; political information is 

presented effortlessly by a social algorithm that bolsters its relevance; and the 

button-clicking ease of creating and joining Facebook groups dramatically 

diminishes the costs of social organization.
52

 

 

This is just one among many examples of how cyber-citizenship is changing the face of 

contemporary politics.
53

 In fact, Grosz sees action (the exercise of agency), as depending on 

the functioning of the self in these two locations: ‘The body, lived in a “natural” or “external” 

space, must also find psychical representation in a purely psychical or conceptual space in 

order for concerted action and psychical reactions to be possible. Lacan never reduces 

psychological to physiological explanation.’
54

 There is a kind of feedback loop between the 

imagined, fantasied underdetermined, active self and the possibility of changing the material 

circumstances of the embodied, overdetermined, ‘real’ self. Thus an understanding of the 

location of selfhood arises which mediates between agency and determinism, psyche and 

body.  

 To be truly posthuman is to situate identity as entirely independent of the corporeal self 

from which it originally arose. The ‘materiality’ of the human mind will not become merely 

‘incidental to its essential nature’
55

 so long as cyber-space is seen as a place to escape to from 

physical ‘reality’ because such a view presupposes the existence of the (not merely incidental) 

self outside of that virtual reality. As long as this is the case, the human can postpone or avoid 

that troubling prefix ‘post’. To do this, however, will take careful attention to the assumptions 

about subjectivity too often made: after all, ‘[t]he endeavour to show that subjectivity is 

constructed, whether in cyberspace or in any other sector of late capitalist society, has to be 

combined with a deconstruction of subjectivity.’
56

 The relation between space and identity 

that both the flâneur and facebooker exemplify elaborates an account of subjectivity in which,  

 

emergence replaces teleology; reflexive epistemology replaces objectivism; 

distributed cognition replaces autonomous will; embodiment replaces a body 

seen as a support system for the mind; and a dynamic partnership between 

humans and intelligent machines replaces the liberal humanist subject’s 

manifest destiny to dominate and control nature.
57

 

 

Before jumping to conclusions about the irrelevance of previous notions of subjectivity 

(which is essentially what the addition of ‘post’ accomplishes), it is instructive to first 

investigate the continuities between present manifestations of past cultural forms and to 

consider seriously the possibility that the flâneur has ‘proved flexible and resilient because it 

is rooted in abiding anxieties and aspirations.’
58

 

 

 

 



Locating Identity in City-Scape and Cyber-Space 

__________________________________________________________________ 

12 

Beyond Analogy 

 

The flaneur thus becomes extinct only by exploding into a 

myriad of forms, the phenomenological characteristics of 

which, no matter how new they may appear, continue to bear 

his traces, as Urform. This is the “truth” of the flaneur, more 

visible in his afterlife than in his flourishing.  

—Susan Buck-Morss
59

 

 

What does it mean for the ‘trace’ of the flâneur to remain, re-emerge—endure? So far I have 

operated via loose analogy, pointing to both continuity and contrast in my sustained 

juxtaposition of the flâneur and facebooker. Is this, however, a fruitless exercise? Is the 

flâneur, asks Sheringham, ‘an irrelevant anachronism in the age of McDonald’s and 

Microsoft?’
60

 Beyond analogy’s suggestive vagaries, however, is a more sturdy 

correspondence that takes the spirit of Walter Benjamin’s thoughts on the flâneur into the 

postmodern world of cyber-space: 

 

As a historian Benjamin valued textual exactness not in order to achieve a 

hermeneutical understanding of the past “as it actually was”…but for the 

shock of historical citations ripped out of their original context…and brought 

into the most immediate present. This method created “dialectical images” in 

which the old- fashioned, undesirable, suddenly appeared current, or the new, 

desired, appeared as a repetition of the same.
61

 

 

I see the flâneur and facebooker as archetypes with a ‘historical index’ that, in their eruption 

from past into present, disturb unasked questions into wakefulness. The figures are similar, 

not synonymous, but these similarities and niggling correspondences are the clues that form a 

certain constellation where the past (the flâneur) and the present (the facebooker) map a 

dialectical image of the spatialised subject. Buck-Morss says that the flâneur is harder to 

locate in the present day because he is in fact less marginal, ‘loosened’ from his historical 

moorings: ‘If the flâneur has disappeared as a specific figure, it is because the perceptive 

attitude which he embodied saturates modern existence.’
62

 

So in Buck-Morss’s reading we have come to a point where this identity that was drawn to 

mystery, anonymity, mutability—drawn to underdetermination—has become a constitutive 

mode of modern existence. In other words, the present existence of this particular past cultural 

form reveals an abiding interest in seizing agency through our subjective relationship to 

space. The lesson the flâneur and facebooker teach is that language, subjectivity, and space 

are vital when thinking about the location of ‘the self’ in context of overdetermination. More 

than this, however, they also force us also to consider adopting a renewed vocabulary of space 

and place when we consider subjectivity. Sheringham’s comments on the mode of 

‘meditation’ adopted by the flâneur see mind and body coming together in a wider space, and 

Lev Manovich sees space infused with modern technology as augmented. Bringing the 

flâneur and facebooker together and analysing their continuities and contrasts in relation to 

space and identity can hopefully help contribute to the—wider, augmented—vocabulary 

currently being constructed in the name of understanding where ‘we’ are. 
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