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Could the flaneur be female? Feminist urban writers have been divided here.
Some see the model of the flineur as an exclusionary trope to critique; others, as
a figure to be reclaimed. For those who reject the idea, women can never fully
escape into invisibility because their gender marks them as objects of the male
gaze. Others say the female flaneur has always existed. Calling her the flaneuse,
these writers point to examples like Virginia Woolf. In Woolf's 1930 essay “Street
Haunting: A London Adventure,” the narrator imagines glimpses into strangers’
minds as she walks the streets of London, musing that “to escape is the greatest of
pleasures; street haunting in winter the greatest of adventures.” In her own diary,
Woolf wrote “to walk alone in London is the greatest rest,” implying that she found
a measure of peace and detachment among the surging crowds. Geographer Sally
Munt proposed the idea of the lesbian flaneur as an urban character who sidesteps
the usual pathway of the heterosexual gaze and finds pleasure in observing other

women.

Lauren Elkin attempts to recover the invisible history of the flaneuse in her book
Flineuse: Women Walk the City. Elkin argues that women have been
simultaneously hyper-visible and invisible in the streets. Always watched, yet
written out of accounts of urban life. She describes her own youthful experiences
of Ainerie on the streets of Paris, long before she knew it had a name: “I could
walk for hours in Paris and never 'get' anywhere, looking at the way the city was
put together, glimpsing its unofficial history here and there .... I was on the lookout
for residue, for texture, for accidents and encounters and unexpected openings.”
Elkin insists the reluctance of men like Baudelaire, Benjamin, and Simmel to
imagine a female flineur comes from their inability to notice women acting in
ways that didn't fit their preconceived notions. Women walking in public were
more likely to be read as streetwalkers (sex workers) than as women out for
another purpose. But Elkin writes, “If we tunnel back, we find there always was a

flineuse passing Baudelaire in the street.”

(G¥) flaineur,/flaineuse (7 7 v 238) WHE. MiizbTd A {FEED, BET LA
flaneur 13 B, flaneuse X,

H# : Feminist City, Verso, 2020, Reproduced with permission of the Licensor
through PLSclear.
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Cultural anthropologists study all aspects of culture, but what exactly is “culture”? When we (the authors)
first ask students in our introductory cultural anthropology courses what culture means to them, our students
typically say that culture is food, clothing, religion, language, traditions, art, music, and so forth. Indeed,
culture includes many of these observable characteristics, but culture is also something deeper. Culture is a
powerful defining characteristic of human groups that shapes our perceptions, behaviors, and relationships.

One reason that culture is difficult to define is that it encompasses all the intangible qualities that make
people who they are. Culture is the “air we breathe:” it sustains and comprises us, yet we largely take it for
granted. We are not always consciously aware of our own culture.

Furthermore, cultural anthropologists themselves do not always agree on what culture is. In defining
culture, some anthropologists emphasize material life and objects (e.g. tools, clothing, and technologies);
others emphasize culture as a system of intangible beliefs; and still others focus on practices or customs of

daily life. We propose a broad definition of culture.

Culture is a set of beliefs, practices, and symbols that are learned and shared. Together, they form an all-
encompassing, integrated whole that binds people together and shapes their worldview and lifeways.

To say that a group of people shares a culture does not mean all individuals think or act in identical ways.
One’s beliefs and practices can vary within a culture depending on age, gender, social status, and other
characteristics. Yet, members of a culture share many things in common. While we are not born with a
particular culture, we are born with the capacity to learn any culture. Through the process of enculturation,
we learn to become members of our group both directly, through instruction from our parents and peers, and
indirectly by observing and imitating those around us.

Culture constantly changes in response to both internal and external factors. Some parts of culture change
more quickly than others. For instance, in dominant American culture, technology changes rapidly while deep
seated values such as individualism, freedom, and self-determination change very little over time. Yet,
inevitably, when one part of culture changes, so do other parts. This is because nearly all parts of a culture are
integrated and interrelated. As powerful as culture is, humans are not necessarily bound by culture; they have
the capacity to conform to it or not and even transform it.

In the definition above, belief refers not just to what we “believe” to be right or wrong, true or false.
Belief also refers to all the mental aspects of culture including values, norms, philosophies, worldview,
knowledge, and so forth. Practices refers to behaviors and actions that may be motivated by belief or
performed without reflection as part of everyday routines.

Much like art and language, culture is also symbolic. A symbol is something that stands for something
else, often without a natural connection. Individuals create, interpret, and share the meanings of symbols
within their group or the larger society. For example, in U.S. society everyone recognizes a red octagonal sign
as signifying “stop.” In other cases, groups within American society interpret the same symbol in different
ways. Take the Confederate flag: Some people see it as a symbol of pride in a southern heritage. Many others
see it as a symbol of the long legacy of slavery, segregation, and racial oppression. Thus, displaying the
Confederate flag could have positive or, more often, negative connotations. Cultural symbols powerfully
convey ecither shared or conflicting meanings across space and time.

Hif : Introduction to Anthropology by Katie Nelson and Lara Braff from Perspectives: An Open Introduction
to Cultural Anthropology: 2nd Edition, edited by Nina Brown, Thomas Mcllwraith and Laura Tubelle
de Gonzalez, Pressbooks 2020.
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