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Abstract:

The Digital Age, why walking still matters.
How may walking be seen to represent the position of the lived body in post human 
culture?

“But in reality the body is changing form at every moment; or rather there is no form, 
since form is immovable and reality is movement. What is real is the continual change of 
form: form is only a snapshot view of a transition."

(Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution. 1907)

My current practice centres on examining the link between our physical everyday 
movements such as that of walking and our identities. Walking is a mundane activity 
taken by most people for granted, and is something most do every day.

The act of walking and its importance to us can be found built into our language (‘walk 
like a man’, ‘walking on egg shells’, ‘walk tall’), cultural practices and ideologies 
(through folklore and fairy stories, for example those of the Little Mermaid and 
Cinderella), in the role of the body for sociological inscriptions and the creating of our 
identities as understood through embodiment theories.

The many rapid developments in the field of digital technology over the last 20 years 
have driven and facilitated many changes in the understanding surrounding the 
significance and role of the biological human body. These changes have had huge impact 
in the area of embodiment and disembodiment theories. 

Increasingly as this understanding surrounding the role of the lived body has been re-
drawn, and there is emerging the understanding that the lived body is not solely an 
appendage to the self, but is in fact what facilitates the creating of our consciousness. 

Alva Noe Professor of philosophy at UC Berkeley, states:

"Consciousness is not something the brain achieves on its own…Consciousness requires 
the joint operation of the brain, body and world. ... It is an achievement of the whole 
animal in its environmental context."

Societies historically can be understood to have been formed around the body’s needs 
and capacities generated as a response to particular locale and environments.



These demands and limits of the human body can be seen to have created the unit for 
many of the templates which are used to control and define societies and their structures. 

Alexandra Howson in her book ‘The Body In society. An Introduction.’ writes:

Bodily substances are perceived largely as dirt….Dirt in this frame 
work is anything defined as matter-out-of-place, anything which has 
crossed a body boundary (usually an orifice) and is therefore, in the 
wrong place. Taboos are beliefs and rules which societies develop to 
maintain dirt in its rightful place and which in turn represent social 
order (they often reflect the social positions of the dominant social 
group. Dirt is there fore a relative concept. (Howson. 2004: P.80)

Societies drive for an idealized and manipulated representation of the human body has 
lead to increasing unease with the body and an increasing move towards disembodiment.

This essay will give:
1. A brief historical and sociological context of walking.
2. Walking as understood by embodiment theories.
3. The role walking poses in the post human cyber age.
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1. A brief historical and sociological context of walking:

The earliest known recorded foot prints are those from a pair of walkers dated from 
around 3.7 million years ago found at Laetoli, Tanzania in 1978. More recently, foot 
prints dating from 1.5 million years ago have been found in Kenya. These later prints 
display an evolved anatomy of the foot which shows the familiar modern walking style of 
heel to toe.

Anthropologists explain that it is this ability to walk on two legs with out requiring a tail 
to balance, that has set humans apart from other animals.

In her book ‘Wanderlust. A History of Walking.’ Rebecca Solnit cites anthropologist 
Mary Leaky who with her team discovered the footsteps in Laetoli, Tanzania:

One cannot overemphasize the role of bipedalism in hominoid 
development. It stands as perhaps the salient point that differentiates 
the fore bearers of man from other primates. This unique ability freed 
the hands for the myriad possibilities – carrying, tool making, and 
intricate manipulation. From this single development, in fact stems all 
modern technology. Somewhat oversimplified, the formula holds that 
this new freedom of forelimbs posed a challenge. The brain expanded 
to meet it. And mankind was formed.
(Cited in Solnit. 2001: P.41)

The attributes that came with bipedalism allowed for a greater speed and mobility, 
meaning longer distances could be travelled, and an increased variety of diet could be 
acquired. All of these things promoted success in the gene selection of humans and 
promoted the development of human intelligence.

With the emergence of settled communities rather than those of a nomadic culture came 
the development of social mores and taboos based around the concepts of granted or 
deigned mobility dependent on the lived body as a site for social inscription.

Walking became not only a mode of transport. It became adapted as a tool with which a 
society could provide a means of awarding social status and enforcing social controls. 



Robert David Sack in his book ‘Human territoriality: its theory and history’ University 
Press Cambridge. 1987, outlines that territory and the keeping of boundaries are 
fundamental to human organization.

Through out history the regulating of walking has been used as one means of control by 
society to provide structures based around taboos. One such example is the practice of 
sexual policing through designating of clearly demarked geographic areas in which it is 
deemed socially acceptable for women to walk opposed to those areas where it is not 
acceptable for women to walk.

There are many cultural examples of this, such as the binding of women’s feet in China, 
practiced form the 10th century until being banned in the early 20th century.

The binding of women’s feet aside from inflicting terrible pain, reduced women’s 
mobility, social life and interaction with the world. Keeping women dependant on their 
families and husbands and turning them in to symbols of male ownership.

An early European form of this sexual policing through mobility can be seen in the use of 
architecture in early Greek civilization.

Rebecca Solnit gives the citation of architectural historian Mark Wiggins:

In Greek thought women lack the internal self control credited to men 
as the very mark of their masculinity. This self control is no more than 
the maintenance of secure boundaries. These internal boundaries 
….cannot be maintained by a woman because of her fluid sexuality 
continually overflows and disrupts them. And more than this she 
endlessly disrupts the boundaries of others, that is, men…. In these 
terms the role of architecture is explicitly the control of sexuality, or 
more precisely, women’s sexuality, the chastity of the girl, the fidelity 
of the wife… while the house protects the children from the elements 
its primary role is to protect the father’s genealogy by isolating women 
from other men.
(Cited in Solnit. 2001: P.236)

This sexual policing through control of mobility was still active in the Europe of the 
nineteenth century and visible in the laws surrounding the regulating of prostitutes of that 
time.

A woman could be arrested for being present at the times and in the places associated 
with the sex industry. Where and when a woman walked marked her socially as either 
acceptable or a prostitute .One of the few socially acceptable forms of free mobility for 
women was that of shopping; having both a clearly defined location and time. 



As a woman where and when you walked could be seen to demark how society may 
interact with you.

The use of walking and mobility as a form of policing carried out by societies is a 
sociological practice that can be seen not only to have been applied to the rights of 
women, but also in areas of racial control, such as segregation in America and with 
apartheid in South Africa.

A contemporary example of this use of regulation of mobility by a social group is that 
practiced by urban UK gangs.

The recent study in 2008 undertaken by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation ‘Young People 
and Territoriality in British Cities.’, examined gang culture in UK cities  and looked into 
the effects and purposes of these gang maintained boundaries and  territories, examining 
and understanding their mechanisms as a means by which groups establish and maintain 
an identity.

Frequently these physically gang imposed territorial boundaries are signified by graffiti 
especially through the form of tags. The tag (or signature), usually includes the writers 
name/ initials or the gang they belong to. Providing a visual embodiment of the gang’s 
territory.

To recap, many of society’s structures and mechanisms can be understood to have 
evolved based on the unit of the human body and its responses to the requirements placed 
upon it in regards to the particular environmental locale and the understandings of the 
needs for social controls. Marking the lived body a site of social inscription.



2. The lived body and embodiment:

With the onset of the industrial revolution the capacities of the human body in terms of its 
understanding as biological unit were at once both collapsed and expanded, with the rise 
of digital technologies many previous established biological based hierarchies have been 
furthered altered or made invalid.

An example of the impact of these changes to come about as a result of the industrial 
revolution can be seen in the emergence of the train as a form of transport. This brought 
about a transformation from what had been for most the usual mode of transport: walking. 
At this point a form of disembodiment began to occur altering the relationship between 
the traveler and the traveled space. The spatial and tactile sensory engagement that 
previously existed when traveling became changed.

The removal of the physical effort of walking with the arrival of the train promoted a new 
kind of physical interaction which no longer takes place on a human scale. This scale has 
been reevaluated again with the digital age.

An example of this re interpretation of connecting with the landscape can be seen in the 
‘Trans-Siberia Express Drawings’ created by artist Neville Gaby and shown as part of the 
Jerwood 2008 drawing prize.

‘Trans-Siberia Express Drawings.’ Neville Gaby.  Jerwood Drawing Prize 2008



The piece consists of a video of drawings done with a marker pen on the train window on 
a seven day trip on the Trans-Siberian Express from Beijing to Moscow in an attempt to 
capture the horizon line while traveling.
After the rise of industrialization walking ceased to be an activity that was for most part 
of the continuum of daily life, instead it became for many, a chosen activity. An activity 
through which to make statements about the effects of speed and alienation brought about 
by industrialization.

By the 1940’s and 50’s abstract expressionism and in particular the works of Jackson 
Pollock began to focus on the use of gesture, putting emphasis on the role of the body in 
art. Placing the focus on process over product; devising ‘presentational modes of action.’

‘On the floor I am more at ease, I feel nearer, more a part of the painting, since this way I 
can walk around in it, work from the four sides and be literally `in' the painting.’

Jackson Pollock, 1947.

The gesture became primary, the painting secondary, an embodiment of or record of the 
gesture.



The Webby award winning ‘JacksonPollock’ site by Miltos Manetas offers a 
disembodied digital translation of the experience of creating a Pollock image. 

Screen grab taken by Susan Mortimer of ‘Pollock’ by Miltos Manetas

Digital ‘Pollock’ by Susan Mortimer 2009

These digital Pollock styled pieces serve to high light the shifts over the last 50 years in 
the expectations around the role of the lived body in many of our daily interactions.
Providing a very different understanding of a lived body experience.

Society’s drive for a controlled and idealized human body based on the need for 
boundaries founded on physical processes of the body has lead to an extreme 
manipulated representation of the body.

This can be seen to have been realised to an extreme in the field of advertising. Artist 
Barbara Kruger’s works focus around themes of identity, and disembodiment, 
manipulation of the self and ideologies of identity through representation such as those of 
advertising.



‘Your Body Is A Battleground.’ Barbara Kruger

Exhibition Pieces.’ Barbara Kruger



With the human body increasingly enhanced by new products, activities, technologies 
and understandings  there comes into question the nature of boundaries between nature 
and culture. The rise of the cyborg makes us question how we define embodiment and the 
human body.

Postmodern feminist, Donna Haraway draws the conclusion that there is no longer a 
boundary between what is artificial and what is real, that we live as cyborg cultures and 
we are in fact now all cyborgs.

To quote Donna Haraway, ‘by the late twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, we are all 
chimeras, theorized and fabricated hybrids of machine and organism; in short, we are 
cyborgs.’ (P. 150)

A view explored in the works of artist Patti Belle Hasting. In ‘Cyborg Mommy’, 
Hastings examines the fusing of machines and bodies in what she describes as ‘both 
liberating and oppressing fusion’ and proposes that mothers and housewives are in fact 
‘amongst the first so called cyborgs.’

In   her piece ‘Cyborg Mommy/Glossary.’ artist Patti Belle Hastings describes the 
expectations extended towards the mothering comparison to those of a computer.

Computer: A programmable electronic machine that performs 
mathematical and logical operations and assembles, stores, correlates 
and processes information.

We expect as much or more from the Mother as we do from the 
computer and yet we condemn the Mother that breaks down under the 
pressure. If the computer breaks down, we upgrade the hardware, 
software or memory. In other words, we provide what it needs to 
function reliably. There is no parallel of provision for the Mother. (1)



‘Cyborg Mommy Chart.’ Patti Belle Hastings

Stelarc takes this exploration of the cyborg further, and states that the human body can no 
longer keep up with the complexity of demands made upon it in the digital age and that
the body is ‘intimidated by the precision, speed and power of technology’.

In ‘The Muscle Machine’, Stelarc presents a 6 legged walking robot, a hybrid of machine 
and human. Which when in motion blurs the line between whether human or machine is 
in control, it becomes a synthesis.  The bipedal human walk is transformed into that of a
6 legged insect.

Stelarc’s performances can be seen to challenge the concept of the once unique physical 
body. In allowing his body to be controlled by machine Stelarc’s work operates around 



issues of embodiment and disembodiment, changes in the understanding of what the self 
is and can be in relation to interactions with digital technologies.

Screen grab two taken by Susan Mortimer of Stelarc’s ‘The Muscle Machine.’



Screen grab one taken by Susan Mortimer of Stelarc’s ‘The Muscle Machine.’ (2)

There is a trend in western capitalistic society towards a certain ‘disembodied’ style of 
life. We live in houses that protect us ensuring that we do not have to have bodily 
engagement with the elements and outside world. The wealth of western society means 
that for most of us we do not experience physical need or distress.

We are now freed from many tasks and activities once requiring human physical effort 
and this can be seen to allow us to transcend the human body and to begin to experience a 
de-corprealized existence.

Stemming on from our inherent mistrust of our physical bodies and the subsequent use of 
taboos surrounding biological processes of the human body there has been an increasing 
alienation / duality extended towards our biological bodies, to re quote Stelarc it is 
considered obsolete, out-moded , insufficient, surpassed by the technological 
advancements of our post human world.

This understanding of the role of the biological human body as obsolete and redundant 
however is not one that is up held by those working in the fields the philosophy of 
embodiment and somatic practitioners who perceive the role of the lived physical body
not solely as a social phenomenon but to be core to the constructing of self or 
consciousness.

The French phenomenological philosopher, Maurice Merleau-Ponty wrote:

‘The relationship between my decision and my body are, in movement, magic ones.’

Increasingly this as this understanding surrounding the role of the body has been redrawn, 
there is emerging the theory that the body is not solely an appendage to the self, but is in 
fact what facilitates the creating of our consciousness. 

Alva Noe, Professor at UC Berkeley, speaking on embodiment says:

Consciousness is not something the brain achieves on its 
own…Consciousness requires the joint operation of the brain, body 



and world. ... It is an achievement of the whole animal in its 
environmental context. (3)

In his research in to the link between embodiment and cognition, Alejandro Lleras, 
professor of psychology at University of Illinois recent experiments have high lighted his 
theories of how use of body movements influence cognitive problem solving. 

In an on-line interview in May 2009 he said:

Our manipulation is changing the way people think. In other words, by 
directing the way people move their bodies, we are – unbeknownst to 
them – directing the way they think about the problem…..The results 
are interesting both because body motion can affect higher order 
thought, the complex thinking needed to solve complicated problems, 
and because this effect occurs even when someone else is directing the 
movements of the person trying to solve the problem.

People tend to think that their mind lives in their brain, dealing in 
conceptual abstractions, very much disconnected from the body…This 
emerging research is fascinating because it is demonstrating how your 
body is a part of your mind in a powerful way. The way you think is 
affected by your body and, in fact, we can use our bodies to help us 
think.(4)

Jeffery Maitland in his book ‘Spacious Bodies. Explorations In Somatic Ontology.’ 
proposes that an adequate knowing of ourselves and the world is reliant on an awareness 
of bodily sensations. That evolution over 2,000 years of Western thought has produced a 
conceptualized objectifying frame work that views the self as separate and distinct from 
the body. That the body is purely physical; a ‘soft machine.’

Maitland   goes on to outline that the lived body is ‘not a mere thing among other things 
of the objective world.’  Rather that it is a:



Psycho spatial, psycho temporal orientation and so transformation of 
the whole being, at what ever level it occurs is a bodily event. 
(Maitland. 1995: P.xvi)

He also writes:

The will is one of the most essential structures of the self, and both the 
self and will are a unique human response created to deal with the 
demands of the human world. As an intentional structure, the self is 
always manifested as a certain complicated, spatial, emotional, mental 
and energetic orientation towards the world.’ (Maitland. 1995: P.91)

While Jeffery Maitland acknowledges much of his understandings around time and being 
are dependent on the theories of Heidegger he fundamentally disagrees with Heidegger
on the emphasis of the human body outlined in Heidegger’s philosophy. 

However, Mark Poster in his essay ‘High-Tec Frankenstein’ included in Janna Zylinska’s 
‘The Cyborg Experiments.’ argues the meaning of the lived body changes with time. 
Today this meaning is altered by advancements in areas not only of those in technologies
but also of those in medicine, genetic engineering, and bio technologies.

Mark Poster summarizes Heidegger’s thesis around technology as:

The question of technology is not about technology per se but about 
modern humanity’s way of being. Technology is fundamental to 
modern ‘culture’, a term I will use for Heidegger’s Dansien. This 
relation of technology to culture is always important since humanity
brings itself forth through its way of using things, its arts and craft. 
The peculiar aspect about humanity is that it brings its self forth in 
order to be and must recognize this process as it is happening in order 
to have free relation to it self. But modern technology is a way of 
using things and bringing humanity into appearance that conceals this 
process, does violence to nature (challenges ‘it’) and finally ends up 
treating humanity with the same violence that it treats nature. 
Heidegger calls this way of being or culture of technology ‘enframing’. 
If humankind can recognize the process of enframing for what it is, 
joggle its consciousness to understand the grave stakes in its 



deployment of technology, one that is free in the sense that it 
recognizes and accepts its own cultural form, its own being. 
Heidegger’s solution is not to abandon technology in some return to 
nature but to offer a spiritual shift in which technology would become 
entirely different from what it is. ( Poster. 2002: P.18)

He states that individuals may feel more real in cyberspace, or more artificial and that this 
current state reveals to ones self that one is never one self and that this is legitimate, a 
condition of the new human-machine interface. That technology sets aside the body as a 
base of fixed identity and replaces it instead with ‘a de-territorialized or unmarked body 
in relation to a composed identity, inscribed in conversations in chat rooms.’ (p. 30)

There has developed a convergence of the physical and digital realms of identity.
Bringing a desire for ‘bodyness in digital media, leading to a form of re-embodiment. 

Roberto Simanowksi writes in his article The Body In Cyberspace’:

With cyberspace as a new means of forming cultural patterns, the 
subject of the body has created new impulses. The body’s 
disappearance, reinvention, and reshaping online raises new questions 
about the relation between body and mind, about the body as a visual 
metaphor of personal identity and about the "bodynessless" as a 
doorway to identity tourism. Cyberspace, it is argued, makes it easier 
than real life to rebel against so called normalized, accepted or “usual” 
body concepts. Within Cyberspace, it can be argued that it is much 
easier to consume and colonize the other body. (5)

Performance artist Stelarc’s use of his own body can be interpreted in terms of providing 
a methodology to explore a concept involving the active presence of the artist’s body in 
order to create a manifestation of a ‘direct physical experience of ideas.’ 

Gary Hall in his essay ‘Para-site’ published in  Joanna Zylinska’s ‘The Cyborg 
Experiments’,  puts forward that for Stelarc the body is neither human nor post human, 
but is in fact, in a state of suspense. Further that our philosophical understandings and 
structures will no longer suffice as they are rooted in the physical body which is obsolete.



Stelarc’s position that the human body is obsolete in terms of its needs to be augmented 
with technology in order to keep pace with our technological advancements, calls in to 
question the outcome or possible end of technological advancement: is technological 
advancement infinite or finite? What happens to technology and our reliance on it when 
facing the issue of sustainability?

It poses the question: what is the lived body’s relationship and boundary with 
technology? 

3. The role walking poses in the post human cyber age:

It can be seen that while Stelarc views the human body as currently suspended in relation 
to technology, embodiment theorists such as Alva Noe and Alejandro Lleras, are placing 
the role of the lived body centrally in the post human era. 

Psychologist Carl Jung developed a theorem of multiple archetypes and a shared 
consciousness.

According Jung we are born with a psychological heritage as well as a biological heritage. 
Both according to Jung are important determinants of behavior and experience:

Just as the human body represents a whole museum of organs, each 
with a long evolutionary period behind it, so we should expect to find 
that the mind is organized in a similar way. It can no more be a 
product without history than is the body in which it exists. 
(Jung 1964, p. 67).

Our collective consciousness is now free to operate in the non physical arena 
of cyberspace. Identities can be created, altered and rejected more rapidly than 
previously. 

The site SwarmSketch ( Collective sketching of the collective consciousness.) which was 
created by Peter Edmunds as part of a project at the University of Canberra provides an: 



Online canvas that explores the possibilities of distributed design by 
the masses. Each week it randomly chooses a popular search term 
which becomes the sketch subject for the week. In this way, the 
collective is sketching what the collective thought was important each 
week. A new sketch begins after one week, or after the previous sketch 
reaches one thousand lines, whichever comes first.
Each user can contribute a small amount of line per visit, then they are 
given the opportunity to vote on the opacity of lines submitted by other 
users. By voting, users moderate the input of other users, judging the 
quality of each line. The darkness of each line is the average of all its 
previous votes.(6)

Screen Grab of ‘’The "Faces of Meth." Taken by Susan Mortimer 2009. ( SwarmSketch. 
Drawn by 1,200 individuals.) (6)

Digital natives, (that is persons who have grown up surrounded by the new technologies) 
process information differently to prior generations, socialize differently, and use a 
different language to ‘digital immigrants’ (that is those of us who have grown up and 
lived prior to and during the emergence of these new technologies). It is known that the 
learning of these new technologies is having a physiological effect on the development of 
areas of the brain and that this development is different to previous physiological brain 
development.



Digital disembodiment interaction is now playing a key role in the forming the physical 
lived bodies of the present. Where ever these digital cyborg produced evolutions will take 
us it is almost certain that the physical body will still play a central role.  Consciousness 
is formed through bodily understandings; our histories, psychologies and evolution all are 
grounded in the physical. 

Walking is an activity that has been central to humankind since the first migrations’
populated the world and currently now there are projects being researched into to develop 
the technology to enable us to ‘walk’ in cyber space are key in understanding the link 
between the physical and the cognitive. 

Developments in the field of virtual reality such as the Virtusphere, allows the virtual 
explorer to explore an environment with physical movements, offering a complete 
physical immersion in to a virtual world.

Screen grab of  VirtuSphere taken by Susan Mortimer 2009

Screen grab of VirtuSphere taken by Susan Mortimer 2009 (7)



These virtual walking spheres will enable individuals to meet in cyberspace, interacting 
as part of a collective consciousness in virtual environments.

Walking continues to be a human lived body activity that can be understood within both a 
recognizable historical and contemporary social/political/physiological context and a 
digital cyborg environment and therefore can be argued to reflect the predicament of the 
lived body in our digitally lead society.

The impact of virtual reality ad cyberspace on the human psyche, social structures and 
physiology is something that can only be assessed with hind sight by future generations.

So the relevance of the site specific works of artists such as Anish Kapor, Richard Long, 
or Antony Gormley will be re assessed by future generations of digital natives in relation 
to their understandings based on the changes of perceptions and idiom brought about by 
cyborg realties.

Dancer and choreographer, Cathy Weis states:

Science and technology are a pervasive narrative, our most recent mythology of creation, 
transformation and immortality.

In this essay I have attempted to show how the body is a social creation. That walking is 
affected by the sociological, political and psychological relevance and that the context of 
walking is constantly redrawn in the face of our rapidly developing technological 
society. Walking is therefore both an activity and a metaphor that can be considered to 
reflect the predicament of the human body in a society that frequently seeks to renounce 
the unpredictable biological nature of the lived body in post human society.

Walking can be seen to act as a framework to provide an understanding for what it 
means for us to be human.

Susan Mortimer 2009
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