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Identifying the spatial parameters for differences in gender
behaviour in built environments
The flaneur and flaneuse of the 215 century

Tra My Nguyen & Akkelies van Nes

Abstract

The aim of this research is to show how the spatial features of urban environments
affect women’s and men’s behaviour pattern. The paper’s first part reveals the concept
flaneuse in the relationship with the flaneur. Then the spatial parameters of built envi-
ronments are discussed.

As the results from this inquiry shows, correlations between the spatial configurative
structures and how men and women use urban space were found on the one hand. In
spatially integrated streets, an equal number of women and men were found. The more

The spatial analyses of Breda
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segregated the streets tend to be the more they were dominated by men. On the other
hand, as soon as the shops were closed, men dominated the streets. Women are using
the street as corridors and not as a destination itself. When women use the squares in
the evening or at night, they are usually accompanied by others. The use of space syntax
showed that liveliness could be predicted by the structure of the city. Not only does the
crowd provide the flaineuse a valid excuse to wander around the streets, a sense of secu-
rity, but it’s also a component of flanerie: to see and to be seen. Namely, for the flaneuse
liveliness is one of the conditions to stroll around. Hence, knowledge provided from
research seems to be essential for designing urban environment attractive for women
as well for men.

Identificare i parametri spaziali per le differenze nel comportamento di ge-

nere negli ambienti costruiti
Il flaneur e la flaneuse del XXI secolo

Lo scopo di questa ricerca ¢ quello di mostrare come le caratteristiche spaziali degli
ambienti urbani coinvolgono il comportamento delle donne e degli uomini. La prima
parte del documento rivela il concetto fldneuse nel rapporto con il flaneur. Quindi sono
discussi i parametri spaziali degli ambienti costruiti.

Come i risultati di questa indagine dimostrano, sono state rintracciate significative in-
terrelazioni tra le strutture spaziali e come gli uomini e le donne usano lo spazio urba-
no. Nelle strade spazialmente integrate, € stata rintracciata la presenza di un numero
uguale di donne e uomini. Le strade piu segregate tendono invece ad essere dominate
dalla maggiore presenza degli uomini. D’altra parte, non appena i negozi chiudono, gli
uomini dominano le strade. Le donne usano la strada come corridoi e non come una
destinazione in sé. Quando le donne utilizzano le piazze di sera o di notte, di solito sono
accompagnate da altri (uomini). L'uso dello spazio dimostra che la vivacita urbana &
prevista dalla struttura della citta. Non solo la folla fornisce al flineuse una scusa vali-
da per girovagare per le strade, un senso di sicurezza, ma & anche una componente di
flanerie: per vedere ed essere visto. Vale a dire, per il flaneuse la vivacita urbana € una
delle condizioni per passeggiare. Quindi, le conoscenze ottenute con la presente ricerca
sembrano essere essenziali per la progettazione dell’ambiente urbano attraente per le
donne e per gli uomini.

Keywords:
Gender, flaneur, flaneuse
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Identifying the spatial parameters for differences in gender
behaviour in built environments
The flaneur and flaneuse of the 215 century*

Tra My Nguyen & Akkelies van Nes

1. Introduction

Inthefield of architecture the percentage of architect and urban designer women is much
lowerthan men. Asone might expect, often the architect projectshimselfin the design heis
makingbased on own preferences from own experience. Since alarge amount of architects
and urban designers are men, the results are based on men’s perceptions. How are then
these design solutions suitable for the other half of the population? Do gender differenc-
es play a part in the perception of the city? If they do, could spatial interventions decrease
these differences? Finally, how do women in comparison with men use public spaces?

In order to understand gender differences in the perception of the historical city, one
approach is to start with a reveal of a type that explores the city, the fldneur. It is one ap-
proach to understand the social differences between men and women. Fldnerie means:
watching people and being watched, but just that definition would not be adequate and
would do the flaneur injustice. This character is a paradox itself, he likes to be seclud-
ed from the mass, then he would like to be part of the mass, he wants quietness and
then liveliness. The contradictory of the interpretations of his experiences in the city
makes him an interesting character. The distant aesthetic gaze, almost bored, makes the
flaneur a special character in the city.

Interesting enough, the flineur has a female version, the flaneuse. Among the critics,
the existence of the flaneuse is debatable. Writers like Janet Wolf and Virginia Pollock
claim that she cannot exist, because she cannot show the same behaviour as the flaneur,
wandering aimlessly around town. As discussed in Deborah Parsons and Anne Fried-
berg writings, they claim she exists, but in a different form than the flineur. Male his-
tory writers did simply not notice the flaneuse. The aim of this research is to reveal the
behaviour of women in public space in Dutch built environments.

2, History of the Flaneur and the Flaneuse concepts

The term flaneur originated from the 18t century. It was described by Charles Baude-
laire as ‘gentleman stroller of city streets’ (van Godsendthoven, 2005). The flineur has a
key role in understanding, participating and depicting the city. The flaneur participates
in city life, but remains in theory an objective spectator.

The concept of the flaneur was founded beginning 18" century by the philosophers
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Rousseau and Goethe. Baudelaire was the most influential author on the concept
flanerie, but he never defined the flaneur literally. ‘The flineur was an idle stroller with
an inquisitive mind and an aesthetic eye, a mixture of the watchful detective, the aes-
thetic dandy and the gaping consumer, the badaud. A solitary character, he avoided
serious political, familial or sexual relationships, and was only keen on the aesthetics of
city life. He read the city as a book, finding beauty in the obsolete objects of other people,
but in a distanced, superior way’ (van Godsendthoven, 2005).

The flaneur is a product of modern life and the industrial revolution, parallel to the ref-
erences of the tourist in contemporary times. The arrival of department stores and the
“Haussmannization” of Paris streets in the second half of the nineteenth century swept
away large parts of the historical city and also the domain of the flaneur. The archetype
of the flaneur disappeared with its surroundings, in favour of the women- oriented de-
partment stores. ‘The department store may have been, as Benjamin put it, the flaneur’s
last coup, but it was the flaneuse’s first’ (Friedberg, 1993).

The flaneuse is not a female flaneur, but she is a version of the flaneur. She does not ex-
perience the city in the same way as he does. It is hard to define the archetype of the fla-
neuse, because the flaneur himself consists of paradoxes and many subcategories. Key
concepts for flineur and flaneuse are the amount of spare time, the aesthetic detach-
ment towards objects, crowd and sceneries they see and their ambiguity about them.

The department stores were a starting point for the existence of the flineuse, but this
also marked her as a consumer, a ‘badaud’. The difference between badauds and fla-
neuses are the distance they create between themselves and the activities in the city. A
characteristic of flanerie is an aesthetic distance between the subject and the object of
attention. The badaud-flaneuse lacks this distance. The city is not being experienced,
but is reduced to a place to consume.

As implied, the badaud-flaneuse did not have the full ability to flanerie. However, she
has many qualities, which are at least some first initiatives to stroll around. Her do-
main moved from the interior of her home to the interior of the department store and
sometimes even to the streets (Parsons, 2000). Shopping, art and day trips contribute
to develop a certain view in that period of society, which was at the end of 19* century.
Friedberg was very well aware that this new freedom was not the same as the freedom
of the flaneur (Friedberg, 1993).

The flaneuse concept developed throughout the years expanded somehow further than
being a badaud. She was discovering domains like art forms, like for example the cine-
ma and the theatre at the beginning of the 20™ century. But she was still objectified by
men and patriarchic institutes. However, women became independent, without taking
over the absent look and gaze of the flaneur. They changed their lives into art forms and
had an opinion about the society they lived in. To gain respect as artists, the image of
women as muses had to disappear. She had to claim an active role and to develop her
own personality.

Through the literature, the life of the flaneuse and the female characters in the city,
like passersby, artists, dandies and badauds are often interlaced with each other, and
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difficulties they experienced are alike. The flaneuse often shifted between these roles,
but distinguished herself by her independency and distanced. She became a symbol for
post-modern urban life: a wanderer in many shapes. In figure 1 an overview of the his-
tory of flaneur and flaneuse is shown.

3. Flaneurie in the 21*" century

Describing the developments of the meaning of the flaneur and flaneuse concepts
through the history makes clear that the pure flaneuse or the flineur does not exist.
These characters were used to give social descriptions about street life images to a cer-
tain period in the city in order making it easier to analyse certain facets of the city. In
the analysis of gender differences from a perception perspective, these metaphors help
to understand the history and meaning of it. It is clear that flineur and flaneuse are
not each other’s equivalents. The largest difference between them is the usage of public
space, which has influence in their various perception of the city.

The writers such as Wolf, Pollock and Scalway made critics of the flineuse concepts.
Wolf’s opinion is that the role of the flineuse is impossible and remains impossible,
despite the expansion of public activities of women like shopping and visiting cultural
events. An important point they make about the non-existence of the flaneuse is the
strong presence of separated spheres in 19% century. Women from middleclass were
dedicated to the interior, the private domains. Women wandering the public spheres
were branded as prostitutes. At present, seen in light with the emancipation processes
taking place the last two decades, have brought the flaineuse to a more equal position
with the flaneur in the invisible right to be in public urban space. However, aspects like
safety and when and where women are spending time in urban space still have effect on
how women use public spaces and affect the public spheres.

As an effect of our modern lifestyles, most people have very tight time schedules. Since
women in Europe are working instead staying home, the flanerie concept is changing. A
short stroll through town or practicing flanerie as lifestyle is the modern flaneuse. The
daily life of these types could define how much spare time they have and in what catego-
ry they belong as a flaneuse.

One of the flaneuse’s features is freedom. It is about to see and to be seen, having the
same freedom and right to participate in urban street life as the flaneur, to stroll around
being a part of the city life and feeling comfortable being present on urban streets. What
kinds of spatial conditions must then the built environment offer in order to support
the flaneuse?

4. Space Syntax and static snapshots analyses

In order to identify the gender differences in urban space, the routes from the rail-
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ways stations towards the city centre in four different Dutch towns were investigated.
They were chosen because of the eccentric location of the station from the centre and
the quality the route has to flanerie. In Breda the route crosses a small city park, in
Dordrecht the route proceeds along the inner harbour, Maastricht has the Sint Servaas
bridge across the Maas, and Vlissingen has the green Boulevard. Not only is the scenery
important for the flaneuse, but also the amount of crowd and the degree of liveliness in

streets , cinema

Fig. 1 The development of the concept
of the flaneur and the flaneuse.

Fig. 2 The spatial analyses of Breda
(above) and Doordrecht (below).

|
I A 168  Territorio della Ricerca su Insediamenti e Ambiente - 10(1/2013) _



Tra My Nguyen & Akkelies van Nes - Identifying the spatial parameters for differences in gender behaviour in built environments

Fig. 3 The spatial analyses of Vlissin-
gen (above) and Maastricht (below).

urban space.

The Visibility Graph Analysis from the Depthmap software provides a good predictive
model for movement. However, it incorporates only information on the configuration of
space, and has no input on the location of attractors or generators of movement. Like-
wise it is not representing the variations types of individuals, their intentions for being
in public space, nor their origins and destinations.

As the spatial analyses shows, Dordrecht and Vlissingen proved to have low degree
of integration and street liveliness on the main route from the railway station to the
marked square, while the opposite was shown in Breda and Maastricht. Maastricht ac-
tually scored best in the Depthmap analysis. By the way this can be explained in how
strategically the location of the main route is in relationship to the local neighbourhood
and city centre. The route is used not only to get to the station but also to move from
west to east of the city.

The gate count method is based on observations in the towns on weekdays and in
weekends. Flows of movement were observed and counted in the four towns on a week-
day and in the weekends when shops are closed from 8 pm until 8 am.

First a number of points for registrations were chosen for each town. These points are
located at street junctions. The categories used for the observation of human behaviour
in public spaces are men strolling, women strolling, men walking, women walking, men

station

AN X ". S BFSENAA
= 2w pIEin .

station

| vrijthof
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standing, women standing.

At each gate people’s behaviour was registered every time they were crossing for a five
minutes time period. Afterwards times are multiplied up to arrive a rate per hour. The
results from the registrations were correlated with the results from the spatial analyses.
In all cases correlations were found between the results from the spatial analyses and
the registrations of human behaviour. The higher integration, the higher number of
people frequents streets. There were no significant gender differences during daytime.
After shops closing hours, men dominated the street. The results of these registrations
are shown in figure 4.

Dordrecht and Vlissingen had low scores on the degree of liveliness in their streets,
while opposite results are found in Breda and Maastricht. Moreover, as the spatial anal-
ysis and the results from the registrations of human behaviour show, people tend to
stay longer in crowded integrated streets then in empty segregated side or back streets.

According to the theory of the natural movement economic process, the spatial con-
figuration of the street network affects the amount of flow of human movement and
the location of attractions in a built environment (Hillier et al 1998). The higher spatial
integration of a street, the higher there is a natural mixture of men and women (Rueb
and van Nes, 2009). Conversely, the higher spatial segregation of a street, the less peo-
ple and the more the adjacent buildings tend to be mono-functional (Yu ye and van Nes,
2012). Hence, spatial integration of the built environment generates gender integration.

Moreover, women tend to occupy streets with adjacent buildings with various activi-
ties. Therefore, the results from these analyses can be useful to create a better environ-
ment for the flaneuse. It can be done in urban design through incorporating attractors
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1%  43%  26% 1% 100% Walking 19% 50% 20% 9%  100%
13,2% 5L0% 224% 134%  100% Strolling 152% 53,8% 221%  9,0%  100%
11,6%  462%  249%  17,3%  100% Loitering 26,1%  42,0% 203% 11,6% 100%

Women
181%  466% 24,9% 104%  100% Walking 19,1%  60,7% 1639%  34%  100%
17,0% 524% 190% 11,7%  100% Strolling 19,9%  53,0% 219%  53%  100%
11,8% 512% 283% 87%  100% Loitering 26,3% 553% 158%  26%  100%

Fig. 4 Statistical data from all the 4
towns
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along the main routes and integrating the route in the structure of public spaces to stim-
ulate liveliness. Spatially, streets with high integration tend to be favourable to women,
but only when shops and cafés are open. Since the space syntax method can indicate
the spatial potentials for co-presence and co-awareness, it is therefore possible to apply
this method in urban design practice. If women tend to avoid empty mono functional
streets, space syntax is able to identify the spatial parameters causing or supporting
these kinds of streets.

5. Conclusions

There are many continuations of old characteristics of flanerie, but there are also new
developments in its nuances. The flaineur can wander through the city 24 hours, seven
days a week without any problem. Still it is different for the flineuse, especially when
she has no valid excuse to be out there. Often it is bounded to shopping activities.

Likewise, the quality of the environment is an important factor for generating an equal
distribution of women and men in streets. Hence, architects and urban designer have
to be aware of the users perceptions of their design products. They are namely shaping
the spatial framework for the opportunities for the flaneuse. The use of space syntax
showed that liveliness could be predicted through analyses of the towns spatial struc-
ture. Not only does the crowd provide the flaneuse a valid excuse to wander around the
streets, a sense of security, but it’s also a component of flanerie: to see and to be seen.

In the observations in the four towns, no gender differences can be found, until shops
are closed. Suddenly the flineuses are abandoning streets. Women are using the street
as corridors and not as a destination itself. When women are using the square in the
evening or at night, other women or men usually accompany them. The flaneuse is lim-
ited in her freedom, because she feels unsafe after shops closing time.

The differences between the towns are not only influenced by spatial structure but also
influenced by the number of inhabitants and attractors in the centre. Dordrecht and
Vlissingen main route are spatially poorly integrated with the rest of the infrastructure
comparing to Breda and Maastricht. They also have a lower numbers of cafés, restau-
rants and clubs than Breda and Maastricht, in which attract visitors to the town centre
at night.

To diminish gender differences, street safety has to be taken into account in the urban
design. This could be improved by integrating the main route in the infrastructural net-
work of the city and by adding attractors, such as shops and cafes along the route. Then
it is possible to generate an urban ballet throughout the day with a large variation of
actors entering the urban scene.

_ Territorio della Ricerca su Insediamenti e Ambiente - 10 (1/2013) 171 i A



FoorNOTES
1 This paper was presented at the 7th International Space Syntax Symposium (2009)
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