
Minding Facebook

A review of

Facebook and Philosophy: What’s on Your Mind?

by D. E. Wittkower (Ed.)

Chicago, IL: Open Court, 2010. 285 pp. ISBN 978-0-8126-9675-2. $19.95,

paperback

Reviewed by
Richard W. Bloom

Facebook and Philosophy: What’s on Your Mind? is the 50th volume in a series titled
Popular Culture and Philosophy, which is edited by George A. Reisch. Reisch (PhD from the
Committee on the Conceptual Foundation of Science at the University of Chicago) has
written that the intent of the series is to bring “high-quality philosophy to general readers”
by relating philosophy not to “entire genres in popular culture,” but to specific products
(Reisch, 2011, para. 1). Thus, we have The Sopranos and Philosophy (Volume 7), Buffy the
Vampire Slayer and Philosophy (Volume 4), and iPod and Philosophy (Volume 34), with
Philip K. Dick, SpongeBob SquarePants, Sherlock Holmes, the Rolling Stones, and
Inception on the way (Open Court, 2011).

The series has not cornered the market on this approach to philosophy. Blackwell’s
Philosophy and Pop Culture series began in 2007 and includes 24 and Philosophy: The
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World According to Jack (2007), Batman and Philosophy: The Dark Knight of the Soul
(2008), and additional volumes featuring Green Lantern and “Mad Men” (Blackwell, 2011).

Philosophy professors have used popular cultural products in their courses—for
example, Purcell (1996), Wrathall (2009)—and in and out of classrooms, as I remember
from my student days at the late 1960s Columbia University, touched by the rise of the
second wave of feminism, gender and cultural studies, and, for some, revolutionary rhetoric
and engagement bearing on social, cultural, and political philosophy and praxis. Moreover,
philosophers have seriously entertained the reciprocity of popular culture and philosophy at
least as far back as the Frankfurt School from the 1920s, focusing first on Walter Benjamin
(1969) and then on Theodor Adorno (2001)—the latter’s work centering on art, culture, and
social subjectivity as commodities subject to philosophical analysis.

It seems as if the very philosophical history of aesthetics uses popular culture even as
a foil against which to construct the criteria of the true, good, beautiful, and sublime (cf.
Adams & Searle, 2005). And weren’t Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, if not Confucius, the
Buddha, and early Hindu metaphysicians, staking out positions and making philosophical
moves reactive to their daily perceptions of popular culture? But these last few sentences
take us far afield because they may be too cognitively complex and demanding from what
the Blackwell series (“A spoonful of sugar helps the medicine go down, and a healthy
helping of popular culture clears the cobwebs from Kant”; Blackwell, 2011, para. 1), Reisch,
and the author of the present volume, D. E. Wittkower, appear to have in mind.

So does Facebook and Philosophy bring “high-quality philosophy to general
readers”? And should readers of PsycCRITIQUES care? Maybe they should because (a)
psychology as a discipline arises from philosophy, (b) effective philosophical pedagogy may
be applied to psychology, and (c) the subtitle of Facebook and Philosophy is What’s on Your
Mind—the mind being a focus of scientific psychology from the early work of Wundt and
Titchener to today’s evolutionary psychologies and cognitive neurosciences.

Wittkower (PhD in philosophy from Vanderbilt University) has edited a volume of 23
chapters and of author profiles often preciously and cheekily written—for example, “His
children will not let him be their Facebook friends and he wants to know why” (p. xiii). The
profiles also contain each author’s photo/drawing, often including significant others (even a
cat in Wittkower’s case), and a symbolic expression of being liked.

Why are such matters important? Liking is just one of several Facebook-influenced,
performative verbal forms exemplifying philosopher Robert Pfaller’s (2003) construct of
interpassivity, wherein humans (passively) let symbols engage in and constitute acts for
them. Another common one is friending people. An uncommon one not mentioned in
Wittkower’s book, but important to philosophy, is minding. Minding refers to paying
attention to people and also to attributing minds, assuming a mind is part of what constitutes
a person. These verbal forms are intrinsic to how Facebook may be influencing human
philosophy and psychology—and Wittkower’s book has been structured to show this. I’ll
now describe and assess a few of the chapters solely on the basis of my personal interest.



In “Facebook, Surveillance, and Power,” I expected the authors, Waddick Doyle and
Matthew Fraser (both teaching at the Department of Global Communications, American
University of Paris), to bring high-quality Michel Foucault (the late French philosopher and
historian of ideas) to the general reader, and they do. Foucault’s main works covered
madness, institutions of therapy and punishment, the historicity of scientific discourse, and
sexuality, but they have not sufficiently entered mainstream psychology.

Doyle and Fraser use the Facebook phenomenon to elucidate the complex
interrelationships of knowledge, the control of self and others, and public and private self-
consciousness. Their description of Facebook’s Beacon initiative (“to make transparent the
online social interaction among Facebook members in order to track and monetize . . .
micro-social gestures”; p. 227) bears on how free we are (and are not) and on what
psychological and social freedom might mean. Of special note is the chapter’s implicit
suggestion—at least to those already familiar with Foucault—that the freedom to live on the
edge and in the fast lane of social transgression may bring with it the least freedom of all.
How ironic that Foucault—and many others—succumbed to AIDS most likely contracted
within the urban gay bathhouse culture of the early 1980s.

In “Playing Around With Identity,” I expected Tamara Wandel (assistant professor of
communication at the University of Evansville) and Anthony Beavers (professor of
philosophy at Evansville) to elucidate what the late and (to my mind) extraordinary
philosophical educator Rick Roderick called the self under siege (1993). The questions
would include how many selves are there, does the self have ontological status, what are the
self’s temporal and ethical features as well as behavioral implications, and is the self as
subjectivity dying?

Instead, the chapter celebrates how Facebook facilitates Nietzsche’s call for
playfulness as the essence of the mature, actualized self—“A man’s maturity: that is to have
rediscovered the seriousness he possessed as a child at play” (p. 89). Not much academic
philosophy here, but I now feel less guilty about engaging in play as opposed to making the
deadline to write and turn in this review.

Also, Wandel and Beavers could have pointed out that if one writes playfully and
feels playful in writing, one is being Nietzschean. The irony of choosing Nietzsche might
have been emphasized in that the latest substantive Nietzsche biography (Young, 2010)
contends that play was a minimal part of his life, save for banter with his sister and a few
women friends and that wonderful 1882 photograph with Lou Salomé and Paul Rée titled
“You are going to women? Then don’t forget the whip” taken by Jules Bonnet (see Young,
2010, p. xi).

For “You Can’t Front on Facebook” by Mimi Marinucci (assistant professor of
philosophy at Eastern Washington University), whose toddler picture accompanies her
profile, I desired to find out what fronting is and engage in it if it involves a sense of
play—thereby following up on the advice of Wandel and Beavers above. Fronting turns out
to refer to impression management of the self and can be fun, especially since Marinucci



cites porn star Jenna Jameson as part of a thought experiment—“if . . . she [Jenna] no longer
wanted to be the most downloaded porn star in history and attempted to remove her image
from the Internet . . . [could she, and would it work?]” (p. 66). (Is Marinucci enough of a
popular culture aficionado and philosophy maven to know that Jenna quotes Nietzsche
[1888/1990]—“what doesn’t destroy me makes me stronger” from Twilight of the Idols—in
the less-than-classic film Zombie Strippers! [Lee, 2008]?)

Not only does Marinucci demonstrate Facebook’s opportunities for fronting but she
also demonstrates its value to understanding philosophical and psychological implications
from Plato’s Republic (1976 version, B. Jowett, Trans.) bearing on Gyges the shepherd, the
magic ring he finds with the power to render him invisible, and the consequences for his and
others’ social behavior, morals, and ethics. In her effort to explain, Marinucci uses the online
disinhibition effect (people becoming more open and/or less guarded in self-disclosure
online) popularized by psychologist John Suler of Rider University (pp. 67–70).

So what do we have? This book should not be used as a primary text to teach
philosophy or aspects of the mind—not as a history, not as an explication of issues and
constructs. It can serve as a light and fast read on a commercial flight, while in a waiting
room, as a change of pace from one’s more serious matters. It’s written at the level of
general interest stories in the New York Times. I believe that the general public will not be
drawn to philosophy from this book, although serious philosophy is engaged in several
cases. If what’s on your mind is how we think philosophically in relation to the rise of
Facebook, other online phenomena, and the hardware supporting them, then you must look
elsewhere (cf. Turkle, n.d.).
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