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Cycling and Society: Introduction

Peter Cox

Thinking about and introduction to this section on cycling and society, | am taken
back to the genesis of the book of the same name (Horton Rosen and Cox 2007). Some
speculative correspondence between a group of people who had previously known each other
through cycle campaign networks and were now working in different fields of social science
wondered whether there might be any mileage in getting together to make a conscious and
concerted connection between cycling and society. A symposium, a mailing list and,
eventually a book followed, deliberately trying to sketch connections between what we
collectively knew of existing academic and enthusiast work on cycling and ideas and

problems familiar elsewhere in our studies.

Interdisciplinary in intention, the organisation of a network for social scientific
cycling studies, the Cycling and Society Research Group, (CSRG) took advantage of several
developments in social science research that provided opportunity, legitimation and
frameworks for study. First, sociological recognition of the importance and relevance studies
on everyday and mundane activity. An explicitly social-science based cycling research
network opened the possibility of studies going beyond either the existing remits of historical
analysis or transport studies. Pioneering work was already in progress in the fields of the
study of technology (Bijker 1995). Another important prompt was the work of Albert de la
Bruhéze, and Veraart (1999) who, by producing a comparative study of the fortunes of
cycling in a number of European cities in the twentieth century, gave shape to a whole line of
enquiry. Differential fortunes of cycle technologies for transport were not explicable by

reference to technology alone. Where instead might explanation lie?



A second important development was scholarship focused on Mobilities research,
formalised in 2004 with the Centre for Mobilities Studies (CeMoRe) at Lancaster University
(UK). Dissatisfied with conventional models based on the idea of societies as fundamentally
stable objects that occasionally move (or are moved) from one state to another, mobilities
research started from the idea of a world in constant flux. Mobility - the constant shift and
transformation of the world - is put at the centre of study, instead of the lingering nineteenth
century focus on social statics. This paradigm shift reframes the study of physical mobilities.
Studies of transport, previously neglected in sociology, became important. Processes of
movement, how movement creates mobile subjects, how some are rendered less- or immobile
and the effects of power relations between those moved and not moved, all become areas for
research and study. Cycling became an interesting case in mobilities study, not merely for its
contribution to debates on sustainable transport or liveable cities (although these remain
important) but as a gateway to other discussions such as kinaesthetics or the politics of space
and urban design. How power is manifest in public space and the consequences of social
justice, inclusion and exclusion have all become major foci of cycling research and allied
mobilities research, recognised in ongoing work on mobility justice (Hoffman 2016, Golub et
al 2016, Sheller 2018, Cook and Butz 2019). These topics provide a clear basis for the
subsequent chapters in this section in Cycling and Society.

Engaging with mobilities research, academic studies on cycling were released from
transport studies concern with the modal split and the management of traffic as an adjunct of
policy and opened to a wider social science analysis that did not necessarily have to serve a
pre-existent agenda. Early studies such as Smith (1972) had explored the social history of
cycling, but the explanations proffered largely explained cycling as a function of other social
factors. That is, cycling was a secondary product, to be explained either as an outcome of

other social and technological processes or, conversely, a factor sui generis. Cycling is



contradictorily depicted as having its own social power, for example, as a force of liberation
for women or for working classes but in all other aspects its fate was a reflection of other
social changes. These analyses are not invalid but lack the capacity to present a more nuanced
picture that might, for example understand the complexities of gender equalities being
entangled with other areas of social difference and inequalities in class and race as explored
in the chapters that follow. Similarly, deterministic portrayal of cycling activities lacks any
space to explore the interplay of forces that could interact with its place in emancipatory
politics. Overall, both approaches are problematic inasmuch as they homogenise cycling to be
a ‘thing’: recognisable and measurable. Instead, applying the approaches of critical social
theory to the subject of cycling opens up the complex and contradictory identities and
processes bound up. The introduction to Cycling and Society (2007), started out by raising a
series of divergent images all of which could be subsumed under the single title’ cycling’ but
which demand multiple dimensions of analysis using different disciplines and research
methods as found in this volume.

Predictably, researching cycling attracted and continues to attract those who were
already interested in cycling as a phenomenon. While this may seem remarkably self-evident,
in practice connected those with interests in cycling that extended beyond academia, most
notably those connected through networks of advocacy and bike activism. After all,
academics pursue topics that interest them within disciplines in which they are invested. Prior
to the widespread availability of research funding, enthusiasm could be the only incentive for
social science research into cycling. Not unexpectedly, this tied social science research in
cycling to the broader world of campaigning networks, already engaged in international
connections.

Studies addressing cycling as a social phenomenon naturally and obviously draw from

sociological framings of social relationships and social problems. However, rather than



divide the chapters in this section up into the obvious thematic headings as if presenting an
undergraduate introductory volume, the topic headings and approaches here highlight instead
the breadth of styles and contribution in current work on cycling and society. Opening with a
focus on theory, Cox considers the purpose of thinking abstractly and the legacy of different
approaches that are visible in social studies across a number of disciplines. The subsequent
chapters range widely in topic and approach. Bonham and Jungnickel address issues of
gender and cycling but move us away from simplistic accounts of women’s cycling to
explore how it is that gendered identities are produced and how this production is entwined
with cycling, how cycles and cycling practices become part of the (re)production of gender.
In highlighting selected aspects of the social dimensions of cycling, Batterbury and Manga
use the term “bikespace” to describe the way that cycling creates new forms of interaction,
often intensified. These need not rely on actual movement on the bike but are also visible in
the networks created around repair and replenishment of both cycles and riders. Contrasting
issues of injustice and inclusion take up the next chapters. Golub and Hoffman highlight how
cycling is not immune from the structural inequalities of wider society. Conversely, van der
Kloof daws our attention towards the huge diversity of programmes and activities using
cycling as a means to overcome exclusions, or that serve to make cycling provision itself
more inclusive. Importantly, this chapter also highlights the location of much knowledge of
cycling as existing beyond academia. This theme is also taken up in Inckle’s chapter, in
which practical everyday experiences are brought to the fore. She ends by reiterating the
potential that cycling has to be beneficial, but also the distance that current provisions still

have to go in most locations.
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