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Abstract 
 

 Studying mobilities means paying attention to practices, subjectivities, materialities, 

sociospatially co-constituted spaces, and the complex social, political, and economic milieus in 

which planners, policy makers, and mobile subjects operate. When the complexities and 

interplays of these aspects of mobility are considered together, we can describe regimes of 

mobility. This dissertation focuses on a specific form of mobility: velomobility (mobility by 

bicycle). It presents a comparative analysis of the regimes of velomobility in two cities: Calgary, 

Canada, and Amsterdam, Netherlands. It draws from a wide range of evidence, including 102 

semi-structured interviews conducted with cyclists, 24 interviews conducted with policy makers, 

document analysis (including a visual content and thematic analysis of print advertisements), and 

ethnographic research (including ethnographic photography). By comparing and contrasting 

these two regimes of velomobility, this dissertation seeks to de-naturalize velomobility by 

highlighting the ways that politics and policies affect mobile subjectivities and associated 

practices by enabling or constraining urban forms, by influencing the design and development of 

transportation infrastructure, and by encouraging or restricting automobility. Drawing on notions 

of governmentality, sociospatial theory, risk, class habitus, and the performance of identity, this 

research project sits at the intersections of several theoretical frameworks as it explores the 

intersections through which cyclists move. 
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Introduction 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

I love riding a bike. I’ve used my bike to get to campus at the University of Calgary, to 

pick up groceries at supermarkets, to meet friends at pubs, and to get exercise on the pathway 

system. In fact, I use a bike to do pretty much everything. I love the sense of adrenaline that I 

feel when I ride as fast as I can. I love the sense of lazy gratification that I feel when, while 

pedalling slowly, I see that I’m moving at a speed faster than I could run. I love enjoying the 

technological precision as I flick through the gears on my carbon-fiber road bike and I love the 

challenge of repairing my clunky old fixed-gear bike. I love the puzzle of figuring out how to 

carry big, awkward items on my bike. I love feeling the sun shining down on me while I ride on 

a beautiful summer afternoon and I love seeing my front tire cut through fresh snow on a 

blustery winter morning. I love having the entire street to myself while I’m riding my bike late at 

night and I love the smug feeling that I get when I’m crossing a pedestrian overpass on a 

weekday morning and I see countless automobiles stuck in gridlock underneath me. Truth be 

told, there’s not much about cycling that doesn’t bring a smile to my face.  

 On countless occasions, whether I’m riding in the sun or snow, whether I’m pushing my 

body’s physical limits to get there as fast as I can or dawdling along a pathway with one hand on 

my handlebars, whether I’m on a long trip to a specialty store or a short trip to the local pub, I’ve 
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found myself thinking: “This is awesome! Bikes are the greatest things ever. Why don’t more 

people ride bikes more often?” This simple question has inspired the complex analysis contained 

in this dissertation. It is, roughly stated, the question that has driven this research project.  

 In the Canadian city of Calgary, less than two percent of trips are made with a bike. 

Despite my persistent optimism, there are plenty of good reasons not to ride a bike. If you asked 

someone there why more people don’t ride bikes more often, you might hear one of a multitude 

of responses relating to rain, cold, nightfall, hills, long distances, angry motorists, sweaty clothes, 

helmet hair, the high costs of buying a bike and all the accessories, and, of course, fatigue. These 

are, however, personal responses to that question. As a sociologist, I’m looking for sociological 

answers. 

 In general, I’m looking to use my sociological imagination (to use C. Wright Mill’s term) 

to understand how social conditions affect cycling rates. Just as Emile Durkheim looked for 

sociological explanations for the personal problem of suicide, I am looking for sociological 

explanations for the personal decision to ride a bike. Yes, weather affects people’s decision to 

ride a bike. So do hills. But if climate and topography were the primary determining factors of 

cycling rates, then cycling in cold, rainy places like Copenhagen and hilly places like San 

Francisco would be non-existent. It’s not. It was my suspicion from the outset of this research 

that social conditions could explain cycling rates better than natural ones (and my position hasn’t 

changed since the conclusion of my research). 

 To investigate the influence of social conditions, I decided to study cycling in Calgary 

and in Amsterdam, the Netherlands. Amsterdam is, by most accounts, the bike capital of the 

world. Nearly half of all trips there are made by bike but, more importantly, almost everyone has 

a bike and uses it on a regular basis. It’s easy to imagine the sun shining down on one of 
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Amsterdam’s quaint, flat streets and see the appeal of cycling. In other words, it’s easy to 

naturalize cycling by claiming that people cycle because of the weather and the flat terrain. If 

you’ve never been to Amsterdam in November, however, let me spoil it for you: the weather is 

miserable. With respect to cycling, the persistently cold, windy, rainy days offset any advantage 

gained by the flat terrain. Interestingly, despite the miserable weather, most people continue to 

ride a bike to most places. As I hope to demonstrate throughout this dissertation, there is nothing 

natural about cycling in Amsterdam. The high rates of cycling are, I will show, a social 

accomplishment.  

 “It’s cultural thing,” you might argue. “People in Amsterdam ride bikes because of the 

culture. Amsterdam has a bike culture and Calgary has a car culture. Case closed.” While the 

observation that there are significant cultural differences between Calgary and Amsterdam is 

certainly true, there are problems with asserting that someone does something because of the 

culture. Just as I refuse to accept that people in Calgary don’t ride a bike because of the climate 

or because of the topography, I refuse to accept that people in Calgary don’t ride a bike because 

of the culture. There is a lot lurking beneath the surface of that broad term, culture. 

Culture is a complex idea, made up of many moving parts. References to culture 

inherently include references to the inseparable elements of language, power relations, and 

physical objects, to name a few. Language includes written texts, context-specific phrases, 

dominant discourses, and non-verbal communication cues. Power relations include formal 

political bodies, class relations, gender roles, and the strengths gained from physical and 

technological advantages. Physical objects include culinary delights, articles of clothing, works 

of art, and architectural stylings. Of course, these lists of elements that are bound up in the notion 

of “culture” are wildly incomplete, but they should help to demonstrate that “culture” is a blanket 
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term that covers up a virtually infinite number of minute details. In short, “culture” is a black box 

of a term that needs to be unpacked. When you hear someone say that some phenomenon (like 

cycling) occurs because of the culture, you should wonder what, exactly, they are actually 

referring to. You should ask: Which social (or, more accurately, sociospatial) conditions have 

come together at that place and at that time to enable that phenomenon? How did they arise? 

How were they stabilized? How have they been challenged? These are some of the questions that 

I will ask about cycling in Calgary and Amsterdam. 

Of course, I’m not the first person to research cycling. As I will describe in Chapter 1: 

Literature Review, cycling is a growing field of study. However, the vast majority of cycling 

research is based on quantitative research strategies. While these kinds of studies are excellent 

for determining broad correlations (like the relationship between distances and cycling rates), the 

quantification process risks stripping away some of the nuances that might help me understand 

how sociospatial conditions affect the practices of cycling in a particular location. It’s hard to 

quantify the feelings that I get when I’m on my bike, including the sensations that I feel in my 

legs as I grind up a hill, or the emotions that I feel when I ponder what other people might think 

when they see my belly hanging over my tight bike shorts. To ensure that as little nuance is lost 

as possible, this research utilizes a range of qualitative research strategies (including interviews 

with cyclists and policy makers, ethnographic photography, and visual content analysis) that are 

designed to help me to explore and interpret the sociospatial conditions that affect cycling in 

Calgary and Amsterdam. I will highlight my research methods in Chapter 3: Methods. 

 A wealth of qualitative evidence is worthless without the theoretical tools required to 

interpret that evidence. Throughout this dissertation, I will draw on an unabashedly broad range 

of social and sociospatial theory. In short, if I felt that a particular theoretical perspective helped 
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me to understand the sociospatial conditions that affect cycling in either Calgary or Amsterdam, 

I tried to draw from it. I will utilize Foucault’s notional of governmentality, Goffman’s notion of 

symbolic interaction, Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, and Cresswell’s interpretation of place, to 

name a few. I will also draw on mobilities theory, sociospatial theory, urban political theory, and 

regulation theory, to name a few more. I will outline these theories, and, to some extent, how 

they overlap, in Chapter 2: Theories. These three chapters (Literature Review, Theories, and 

Methods) comprise Part 1: Setting the Stage. 

  My primary interest in this dissertation is velomobility, or, mobility by bicycle. I want to 

use the cases of Calgary and Amsterdam to demonstrate that the decision to ride a bike (that is, 

to be velomobile) is not a natural one. Countless sociospatial conditions, arising from specific 

local and historical contexts, come together to shape an individual’s decision to ride a bike. 

Taken together, these countless sociospatial conditions can be interpreted as regimes of 

velomobility. When it’s all said and done, my goal in this dissertation is to provide a 

comprehensive overview of two distinct regimes of velomobility: Calgary and Amsterdam. 

 “But,” you might protest, “all you’ve done is taken one black box, called, ‘culture’, and 

replaced it with another one, called ‘a regime of velomobility.’” A fair point! Unfortunately, 

these are the hazards that we must trip over when we rely on simple words to express complex 

ideas. There is a benefit to describing regimes instead of cultures, however. “Culture” tends to 

imply some degree of naturalness or inevitability, as if cultures are something that just are. They 

are often statically interpreted as an entity, in the ontological sense. Regimes, on the other hand, 

are more dynamic. They might be interpreted as an outcome of a process or as a phase of an 

ongoing struggle. The term, “regime,” implies a higher degree of calculation, intentionality, and 

resistance than the term, “culture”. To understand the sociospatial conditions that affect cycling, 
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I must understand those calculations, intentions, and forms of resistance. For this reason, I will 

examine two distinct regimes of velomobility. 

 My description and analysis of these two regimes of mobility spans two parts. First, in 

Part 2: Constructing Regimes of Mobility, I will describe many of the factors and conditions that 

shape contemporary velomobility in each city. It might help to think of Part 2 as containing all 

the information and analysis related to what happened before today (or, more accurately, what 

happened before I conducted my fieldwork). In Chapter 4: Building Urban Forms, I will 

describe the policies and politics that affect urban form. Specifically, I will describe how those 

policies and politics enabled urban sprawl in Calgary and contained it in Amsterdam. In Chapter 

5: Building Places for Velomobility, I will shift my attention from a city-scale analysis to a 

street-scale one. I will describe how policies and engineering standards in each city have affected 

the development of cycling infrastructure in each city. Although Chapters 4 and 5 implicitly 

include discussions of politics, Chapter 6: Urban Politics makes those discussions explicit. I will 

discuss the politics of automobility and the politics of streetspace to demonstrate the hegemony 

of automobility in Calgary and the extent to which cycling is politically supported in 

Amsterdam. Then, I’ll change gears (no pun intended). In Chapter 7: Representations of 

Mobility, I will highlight the political character of mobility by describing the discursive context 

in which cycling is portrayed in print media. Drawing from a sample of advertisements in two 

print media sources from each city, spanning from 1945 through to 2011, I will highlight 

important similarities and differences in the representation of mobility in each city, and, 

importantly, how those representations shifted over the period. Finally, I will conclude Part 2 

with Chapter 8: On the Role of Culture. In that chapter, I will discuss Dutch ‘cycling culture’ 

and address some points related to the chicken and egg that are policy and culture.  
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 If Part 2 contains information and analysis of what has happened, then Part 3: 

Contemporary Practices of Velomobility contains information and analysis of what is happening. 

Each chapter in Part 3 is meant to address a specific aspect of each regime of velomobility. In 

Chapter 9: Why do People Ride? Motivations for Velomobility, I will highlight differences in 

motivation for cycling in each city. In Chapter 10: Where do People Ride? Sociospatialities of 

Velomobility, I will use the sociospatial notions of territory, place, scale, and network to examine 

where people cycle in each city. In Chapter 11: What do People Ride? Materialities of 

Velomobility I will pay attention to bikes, helmets, jackets, locks, and all the other physical 

objects that make velomobility possible. In Chapter 12: How do people Ride? Practices of 

Velomobility, I will focus on cycling techniques and strategies. I will discuss, among other 

things, riding for sport, riding with friends, hauling cargo, and transporting children. In Chapter 

13: When do people ride? Rhythms of Velomobility I will describe the tendency for Calgarians to 

ride on a seasonal basis and for Amsterdammers to ride daily. Finally, in Chapter 14: Who rides? 

Subjectivities, Place, and Velomobility, I will discuss the performance of identity and the extent 

to which those performances are possible on a bike. Drawing on governmentality theory and 

Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, this chapter will seek to draw on all the evidence that comes before 

it to develop a theoretical explanation of contemporary cycling rates in each city. Then, in 

Chapter 15: Intersections I will attempt to summarize the information presented throughout Part 

3 before moving on to the discussion that will conclude this dissertation through a discussion 

about transitioning to a more sustainable regime of mobility.  

 This brief overview highlights what this dissertation is, but it is just as important to 

explain what it is not. Like any piece of work, this study has its limits. As I will explain in 

Chapter 3, my examination of mobile subjectivities relies almost exclusively on interviews 
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conducted with cyclists in each city. Significantly, this means that I was not able to examine the 

subjectivities associated with other transport modalities, including (but not limited to) 

automobility, public transportation, and walking. A comprehensive account of the regime of 

mobility in any city should include an investigation of all modes of transportation, including a 

discussion of their interdependences, their synergies, and the tensions between them. I encourage 

mobilities scholars to examine multi-modal regimes of mobility in future research. Relatedly, 

because my interview strategies focused on cyclists, I was unable to interview people who do not 

ride bikes, meaning that I systematically missed accounts of cycling by non-cyclists (or 

infrequent cyclists). In Amsterdam, for example, this means that I left myself blind to the 

accounts of the many Moroccan women, for example, that choose not to ride a bike in that city. 

This is a significant omission and should be addressed in future research. Finally, and related to 

the previous point, this dissertation seeks to highlight the significance of gender, class, race, and 

ethnicity in the practices of velomobility. That said, however, it is important to recognize that the 

research design deployed here does not lend itself to a comprehensive examination of these 

important topics in either city. Although I will assert the significance of gender, class, race, and 

ethnicity in this dissertation, my analysis will be limited to relatively simplistic characterizations. 

I strongly encourage scholars to utilize the insights developed in this dissertation as the basis for 

a more careful and comprehensive examination of gender, class, race, and ethnicity in these and 

other regimes of mobility.  

The title of this dissertation is, Cycling through Intersections: Regimes of Velomobility in 

Calgary and Amsterdam. While the relevance of the latter portion of the title should be clear by 

now, the significance of the first part should be emphasized. First and foremost, this dissertation 

is about cycling in Calgary and Amsterdam. It’s about actual cyclists riding actual bikes along 
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actual streets. In Amsterdam, it’s about the groceries they might be hauling, about the 

conversations they might have with friends, and about the relaxation they might feel after a long 

day at work as they slowly ride around traffic circles that physically protect them from 

automobile traffic. In Calgary, it’s about the pride they might feel in their carbon-fibre bikes, 

about the burning sensations they might feel in their legs as they power home, and about the fear 

that they might feel when they’re surrounded by SUVs as they try to make a left-hand turn on a 

road designed for automobiles. This dissertation is about cycling through intersections.  

But this dissertation is about more than just cycling. It’s also about exploring the 

intersections of various disciplines, methodologies, and theoretical frameworks. This dissertation 

straddles two disciplines, sociology and human geography. It also draws from political science, 

urban planning, and engineering, to name a few more disciplines. This dissertation, then, could 

be said to sit at the intersection of several disciplines. Comparative research, like this study, often 

works best when the cases are examined from several different angles. Because of the range of 

research methodologies utilized here (including three interview formats, ethnographic 

observations, photography, and visual content analysis), this dissertation sits at the intersection 

of several methodological approaches. Given the range of theories mentioned earlier, you should 

not be surprised when I tell you that this dissertation also sits at the intersection of several 

different theoretical frameworks, including governmentality studies, mobilities, sociospatial 

theory, and urban politics, to name a few. So, this dissertation sits at the intersections of 

disciplines, methodologies, and theoretical frameworks. This project seeks to understand cycling 

through intersections.  
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Part 1: Laying the Groundwork 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Mobility studies have begun to take the actual fact of movement seriously.” 
 

- Tim Cresswell (2010, 18). 
 
 
 

“An analytics of government attempts to show that our taken-for-granted ways of doing things 
and how we think about and question them are not entirely self-evident or necessary.” 

 
- Mitchel Dean (2010, 31) 
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Chapter 1: Literature Review 
 

 
 
 

“[D]espite the increasing policy and academic interest in cycling, little attention has been paid to 
cycling when compared with other modes of transport.” 

 
-Eva Heinen, Burt van Wee, and Kees Maat (2010, 60) 

 
 
 

“The bicycle, like the automobile, is an object that becomes meaningful through its relationship 
to an entire field of cultural practices, discourses, and social forces.” 

 
-Zach Furness (2010, 9) 

 
 
 
 
 
 Given a widespread recognition of cycling’s many benefits, it should come as no surprise 

that researchers around the world are trying to better understand cycling as mode of 

transportation. Although the literature on commuter cycling is small and often narrowly 

conceived, it is a growing area of study. Most cycling research is dominated by studies exploring 

one of two broad questions. First, how can the risks associated with cycling be managed? And, 

second, what motivates cyclists to ride a bike? In general, researchers tackling each of these 

topics want to see an increase in cycling rates but, as I will demonstrate later in this dissertation, 

the prudent management of risk can diminish the motivation to ride a bike. I will now explore 

literatures related to each of these questions.  
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1.1. Safe Cyclists 
	
 The most common method of increasing safety on a bike is wearing a helmet. This is also 

one of the most commonly researched elements of cycling. Many researchers have examined the 

role of helmets in preventing injury and most have found strong evidence of the efficacy of bike 

helmets in reducing serious head injuries. Some of these studies are performed in a laboratory 

setting1 while other studies use hospitalization data2 to study the efficacy of helmets. Dorsch, 

Woodward, and Somers (1987) used questionnaires to examine the efficacy of helmets in actual, 

real-world crashes. They conclude: “If a large group of bicyclists similar in age and sex to our 75 

unhelmeted bicyclists was to be involved in crashes of similar severity, about 90% of the deaths 

due to head injury could be prevented with good hard helmets” (189). Combining studies like 

these ones, Attewell, Glase, and Mcfadden (2001) conducted a meta-analysis of helmet efficacy 

studies. They found that “[t]he upper bounds of the 95% confidence intervals provide 

conservative risk reduction estimates of at least 45% for head injury, 33% for brain injury, 27% 

for facial injury and 29% for fatal injury” (350). Their findings are, apparently, unquestionable. 

They conclude by rhetorically asking, “How much more evidence is required before helmet use 

reaches the acceptance level of seat belts for motor vehicle occupants?” (352). 

 There is, however, ample room for debate in helmet efficacy research. Curnow (2003) is 

critical of meta-analysis in general, and of Attewell et al.’s (2001) study in particular, on the 

grounds of selection bias. Curnow argues that none of the studies included in the Attewell et al. 

																																																								
1	Mattei et al. (2012), for example, constructed a mechanism to systematically assess the ability of children’s 
helmets to provide protection in the case of a controlled impact. They found, perhaps unsurprisingly, that 
“[c]hildren’s bicycle helmets provide measurable protection in terms of attenuating the acceleration experienced by 
a skull upon the introduction of an impact force” (495).	
2	Povey, Frith, and Graham (1999), for example, employed this method in their research in New Zealand. They 
found that “[a]n increase of 5 percentage points in the helmet wearing rate corresponds to an estimated decrease in 
head injuries to cyclists in non-motor vehicle accidents of 10.2, 5.3 and 3.2% for children of primary school age (5–
12 years), secondary school age (13–18 years), and adults respectively” (770).	
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study distinguish between “two distinct mechanisms of injury to the brain” (290). Further, he 

argues that few studies utilize proportional representations of cyclists (often over-representing 

children) and that researchers seldom acknowledge the connection between wearing a helmet and 

the propensity to have an accident (people wearing helmets may take greater risks3). Based on 

his own assessment of the helmet efficacy literature, Curnow concludes that “the meta-analysis 

does not provide scientific evidence that bicycle helmets … do reduce [brain injury]” and 

suggests “a need for an independent and open review [of Australian helmet policy] taking 

account of relevant scientific research” (290). Others, like Robinson (2010) suggest that many 

studies do not adequately control for the influence of alcohol in cycling accidents. When 

controlling for alcohol consumption, she argues, the benefits of helmets are much less 

pronounced. 

 Criticisms aside, given the prevalence of helmet efficacy studies that proclaim the 

importance of helmet-use, it may not be surprising to hear that governments around the world 

have sought to establish legislation that makes it mandatory for cyclists to wear helmets. 

Legislation like this is often likened to seatbelt legislation for automobiles. Recognizing the 

debate within the helmet efficacy research community, it is important to understand the impacts 

of helmet legislation.  

 In one of the first studies to question helmet legislation, Robinson (1996) looked at links 

between legislation and injury in Australia (helmet legislation was introduced in Victoria in 

1990). She found that, after the introduction of legislation, the proportion of cyclists with head 

injuries treated at hospitals “declined by an average of only 13%” (473). She suggests that other 

programs, like road safety improvements, anti-speeding campaigns, and drunk-driving reduction 

																																																								
3	See, for example, Phillips et al.’s (2011) paper, “Risk Compensations and Bicycle Helmets”.	
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programs, which were implemented at about the same time, may also have affected the reduction 

in cyclist injuries. More importantly, however, she explains that the legislation may have had 

other, adverse effects. She writes, “Perhaps the most remarkable aspect of the data both from 

Victoria and NSW [New South Whales] is that the decrease in numbers of cyclists was at least as 

large as the decrease in numbers of head injuries and larger than the total decrease in injuries” 

(469, my emphasis). After highlighting the many health benefits of cycling, she suggests that 

because mandatory helmet use can discourage cycling (and thereby reduce the accumulation of 

positive health benefits), the legislation has a net negative impact. She concludes: “Given the 

generally accepted need for more exercise and the fact that the increase in numbers wearing 

helmets was substantially less than the reduction in numbers of cyclists, helmet laws may have 

adverse implications for the costs of health care to the nation” (473-474, my emphasis).  

 Recently, de Jong (2012) revisited this issue, asking if mandatory helmet laws have a net 

positive health benefit (that is: do the health benefits of injury prevention outweigh the potential 

health harms of decreased exercise?). He found that helmet legislation only has a net health 

benefit if the cycling takes place in an especially dangerous environment. In other words, it 

might be more beneficial to increase the safety of cycling infrastructure than it is to enforce 

mandatory helmet laws.  

 In the Canadian province of Alberta, legislation introduced in 2002 made it mandatory for 

any cyclist under the age of eighteen to wear a helmet. Karkhaneh et al. (2011) found that after 

the legislation, a higher proportion of youth wore helmets. They did not comment on any overall 

changes in cycling rates amongst youth, however. Dennis et al. (2010) compared Canadian 

provinces to assess the relationship between helmet legislation and use. They found that where 

helmet use was legislated, a higher proportion of cyclists wore helmets. The authors note that 
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“[m]andatory helmet use may discourage bicycle ridership due to acquisition costs or due to 

notions among youth or adults that helmets are annoying, uncomfortable, ugly, hot, or 

unfashionable” (223) but found that the “[i]mplementation of helmet legislation was not 

associated with changes in recreational or commuting bicycle use among youth or adults” (223). 

However, as the authors acknowledge, the study’s methodology, which utilized retrospective 

self-reporting of bicycle use, “may have resulted in inaccurate estimates of bicycle ridership” 

(223). 

 Research studies relating to helmet efficacy, legislation, and benefits continue to be at odds 

with each other. In Robinson’s (2007) summary and discussion of this literature, she explores 

what it might take to reach a consensus on this issue. In that article, she suggests seven principles 

which should be supported by all helmet-related researchers. While some of these principles are 

primarily methodological, others have important policy implications. For example, she suggests 

that mandatory helmet legislation should be repealed “[i]f the benefits of helmet laws cannot be 

shown [through cost-benefit analysis] to exceed the costs by similar ratios to other road safety 

initiatives” (90). These principles offer a way forward on helmet efficacy and legislation research 

and a lens through which to critically evaluate existing research.  

 In addition to studies that specifically focus on helmets, there have been many attempts to 

understand cycling injuries and to work towards injury prevention programs. Rivera, Thompson, 

and Thompson (2015) conducted a broad epidemiological study of cycling injuries and risk 

factors. They generally concluded that “[b]icycle related trauma is one problem amenable to 

many approaches, including educational programs, product modification, modification of bicycle 

path crossing points, regulation, or legislation” (51). Because their investigation considered all 

injuries, not just head injuries, they noted the need for protection to other parts of the body, 
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stating: “The effectiveness of elbow, knee pads, and wrist guards should be investigated” (51). 

As I hope to have conclusively demonstrated by the end of this dissertation, suggestions like this 

would, if implemented, probably do more harm than good by broadly discouraging cycling.  

 Other researchers have focused on more specific topics related to health and safety. For 

example, Crocker et al. (2010) examined cycling and alcohol consumption. They found, 

unsurprisingly, that impaired cyclists are more likely to have head injuries and, perhaps more 

surprisingly, that they are more likely to lack health insurance and to generate larger hospital 

charges. Other studies are even more specific. Sommer, Goldstein, and Korda (2010), for 

example, reviewed the literature on cycling and erectile dysfunction. They conclude that there is 

a link between cycling and erectile dysfunction, but given the positive health benefits of cycling 

(exercise in itself can improve erectile function) the authors “strongly recommend engaging in 

moderate, safe, and reasonable bike riding” (2356, my emphasis). 

 Several studies focus on preventive strategies to reduce the risk of injury while cycling. For 

example, Hagel et al. (2007) studied the use of high visibility clothing, noting, “it seems intuitive 

that reflective or highly visible clothing would prevent cyclist–pedestrian motor vehicle 

collisions” (284). Their study, conducted in Edmonton, Alberta, examined the frequency of 

visibility aids (bright orange, red, or yellow materials) and, due to methodological limitations, 

could not correlate the use of such aids with accident rates. Nevertheless, they concluded that 

“[t]he frequency of visibility aid use among cyclists and pedestrians is far below optimal” (288). 

 The body of literature comprised of studies that examine accidents and cyclist-

implemented risk mitigation strategies makes specific recommendations for what safe cycling 

ought to look like. Cyclists should be encouraged to wear a helmet, elbow pads, knee pads, wrist 

guards, and bright orange, red, or yellow materials on their torso and legs. The cyclist should 
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avoid alcohol and males should only ride in moderation to avoid erectile dysfunction. This 

literature, which dominates North American cycling research, does not paint an appealing 

portrait of what cycling should be.  

 Not all research takes a cyclist-oriented approach to safety, however. Many other studies 

have examined the role of infrastructure in preventing injuries and reducing their severity. 

Reynolds et al. (2009) wrote a literature review of this kind of research. The authors conclude: 

“The evidence to date suggests that purpose-built bicycle-only facilities (e.g. bike routes, bike 

lanes, bike paths, cycle tracks at roundabouts) reduce the risk of crashes and injuries compared to 

cycling on-road with traffic or off-road with pedestrians. Street lighting, paved surfaces, and 

low-angled grades are additional factors that appear to improve cyclist safety” (17). Furthermore, 

they note that these kinds of infrastructure elements “provide population-wide prevention of 

injury events without requiring action by the users or repeated reinforcement” (17). Simply put, 

the built environment has a significant role to play in cyclist safety. I will return to this theme 

throughout this dissertation.  

 

1.2. Motivated Cyclists 
	
 Although the literature on cycling is growing, it remains a fairly small and specialized field 

of study. For that reason, my literature review here and the discussions that follow inescapably 

overlap with Heinen, van Wee, and Maat’s (2010) excellent overview of research pertaining to 

commuter cycling. Instead of asking what keeps cyclists safe, as I discussed in the previous 

section, Heinen et al. summarize research that investigates the determinants of cycling. Broadly, 

this body of literature asks: Under what conditions are people most likely to choose to ride a 

bike? Heinen et al. divide their overview of existing literature into five topics: the built 
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environment, natural environment, socio-economic factors, psychological factors, and a catch-all 

category related to “cost, time, effort, and safety” (74). Rather than reinventing the wheel, so-to-

speak, I will follow their lead, summarizing some of the literature that they cite and (when 

possible) describing more current findings. I will present their take on each body of research and 

add my own thoughts.  

 

1.2.1. Built Environment  
	
 Broadly, the built environment can be interpreted in two ways: urban forms and built 

forms. This distinction is significant and these two subjects will take turns being the focus of my 

investigation in Chapter 4: “Building Urban Forms” and Chapter 5: “Building Places for 

Velomobility”. 

 I will begin this portion of the literature review with urban forms. In general, the distance 

of trips matters. Although there is a body of literature that examines the relationship between 

urban form and general travel behaviour (e.g., Kenworthy and Laube 1999; Dieleman et al. 2002; 

van de Coevering and Schwanen 2006), cycling is seldom the primary focus. In an early piece of 

research based on the American Housing Survey, Cervero (1996) found that people are more 

likely to cycle to work and to retail destinations when the distances are small (less than a mile). 

Van Wee, Rietveld, and Meurs (2006) examined those distances more closely, finding that 

cycling’s mode share “decreases rapidly for distances longer than 5 km and certainly 10 km”, 

noting that “only a few people cycle to work if the home-to-work distance is more than 10 km” 

(117). They suggest that “[t]he disutility of cycling probably increases more than proportionally 

for longer distances, which might be explained by physiological factors” (117). In general, 7.5 
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kilometers seems to be the ‘sweet spot’ for estimating the distance that most people are willing to 

cycle. 

 Relatedly, the network layout can influence cycling rates by affecting the distances 

travelled. In general, urban areas with a higher density of residential and commercial destinations 

tend to have higher rates of cycling. In Pucher and Buehler’s (2006) comparison of cycling rates 

in Canada and the United States, they suggest that the higher density of Canadian cities, 

compared to American ones, helps to explain why Canadians tend to cycle more than Americans. 

Dill and Voros (2007), whose work is based on cycling in the Portland area, found that those 

“who lived in neighborhoods closer to downtown and with higher levels of street connectivity 

were more likely to have made a utilitarian bike trip in the past summer”, indicating that “street 

networks that provide shorter distances to destinations may increase cycling for non-recreation 

purposes” (18).  

 Cycling rates are affected by the densities of destinations in an urban area and by the 

resulting distances between those destinations, but they are also affected by the specific types of 

infrastructure that connect those destinations. Cyclists prefer to ride on infrastructure designed 

for bikes, as opposed to that designed for automobiles. Dill and Carr (2003) stated their findings 

bluntly: “Higher levels of bicycle infrastructure are positively and significantly correlated with 

higher rates of bicycle commuting” (122). There are different kinds of bike infrastructure, 

however. Bike lanes provide a dedicated space for cycling but do not offer physical protection 

from motorists; cycle tracks offer both dedicated space and physical protection. There are many 

kinds of surface treatments, intersection designs, and signal options, many of which will be 

discussed later in this dissertation. In general, however, dedicated cycling infrastructure 

positively affects cycling rates. In her study of cycling in Portland, Dill (2009) concludes: “A 
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network of different types of infrastructure appears necessary to attract new people to bicycling. 

Simply adding bike lanes to all new major roads is unlikely to achieve high rates of bicycling” 

(S106). Some argue that dedicated cycling infrastructure may be especially attractive to female 

cyclists. Garrard, Rose, and Lo (2008), for example, took gender into account by hypothesizing 

that women are more likely than men to choose routes with greater separation from automobiles. 

The authors found some evidence to support their hypothesis, but their conclusions were not 

definitive.  

 As Heinen et al. (2010) summarize, “Research confirms that the type of bicycle 

infrastructure matters” (63, emphasis in original). Repeatedly, studies concluded that, in general, 

the safer people feel on a bike, the more likely they are to cycle. Furthermore, in addition to the 

quality of bike infrastructure (that is, the infrastructure that provides the highest subjective and 

objective levels of safety), the quantity of bike infrastructure elements also appears to be 

important. In their comprehensive international review of cycling infrastructure and policy, 

Pucher, Dill, and Handy (2010) explain: “A complete system of bicycling infrastructure (e.g., 

lanes, paths, cycletracks, bike boxes, traffic signals, parking, etc.) may have far more impact than 

the sum of its individual parts” (S122). These infrastructure elements should not be disparate, 

however. It is important for cycling infrastructure to be continuous. Stinson and Baht (2003), for 

example, found that, unsurprisingly, cyclists prefer continuous bicycle facilities, not fragmented 

ones.  

  Cyclists, like any other traveller, prefer short, direct, and safe journeys. Clearly, built 

forms matter, both in terms of urban form and in terms of infrastructure. Much of the existing 

research reflects cyclists’ stated preferences. As Heinen et al. (2010) note, however, “few 

research studies have focused on the extent to which the built environment influences a person’s 
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decision to cycle, and even fewer studies have looked at cycling frequency”. To this observation 

I would add: few studies have examined how the built environment affects the practices of 

cycling. This is one of the gaps in the literature that I will seek to address in this dissertation.   

 

1.2.2. Natural Environment 
	
 The natural environment has an effect on cycling. Rodrı́guez and Joo (2004), for example, 

found that “sloping terrain is related to an individual’s propensity to bicycle for transportation” 

(153). In other words, the more hills there are, the less likely people are to ride a bike. This is not 

always the case, however. As Moudon et al. (2005) suggest, given that many cyclists ride for 

fitness and/or recreation (even during a commute), hills, and the challenge that they represent, 

might actually be a draw for some cyclists. Of course, what goes up must come down, and most 

cyclists enjoy riding down the hills. As Stinson and Bhat (2003) note: “Downhills also offer a 

rest period while bicycling – therefore, despite encountering uphills in addition to downhills, a 

bicyclist may prefer occasional extra exertion in hilliness to a more constant level of effort on 

flat ground” (7).  

 Weather can also affect a person’s decision to ride a bike. Unlike topography, weather is 

constantly changing. In Nankervis’ (1999) study of the effect of weather on commuter cycling in 

Australia, he found that cyclists are less likely to ride in the rain and that, interestingly, even the 

chance of rain can deter cyclists. This finding seems more true of recreational cyclists than 

commuter cyclists, however. As Heinen et al. (2010) summarize, “Commuters are less influenced 

by temperature than other cyclists, implying that many people only choose to cycle for leisure 

purposes when the weather is pleasant” (69). Wind can also affect cycling. Speaking from 

personal experience, a strong headwind can make pedalling seem as difficult as a riding up a hill. 
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Nankervis found that when the wind was blowing the strongest, there were fewer cyclists on the 

road, but noted that these results were “by no means conclusive” (426). 

 Seasons also affect cycling. In general, people cycle more often in summer than they do in 

winter. In the more northerly climates, cycling is a much more appealing proposition during the 

warmer summer months than it is in the colder winter ones. In Bergström and Magnusson’s 

(2003) study of commuter cycling in Sweden, they noted that cycling rates and distances are 

reduced during the winter months, but suggest that with improved winter maintenance (that is, 

clearing snow, eliminating ice, and maintaining a flat surface that is free of ruts) it should be 

possible to increase cycling rates during the winter. It is not just the cold weather that contributes 

to the seasonal drop in cycling rates, however. As Gatersleben and Appleton (2007) note, the 

diminished hours of daylight during the winter months can also deter cyclists. 

  Although, as Heinen et al. (2010) point out, the effect of weather (which may last for a few 

days or a few hours) and seasons (which lasts several months) are relatively well understood, 

“[v]ery little research has been undertaken into the impact of climate on cycling” (68, emphasis 

in original). Given most cyclists’ aversion to rain, it is curious to note that rainy cities like 

Portland and Vancouver have some of the highest cycling rates in North America. More 

curiously, rainy cities like Amsterdam and Copenhagen have some of the highest rates of cycling 

in the world. If dry and warm conditions were breeding grounds for cyclists, then we might 

expect temperate climates like that found in California to be home to the cities with the highest 

cycling rates. Instead, Californian cities like Los Angeles are characterized by sprawling masses 

of freeways used to enable automobility. In one of the only studies to consider differences in 

climate, Pucher and Buehler (2006) ask: Why do Canadians cycle more than Americans? 

Although there is no easy answer to that difficult question (they mention prevailing differences 
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in urban form, costs of automobile ownerships, and perceived safety of cycling infrastructure) 

they suggest that policies (and, by extension, politics) play a bigger role in affecting cycling rates 

than climate. Accordingly, the role of policies and politics is one of the major focal points of this 

dissertation.  

 

1.2.3. Demographic Factors 
	
 Not everyone is equally likely to cycle to work. Several studies have shown that those in 

certain socio-economic demographics are more likely to use a bicycle for transportation than 

those in other demographics. In Moudon et al.’s (2005) attempt to model the determinants of 

cycling in Washington’s King County, they report: “Socio-demographic factors play a 

predominant role over built environment factors in the model’s estimation of cycling” (257). 

 Men are much more likely to cycle than women. Pucher, Buehler, and Seinen (2011) report 

that, based on data from the US Department of Transportation, in 2009, men accounted for 76 

percent of all bike trips (455). Interestingly, this is an increase from 2001, when men accounted 

for 67 percent of trips (455). Stinson and Bhat (2003) found similar numbers in their study, 

where 78 percent of respondents were male. Other, more localized studies have also found 

similar results. In Dill and Voros’ (2007) Portland-based study, they found that “regular” cyclists 

(that is, those who ride on a regular basis) are more than twice as likely to be male than female 

(11). Interestingly, however, the group of “irregular” cyclists was split almost equally amongst 

males and females (11). Some, like Gerrard et al. (2008) use gendered differences in risk 

aversion thresholds to explain these differences, suggesting that because men are less risk-averse 

they are more likely to ride a bike, especially amongst automobile traffic. Steinbach et al. (2011) 

take a different approach, suggesting that the gendered difference in ridership levels has more to 
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do with the performance of social identity than it does with risk aversion. They suggest that 

“cycling might undermine the claim to more orthodox (female) gendered identities” (1129). 

Similarly, cycling may undermine the claim to more orthodox ethnic identities. Perhaps this is 

why Moudon et al. (2005) found that “[b]eing a white or a male increases the odds of cycling by 

at least three times” (257). The potential contradiction between practices of cycling and the 

performance of identity (which relates to gender, ethnicity, and social class) will become an 

important theme later in this dissertation.  

 There is also a relationship between cycling rates and age. Most studies find that cycling 

rates decrease with age (e.g., Moudon et al. 2005). Using data from the US Department of 

Transportation, Pucher et al. (2011) report that, in 2009, 36 percent of bike trips were made by 

youth between the ages of 5 and 15. Interestingly, this number fell from 2001, when 56 percent 

of trips were made by youths. Over the same period, the biggest increase was in the group 

comprised of 40 to 64 year olds, which increased from 10 percent of bike trips to 21 percent of 

bike trips. Although the authors do not explore any underlying trends related to age, I would 

suggest that we should interpret this data as showing that, simultaneously, fewer children are 

riding bikes and that more adults are riding bikes.  

 Income may also be related to cycling rates, but the details of that relationship are still 

somewhat unclearly described in existing literature. Dill and Voros (2007), for example, found, 

in their Portland-based study, that “[t]he pattern of regular and utilitarian cycling among the 

income groups is not straightforward” (10). They found that those with the highest incomes (over 

$100,000 per year) were most likely to be regular cyclists, but not more likely to ride for 

utilitarian purposes. Respondents in the middle income category ($50,000 to $74,000) were least 

likely to be regular or utilitarian cyclists. Pucher et al. (2011) summarize the complex 
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relationship between cycling rates and income nicely: “[A]lthough cycling rates do not vary 

much by income, it seems likely that low-income persons cycle mainly for work trips and other 

utilitarian purposes, while high-income persons may cycle more for recreation and exercise” 

(455). As I will demonstrate later in this dissertation, these North American trends are likely 

related to differences in social class. The relationships are complex, but, in general, it could be 

the case that some people from a lower social class may lack access to automobility and efficient 

public transportation services, and that some people from a higher social class are more likely 

able to afford to live in the gentrifying areas that tend to have access to the safest cycling 

infrastructure.  

 Heinen et al. (2010) broadly summarize findings from cycling research across the world 

when they write: “There is a relationship between socio-economic factors and cycling, but we 

lack clarity on both the direction of this relationship, and its causality” (71). By the end of this 

dissertation, I hope to have explored city-specific connections between the practices of cycling 

and the performance of social identity in sufficient detail to shed light on many of these trends.  

 

1.2.4. Psychosocial Factors 
	
 Dill and Voros (2007) demonstrated the somewhat intuitive result that those with a positive 

attitude about cycling are more likely to commute by bike. Similarly, Gatersleben and Appleton 

(2007) found that those with a more positive outlook on cycling are more likely to try 

commuting to work. With findings like these in mind, some social scientists seek to understand 

the barriers and enablers of cycling by studying attitudes. 

 A small number of studies has turned up several interesting results. De Gues et al. (2008) 

found that those with a high level of social support are more likely to commute by bike. Heinen, 
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Maat, and van Wee (2011) found that differences in attitudes vary according to the length of 

commute. They report that “[i]ndividuals who commute over longer distances have, on average, 

a more positive attitude towards cycling than those who cycle shorter distances, support [sic] the 

idea that individuals have a more positive attitude as the bicycle commute lengthens” (109). 

Passafaro et al. (2014) found, in their Rome-based study, that attitudes, habits, and social norms 

are all predictors of a person’s decision to ride a bike. More specifically, they found that 

“positive anticipated emotions and past behaviour are in this case the most direct predictors of 

desire, while social norms4 and attitudes seems to predict desire indirectly through anticipated 

positive and negative emotions” suggesting that “emotions play a more prominent role than 

expected in determining people’s desire to use a bike in the city” (81). 

 In a comparative study of cycling in Davis, California and Delft, the Netherlands, Heinen 

and Handy (2012) examined the roles of attitudes and social norms. They found that, in both 

cities, “cyclists hold generally positive beliefs about cycling and attach importance to these 

beliefs” and that “[m]any non-cyclists do not perceive the benefits of cycling or attach low 

importance to them” (278). Importantly, however, they found that some non-cyclists do 

recognize the benefits of cycling and do attach importance to those benefits. Using the Theory of 

Planned Behaviour (Ajzen 1991), the authors use this finding to suggest that a low expected 

possibility of performing the behaviour (for example, he or she might not expect to be able to 

																																																								
4 Passafaro’s study was based on a questionnaire. They examined social norms by differentiating between 
prescriptive norms (for example, responses to the statement: “Most people important to me think that I should use a 
bicycle for my daily travel necessities in Rome” (79), which ranged from “completely agree” to “completely 
disagree) and descriptive norms (for example, numerical responses to: “How many of the people who are important 
to you use a bicycle for their daily travel necessities in Rome?” (79)). Unfortunately, they did not provide a detailed 
description of social norms related to cycling in Rome. 
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commute to work because of the perceived physical difficulties) “may deter even those with 

positive bicycle attitudes and positive subjective norms from cycling” (278). Both de Gues et al. 

(2008) and Gatersleben and Appleton (2007) found that non-cyclists perceive more barriers to 

bike commuting than commuter cyclists.  

 Many researchers use culture as the overall explanatory factor for these kinds of prevailing 

attitudes. Pucher et al. (2010), for example, suggest, “Culture, custom, and habit tend to foster 

bicycling in cities with high levels of bicycling but deter bicycling—especially among non-

cyclists—in cities with low levels of bicycling, where it is viewed as a fringe mode” (S121). 

Similarly, Heinen and Handy (2012) write, “Both attitudes and subjective norms, though held by 

the individual, are likely to be affected by national (or regional) culture” (278). Warden, Tight, 

and Page (2007) write, “It is widely felt that commuters are more likely to cycle where cycling 

levels are high, other things equal. Such a virtuous circle might be related to cultural factors, and 

explain why cycling levels in some areas of Northern Europe are particularly high” (344). For 

reasons that I will elaborate upon later in this dissertation, I do not believe that ‘culture’, as an 

entity understood in an ontological sense, should be granted an agentic status. That is, I do not 

believe that ‘culture’ affects cycling rates in a causal way. For this reason, as this dissertation 

unfolds I will describe some of the practices, techniques of governance, and political 

mechanisms that lay in shadow behind the catch-all term, ‘culture’. 

 

1.2.5. Pragmatic Considerations 
	
 Heinen et al. (2010) draw on utility theory to explain how pragmatic considerations might 

affect the decision to ride a bike (or not). They explain, “Utility theory assumes that each 

individual acts to maximize his or her utility. When applied to mode choice, utility theory 
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assumes that an increase in the time, cost and effort of a travel option will result in a decrease in 

the probability that this option will be chosen” (74). Accordingly, it is important to understand 

how time, cost, effort, and other pragmatic considerations affect cycling.  

 Without trying to sound facetious, the ability to consistently arrive at one’s destination 

without serious injury (or, worse, death) is a very practical outcome. Unsurprisingly, several 

researchers have found that when people feel safe on a bike, they are more likely to cycle. 

Pucher et al. (2011) plotted data from several North American cities and found that the cities 

with the highest rates of cyclist fatalities had the lowest cycling rates. Similarly, in Pucher and 

Buehler’s (2006) exploration of the differences between Canadian and American cycling rates, 

they postulated that Canada’s lower cyclist fatality rate might play a role in explaining why more 

Canadians cycle that Americans. Dill (2009) showed that, in Portland, cyclists tend to choose 

routes with more protective infrastructure. Rietveld and Daniel (2004) demonstrated that 

increasing cyclists’ safety levels is key to increasing cycling rates. Although there are objective 

aspects of cyclist safety (as discussed earlier), the literature is clear that subjective levels of 

safety matter: the safer people feel, they are more likely to ride a bike.  

 As mentioned in the discussions of the built and natural environments, cyclists prefer 

shorter routes that require less physical effort. Although shorter travel times are, in general, 

attractive to cyclists, the specific environment in which that time is spent appears to be 

significant. In Hunt and Abraham’s (2007) study of cyclists in Edmonton, they found that “an 

increase in riding time on roadways would make the corresponding alternative less attractive” 

(461, my emphasis). So, it is not only the longer travel times that negatively affect the decision to 

ride a bike, but also the amount of time spent in unpleasant and potentially dangerous conditions. 

Stinson and Bhat (2004) reported a similar finding, but used it to differentiate between riding in 
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urban and suburban settings. They write, “The negative effect of travel time is heightened for 

urban residents, perhaps because urban areas are busier and/or more hazardous than suburban 

and rural areas” (9). 

 Many people choose to commute by bike because it is an affordable transportation option. 

Bergström and Magnusson (2003) found, in a survey-based study from Sweden, that the low cost 

of cycling was one of the primary reasons for people to commute by bike, even into the winter 

months. Using a quantitative modelling technique, Rodrı́guez and Joo (2004) found that, in 

North Carolina, out-of-pocket costs were a statistically significant contributor to travel mode 

choice. Importantly, it is not simply the low costs of cycling that pull people towards bike 

commuting; the high costs of automobile ownership, maintenance, and use (including the costs 

of parking) can push people onto a bike. Pucher, Komanoff, and Schimek (1999) write, 

“Probably the most effective way to increase bicycling in North America would be to discourage 

auto use and increase its marginal cost, particularly for short auto trips that are both underpriced 

and most amenable to cycling” (648). 

 

1.3. Qualitative Research and Social Theory 
	

 The aforementioned literature, which focuses on cyclist safety and determinants of cycling, 

makes up the vast majority of research on commuter cycling. Most of the studies described here, 

and, indeed, most of the studies in this field, are based on quantitative research methods that 

utilize questionnaires, surveys, or census data to come to a conclusion. Although quantitative 

research provides valuable insights into broad trends and specific relationships, some nuance is 

inevitably lost in the quantification process. Qualitative research techniques allow for the 

examination of minutia that can prove important in the development of social theory. To date, 
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however, qualitative research methods and the incorporation of social theory are relatively rare in 

the cycling literature.  

 

1.3.1. Using Interviews to Understand Mobile Subjectivities 
	
 Some researchers have used in-depth interviews with cyclists to better understand the 

subjective aspects of cycling. McKenna and Whatling (2007) used semi-structured interviews to 

explore commuter cycling from the perspective of hermeneutic phenomenology. In their study, 

they found that “each cyclist had their own rules—generated through experience—for navigating 

[the] physical and social obstacles [on the road]” (457). They show that “commuter cycling is a 

highly complex behaviour strongly tied to how others occupy road Space” (459). In Derby, UK 

(the site of the study), not unlike many other cities, commuter cyclists appear to understand 

cycling as an activity that is fraught with danger. Because of this recognition, the authors 

conclude that “until these day-to-day experiences change … the considerable potential of 

commuter cycling—whether it is seen in terms of health, transport or environment—is unlikely 

to be realised” (459).  

 Steinbach et al. (2011) explain that, in theory, cycling has the potential to transcend class, 

ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and age. They observe, however, that “in practise, at least in one city 

[London], it apparently does not” (1124). To explore how gender, class, and ethnic identities 

might affect cycling, they conducted in-depth interviews with 78 people in London. Based on 

those interviews, the authors noticed that “cycling’s relative unusualness makes it highly visible” 

(1125). Some individuals use this visibility to their advantage. They explain, “For (White) 

professionals, cycling can be used explicitly to bolster particular bourgeois identities” (1129). 

They cite one participant as describing the “kind of person” likely to be a cyclist as “somebody 
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who’s quite environmentally friendly, probably quite independent, maybe a bit of a leftie, 

vegetarian” (1125). These characterizations are, for many affluent Londoners, signifiers of a 

popular and widely-accepted lifestyle that are worn proudly as a part of one’s class identity.  

 For those in a more marginalized position, however, the extra attention of a highly visible 

mode of transportation may be problematic. The authors write: “just as cycling made visible the 

gendered travelling body, it also made evident the class and ethnic dispositions of transport 

choice” (1126). In addition to making visible marginalized traits, cycling can make it difficult to 

present gendered and ethnic identities in the first place. The authors demonstrate that the 

performance of identity is related to the decision to ride a bike in important, often undiscussed 

ways. They conclude: “In cities where cycling uptake is low, the challenge for healthy public 

policy is perhaps to de-couple cycling from the rather narrow range of healthy associations it 

currently has, and provide an infrastructure in which anyone can cycle, rather than just those 

whose social identities are commensurate with being ‘a cyclist’” (1130).  

 Rachel Aldred, a sociologist at the University of East London, is a prominent cycling 

researcher who is utilizing qualitative methods and social theory in her work. Like Steinbach et 

al., the link between the practices of cycling and the management of identity is a prevalent theme 

in her work. In one study, Aldred (2010) used in-depth interviews to explore how cycling affects 

perceptions of the self. She explains that “the cycling citizen”, often juxtaposed against a 

motorist, tends to be environmentally-minded, self-caring, locally-rooted, and community 

minded (49). Importantly, through a discussion of citizenship, she shows that the practices of 

cycling tend to be bound up with different subjectivities than those associated with other modes 

of transportation.  
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 Aldred continued her exploration of cycling identities in another article by exploring the 

stigmatization of cycling in the UK (Aldred 2013). Based on 55 interviews conducted in 

Cambridge and Hull, she showed that cyclists face a conundrum. On one hand, they are held to a 

higher standard than users of other modes of transport. She explained that to be “a good cyclist”, 

“cyclists are often expected to possess a higher level of knowledge, skills and stuff than other 

mobile citizens” (259). On the other hand, there is a stigma associated with being a “hardcore” 

cyclist (262). She reported, “For most interviewees, being ‘too much’ of a cyclist carried identity 

threats” (264). Interestingly, as she explains, to mediate the risk of being stigmatized, some 

people seek to downplay the visibility of their cycling practices. As Aldred explains, cyclists 

must carefully strive to be a ‘good cyclist’ without going too far and becoming a ‘hardcore 

cyclist’. Clearly, there is an important, and understudied, link between mobility and identity.  

 Expanding from identity to culture, Aldred co-authored an article about cycling cultures in 

the UK with Katrina Jungnickel (Aldred and Jungnickel 2014). After conducting interviews in 

four cities in the UK, the authors compared perspectives pertaining to the local normality of 

cycling, the establishment of cycling (sub)cultures, the relationship between cycling and class, 

the preferred ‘type’ of bicycle, and the stereotypical local cyclist. The authors used the resulting 

distinctions to argue that “for cycling practices to be sustained, they must be congruent with 

other related practices” (86). Studies like the ones presented here are rare, but very important. 

The links between infrastructure, identity, and cycling rates are vital ones, and will become 

major themes throughout this dissertation.  
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1.3.2. Ethnographic Research and Mobile Methodologies 
	
 In addition to interview-based research, there is a small, but growing, body of qualitative 

research that adopts an ethnographic approach to studying cycling. Several of these ethnographic 

studies focus on specific subcultures or specific forms of cycling. Fincham, for example, has 

conducted ethnographic studies of bicycle couriers and their unique subculture (Fincham 2006; 

2007). In a study that considered both motorists and cyclists, Pesses (2010) examined the 

experiential aspects of bicycle touring.  

 Another UK-based researcher, Justin Spinney, a human geographer at Cardiff University, 

has become a prominent figure in cycling research. His research is unique in part because of the 

innovative methodological tools that he has used to study cycling. In one study, Spinney (2006) 

used on-bike microphones and a personal diary to conduct a “kinaesthetic ethnography” of 

cyclists ascending Mont Ventoux, a famous alpine road often featured in the Tour de France. 

Although his focus was on sport cycling, his broader message, about the importance of 

recognizing kinaesthetic experience as a part of the sociospatial construction of place, applies to 

commuter cycling as well. He writes, “we do not simply see from the bike: as a technology 

which moves the body and moves through space, we feel from it” (729, my emphasis). 

 In another study, Spinney (2011) used bike and helmet-mounted video cameras to explore 

how cyclists experience and interpret urban spaces. In so doing, he showed that the “situated 

understandings of riders are central to the construction of different readings of time and space” 

(177). These subjective and deeply personal readings of time and space are, he argues, central to 

understanding the politics of urban mobility. He writes: “Such engagements with space invert the 

normative utilitarian codes of rationality that dominate road spaces, temporarily reframing them 

as playful and sensuous spaces. Thus the particular time-space politics of video can themselves 
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be a useful tool in a reinvigorated mobilities agenda which seeks to highlight alternative politics 

of time and space in the city and beyond” (177). 

 Latham and Wood (2015) used video footage from ridealongs conducted in London to 

explore how cyclists in that city interact with infrastructure elements and other road users. They 

used the resulting footage to create diagrams reminiscent of the panels in comic books to 

describe how interactions unfold in urban spaces. The authors demonstrate that cyclists interact 

with infrastructure and other road users differently than pedestrians and motorists. This finding 

begs the question: Why, then, are cyclists expected to behave like motorists in many 

jurisdictions? They explain that cyclists are not “some kind of anomaly within the motor 

vehicle–pedestrian divide (a mode that oscillates between the two master categories)” and that 

the design and installation of street infrastructure should reflect an interpretation of cycling “as a 

wholly different entity of movement” (316-317). 

 In yet another innovative UK-based study, Jones (2012) used GPS-watches and audio 

recorders to examine the sensory experiences of commuter cyclists. As participants travelled 

through Birmingham, they narrated their sensory experiences, describing the sights, sounds, 

smells, and tastes that they experienced on their bikes. Jones used the resulting “sensecapes” to 

explore the discipline of sensory information. In comparison to, for example, an automobile 

(imagine the sound-dampened cabin, your favourite music playing on the stereo, the light breeze 

from vents that help to achieve the perfectly controlled temperature, and even the pleasant smell 

of an air freshener hanging from the rear-view mirror), riding a bike is an extreme example of 

sensory indiscipline in the contemporary urban setting. Referring to the highly disciplined 

sensescapes of office buildings and shopping malls (for the latter, imagine the soothing music, 

the still air, the perfectly controlled temperatures, and even the pleasant smells of perfume or 
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cookie shops throughout the mall), Jones suggests that “within a western consumer-oriented 

context, spaces of sensory indiscipline are seen as marginal or deviant” (647). He concludes: 

“Because the bicycle offers a much less disciplined sensescape than the spaces of vehicular 

transport, it offers an affective intensity that is simply beyond the capacity of many people. More 

than this, however, an individual’s understanding of their affective capacity is socially 

constructed and more intense relations are increasingly defined as being problematic” (655-656). 

In other words, the increasingly common expectation of a highly governed sensescape (a warm, 

dry, and relatively quiet place that is free of drafts and other airflows) may deter people from 

cycling. Just as importantly, however, that expectation is itself socially constructed and should be 

recognized (and studied) as a technique of governance in a broader governmental regime. As this 

interesting piece of research suggests, social theory has an important role to play in 

understanding cycling rates.  

 

1.3.3. Social Theory and Politics 
  
 A small handful of scholars have used social theory as their primary vehicle for exploring 

issues related to cycling (no pun intended). The use of social theory ranges from abstract 

arguments that are specific to cycling in particular settings (the UK, for example) to broader 

arguments that use cycling to explore more general theoretical ideas. Of course, all research 

either utilizes methodology that is either guided by theory or strives to make theoretical 

arguments based on the outcome of the study. What differentiates the work described in this 

section, however, is that the work described here is not based primarily on data collected by that 

researcher (be it ethnographic, interview-based, or otherwise). 
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 Dave Horton, a sociologist formerly based out of Lancaster University in the UK, was one 

of the first researchers to bring a social theoretical lens to cycling research. In an article on 

cycling and environmentalism (Horton 2006), he argued that, in the UK, cycling was 

incorporated into environmentalism in two distinct ways. First, he argued that “as an object of 

environmental discourse, the bicycle is mobilised into the articulation of green visions” (42). 

Second, he argued that “as an object used in the everyday lives of environmental activists, the 

bicycle mobilises those activists’ distinctively green lifestyles” (42). By attending to the 

discursive role of the bicycle, Horton demonstrated that the bicycle is more than simply a neutral 

object to be used for transportation; it is an entity that is bound up in subjective values.  

 In another important piece, Horton wrote about the “fear of cycling” (Horton 2007). Using 

evidence from the UK, he explored the social construction of the fear of cycling that many 

people feel, highlighting three sources of fear. First, he identified the role that road safety 

education can play in pronouncing the many dangers of cycling on the street. After describing 

programs to reduce traffic accidents for children, including wearing high visibility clothing and 

“teach[ing] children to walk or cycle by convoluted routes because they are ‘safer’”, he 

concludes that “the road safety industry thus strives to reduce casualties by inculcating fear in 

children, and giving them not incentives but disincentives to walk and cycle” (139). Second, he 

identifies helmet safety campaigns as a source of fear. Although he recognizes the merits of 

wearing a helmet, after describing a few helmet promotion campaigns (including one that 

features a startling x-ray image of a skull wearing a helmet), he concludes that, through these 

campaigns, the construction of cycling as a dangerous activity “proceeds for the most part in a 

remarkably insidious way” (142). Third, and finally, he describes the promotion of “new cycling 

spaces” (142). Simply put, by describing new pieces of infrastructure (like bike lanes or cycle 



Chapter 1: Literature Review 39 

tracks) as being safe, one implies that the old infrastructure (wide curb lanes or nothing at all) is 

inherently unsafe. Because the vast majority of cities are covered with the old infrastructure, the 

promotion of safe cycling spaces can have the unintended result of suggesting that the vast 

majority of city streets are not safe for cyclists, further compounding a fear of cycling. Horton’s 

work is important because it denaturalizes the fear of cycling and demonstrates the social 

construction and perpetuation of that fear.  

 Giselinde Kuipers, a sociologist at the University of Amsterdam, used cycling in the 

Netherlands to explore the theoretical concept of a national habitus (Kuipers 2012). Drawing on 

work by Norbert Elias, she explains that the concept of national habitus “allows us to investigate 

the processes contributing to the development of national similarities within countries, not only 

in institutions and physical surroundings, but also in people’s behaviour” (2). She uses cycling to 

explore this process, arguing that “[c]ycling is part of the Dutch national habitus” (2, emphasis in 

original). After describing four of the processes that shape a national habitus5, she asks, “how do 

these four processes explain the Dutch fondness of the bicycle and its ending at the national 

border?” (8). She explains, importantly, that, in the Netherlands, cycling is popular across all 

social classes (it is “not just for the worker or the petty bourgeois who could not afford better, but 

also for the professional classes and the ruling bourgeois elites” (8)) and that the bicycle has 

“become a potent Dutch national symbol” (9). Although she emphasizes these social processes, 

she also recognizes that there were “facilitating conditions” like “compact cities, flat land and a 

suitable climate” (9). She briefly mentions that, “over the years more conditions that support 

cycling came into existence. An increasingly dense network of institutions and conventions 

																																																								
5 The first process is increasing interdependence. The second process is an increased density of the social network. 
The third process is a “vertical diffusion of standards, tastes and practices” (Kuipers 2012, 7). The fourth process is 
the development of a national identity.	
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developed around the bicycle, from city planning regulations and cycling legislation to a 

nightlife organized around bike-able distances” (9).  

 After making this important observation, Kuipers then downplays the conditions that 

support cycling (which are rooted in complex sociospatial political processes), by reverting back 

to the social processes of habitus formation. She writes:  

What is most important in habitus formation, however, is that for Dutch cyclists, all these 
associations and backgrounds are largely irrelevant. All Dutch are embedded in a network 
of conventions, habits and practices to do with cycling that are felt to be self-evident. If 
you want to go somewhere, you just take the bike. Everybody cycles. You wouldn’t know 
any better. In Dutch cities, the unit of distance is the cycling minute, even in real estate 
brochures. The history has been forgotten because cycling has become a second nature 
(9). 
 

Although Kuipers is justified in describing cycling as a part of the Dutch national habitus, I 

believe that downplaying the significance of political process and institutional developments is a 

mistake. The popularity of cycling in the Netherlands is bound up in a knot of complex social, 

spatial, and political processes. One of my primary goals in this dissertation is to denaturalize the 

“second nature” of cycling in the Netherlands by attending to the development of the sociospatial 

conditions that support cycling in Amsterdam. 

 Despite the increasing attention to cycling by scholars from many different backgrounds, 

the political elements of cycling are seldom discussed. Zack Furness’ book, One Less Car: 

Bicycling and the Politics of Automobility (2010), is an important exception to this observation. 

This book, an elaboration on Furness’ earlier work (e.g. Furness 2007), emphasizes the politics 

of mobility in American cities. The author, a professor of cultural studies, emphasizes politics 

from a cultural perspective. He describes events driven by cycling activists (e.g., critical mass), 

describes the politically-informed Do-It-Yourself (DIY) attitude that is prevalent amongst 

cyclists, and examines representations of mobility in popular media (including film and 



Chapter 1: Literature Review 41 

television). In one chapter, amusingly titled, “Two-Wheeled Terrors and Forty Year Old Virgins: 

Mass Media and the Representations of Bicycling,” explores representations of cycling in the 

(American) media. Furness convincingly argues that cyclists tend to be portrayed in film and on 

television as “a loveable (male) loser” (110). He cites several examples, including Steve Carrel’s 

character in the film, The 40 Year Old Virgin, and Jason Bateman’s character, Michael Bluth, in 

the television show, Arrested Development. 

 Furness’ book highlights the politics of cycling by placing it within a broader politics of 

automobility, but, unfortunately, urban politics is not given specific attention. In Street Fight: 

The Politics of Mobility in San Francisco, Jason Henderson (2013) brings urban politics to the 

center of the stage. By highlighting the significance of the critical mass protests and the power of 

automobile-friendly legislation, Henderson demonstrates the necessity of attending to local 

political struggles in understanding the development of cycling infrastructure. It is clear that no 

examination of the politics of urban mobility can be complete without attending to the struggles 

that take place around the planning, design, funding, building, and maintaining of transportation 

infrastructure. 

 

1.4. Research Gaps 
	

 As I have demonstrated here, research on the relatively specialized topic of commuter 

cycling is dominated by studies that either attend to issues of safety and risk mitigation 

strategies, or by studies that seek to understand the determinants of cycling. Moreover, the vast 

majority of cycling-related research is quantitative in nature. In general, there is a need for more 

qualitative research on commuter cycling. More specifically, there is a need for more 

theoretically-informed and theory-producing studies, especially in work that considers the 
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significance of politics. Throughout this dissertation, I will seek to fill this gap, specifically 

addressing it in four key areas: subjective research; comparative research; the role of politics; 

and, social theory. 

 Although, as discussed earlier, there are an increasing number of qualitative research 

studies, some utilizing innovative methodologies, the cycling community would, in my opinion, 

benefit from more, and more locally-specific, qualitative research. Researchers should ask about 

the many ways that the practices of cycling affect, and are affected by, performance of identity 

(including class, gender, and ethnicity) in particular sociospatial contexts. There is a need for 

research that examines how people cycle, how cycling affects the presentation of identity, and, 

how place-specific practices of cycling (for example, wearing lycra and a helmet) might conflict 

with the practices of everyday life (like, the formal attire expected in a fine dining 

establishment). More specifically, there is a need to better understand the ways that built forms 

(urban forms and transportation infrastructure) affect the practices of cycling and, subsequently, 

affect the presentation of identity and the conduct of everyday life. 

 There is also a need for more comparative research. As Pucher, Dill, and Handy (2010) 

explain: “some studies do not adequately explain their measures and methods, so it is difficult to 

assess whether variations across studies are simply an artifact of different methods used rather 

than a true difference in impacts” (S121, my emphasis). The studies described earlier were based 

in many different nations: Canada, United States, Sweden, the Netherlands, Italy, the United 

Kingdom, Australia, and New Zealand, to name a few. Basic qualitative descriptions of the 

similarities and differences between the practices of cycling in different nations, provinces (or 

states), cities, and neighbourhoods are rare, and, moreover, explanations of those similarities and 

differences that are both comprehensive and theoretically-informed are virtually non-existent. 
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Given the relatively small pool of cycling research, it is difficult to assess and differentiate 

widely applicable relationships (between, for example, cycling rates and distances travelled) 

from specific contexts (including local nuances in infrastructure design, discourses, political 

context, and even fashion trends). To better understand the factors that might enable high cycling 

rates or act as barriers to cycling, it is important to conduct research that systematically compares 

cycling in different locations. After several comparative studies have been conducted and 

published, it may be possible to ‘connect the dots’ of the many disparate, stand-alone studies 

described here and begin to make sense of the nuances and broader trends that may have affected 

their outcomes.  

 It is essential to recognize the role of politics. Although several researchers have attended 

to the ways that policies and infrastructure have affected cycling rates, very few have described 

the role of urban politics in enabling or constraining those policies or infrastructure projects. Of 

course, many researchers acknowledge that cycling is political, and several have described the 

more performative aspects of social movements (see, for example, Furness’ (2007) description of 

critical mass events), but I am not aware of a single comprehensive study that explicitly 

examines the practices of cycling in the context of urban politics6. There is a real need for 

research that pays attention to politics at the local, regional, and even national scales. It is vital to 

understand policy and infrastructure projects (or lack thereof) in terms of urban politics and the 

political economic contexts in which they operate. 

 Finally, the cycling literature, which is dominated by fairly narrowly conceived research 

projects, stands to benefit from the insights gained from developments made by scholars working 

																																																								
6 Jason Henderson’s (2013) book about the politics of mobility in San Francisco comes close, but the discussion of 
cycling is limited to a single chapter. Moreover, although he does an excellent job of exploring the role of urban 
politics in developing cycling infrastructure, he does not attempt to connect infrastructure to the actual practices of 
cycling in San Francisco.  
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with more abstract social theory over the past few decades. I will describe these theoretical 

frameworks and ways of thinking in the next chapter, but, for now, know that I am referring 

specifically to developments in mobilities, sociospatial theory, and in governmentality theory. 

The key thinkers in these areas have compellingly argued the merits of particular ways of 

interpreting social and sociospatial relations. Unfortunately, most cycling research appears blind 

to recent developments in social and sociospatial theory and is based on relatively simplistic 

theoretical models. To better understand the enablers of and barriers to commuter cycling, we 

should use all the tools at our disposal, including abstract social theory.
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“At any one time, then, there are pervading constellations of mobility—particular patterns of 
movement, representations of movement, and ways of practising movement that make sense 

together.”  
 

- Tim Cresswell (2010, 18-19, emphasis in original) 
 
 
 

“[B]y ‘governmentality’, I understand the ensemble formed by the institutions, 
procedures, analyses and reflections, the calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of 

this very specific albeit very complex form of power, which has as its target population, 
and as its principle form of knowledge political economy, and as its essential technical 

means apparatuses of security.”  
 

- Michel Foucault (1991, 102) 
 
 
 

 As identified in the previous chapter, there is a need for theoretically-motivated research 

that comprehensively examines the political character of mobility. This dissertation seeks to 

contribute to the growing body of cycling research by drawing explicitly from several distinct 

bodies of social theory, each of which will help me to understand the sociospatial conditions that 

affect velomobility in Calgary and Amsterdam. A quick outline of the theoretical frameworks to 

be discussed here will help to establish the directions that will be taken in this chapter.  

 First, and foremost, research coming out of the mobilities literature has deeply affected the 

ways that I think about cycling and, subsequently, how I have chosen to study it. For this reason, 

I will discuss several of the theoretically-informed questions that arise from the mobilities 

literature. Second, because cycling always happens somewhere, I have given much consideration 

to sociospatial theory. As I will discuss, scholars examining several interpretations of 
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sociospatialities have influenced how I recognize and interpret cycling spaces. Third, as 

explained earlier, there is a need for politically-informed cycling research. For this reason, I have 

drawn on the urban politics literature to inform my analysis of the urban forms through which 

people cycle. Fourth, I will draw on Michel Foucault’s notion of governmentality. The 

governmentality studies approach, as I will show, has the potential to bring an ideal balance of 

state and non-state actors and institutions to the fore in an examination of the rationalities and 

techniques of governance at work in each city. Fifth, I will discuss neoliberalism. This discussion 

is, in many ways, an elaboration on a specific topic that is relevant to each of the two sections 

that will come before it (urban politics and governmentality), but because neoliberalism is such a 

significant notion I will discuss it separately. Sixth, given the influence of cycling on identity 

(and vice-versa), as described in the literature review, it is vital to attend to the ways that cycling 

might affect (and be affected by) the presentation of identity. To do so, I will draw from 

symbolic interactionist theory. Seventh, I will discuss Pierre Bourdieu’s notion of habitus. The 

presentation (and interpretation) of identity is closely tied to social class and Bourdieu’s 

description of habitus, social class, and the performance of identity will be necessary to 

understand the class-based practices of cycling. Ninth, I will briefly discuss some social 

theoretical work on risk. Cycling is often interpreted as a high-risk activity, and it is important to 

understand the implications of risk management strategies. Finally, after highlighting a few key 

aspects of each of these literatures, I will describe how they come together to inform my 

conception of a regime of mobility, the focus of this study.   
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2.1. Mobilities 
	
 In 2006, Mimi Sheller and John Urry proclaimed the emergence of a new mobilities 

paradigm (Sheller and Urry 2006). They argued that the social sciences had been trapped in a 

sedentarist perspective that “treats as normal stability, meaning, and place, and treats as 

abnormal distance, change, and placelessness” (208, my emphasis). Many researchers focus on 

social relations in the home, for example, or in the workplace. They privilege the subjective 

meanings and power relations in those sites as being relatively stable, and present those sites as 

the places in which social stuff happens. Mobility between these sites was often overlooked, 

however. Many researchers inherently treat the trip from home to work, or vice versa, simply as 

a temporary transition from one stable and knowable social situation to another. The new 

mobilities paradigm, as Sheller and Urry call it, breaks away from this sedentarist perspective. 

Researchers working in the new mobilities paradigm recognize that social stuff happens during 

trips; mobility is bound up in subjective meaning and power relations too.  

 Tim Cresswell has been one of the leading figures in mobilities research. He has voiced 

criticisms of the term, “new mobilities paradigm”, suggesting that there are three problems with 

the term, namely, the words “new”, “mobilities”, and “paradigm”1 (Cresswell 2010). First, with 

respect to the notion of paradigm, Cresswell explains that “the word ‘paradigm’ suggests the 

Kuhnian notion of normal science being transformed by sudden revolutions where what went 

previously is unceremoniously tipped into the junkheap of academic history” (18). As Cresswell 

points out, the sedentarist work that came before the so-called new mobilizes paradigm (for 

example, pertaining to place-based social relations or geopolitical territoriality) remains valid 

																																																								
1 As Cresswell notes in that article, his comment is a deliberate play on a similar comment made by Bruno Latour 
about Actor Network Theory. 
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and important today. The new mobilities paradigm cannot, and should not, totally replace the 

social scientific work that came before it.  

 Secondly, Cresswell questioned where the emphasis should lie on the first two words of the 

new mobilities paradigm. Should it be read as the new mobilities paradigm? This reading would 

suggest, falsely, that there was an old mobilities paradigm. Alternatively, should it be read as the 

new mobilities paradigm? This interpretation, Cresswell explains, is also problematic because 

“movements of one kind or another have been at the heart of all kinds of social science (and 

particularly geography) since their inception” (18). As examples of early sociologists who dealt 

with mobility directly in their work, Cresswell refers to Georg Simmel, whose work on the 

metropolis and mental life (2013) was based on the experiences of someone moving through the 

city, and the Chicago School sociologists (Burgess, for example, wrote about “mobility as the 

pulse of the community” (2013, 97)). “So”, Cresswell asks, “what is ‘new’ about the new 

mobilities paradigm?” (18). He responds to this rhetorically-posed question by explaining: 

Despite all the caveats above, there clearly is something ‘new’ about the ways mobilities 
are being approached currently that distinguishes them from earlier accounts of 
movement, migration, and transport (to name but three of the modes of mobility that have 
long been considered). … Mobility studies have begun to take the actual fact of 
movement seriously (18). 
 

Instead of the new mobilities paradigm, most researchers refer to the recent surge of mobility-

related research as “the mobilities turn” (McCann 2010; Franquesa 2011; Richardson 2013). 

 The mobilities turn has brought a wide assortment of mobility-related research to the fore. 

Some of the work has been general, about mobility itself (Urry 2000a; Urry 2000b; Hannam et 

al. 2006; Urry 2007; Cresswell 2006; Adey 2006; Adey 2010). Other studies are more specific in 

their focus. One of the most prolifically written about topics is automobility (mobility by 

automobile) (Beckmann 2001; Dant 2004; Featherstone 2004; Urry 2004; Hagman 2006; Rajan 
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2006). The mobilities literature is quickly expanding to include anything that moves. Common 

topics include, for example, border crossings (e.g., Richardson 2013) and tourism (e.g. Hall 

2015), but mobilities researchers are focussing on increasingly specific and obscure topics, 

including travelling musicians (Nóvoa 2012), reindeer herders in the arctic (Vitebsky and 

Alekseyev 2015), and even the mobility of human cadavers (Jassal 2015). 

 One of the common themes in the mobilities literature has been the dichotomy of fixity and 

flow. Hannam, Sheller, and Urry (2006) wrote about mobilities and moorings. They argued, in 

short, that if someone is to understand mobilities, then he or she must also understand what that 

mobile body ‘pushes off’ of. They write, “Mobilities cannot be described without attention to the 

necessary spatial, infrastructural and institutional moorings that configure and enable mobilities” 

(3). For this reason, I intend to pay close attention to the built and urban forms that velomobility 

‘pushes off’ of.  

 A thorough examination of the many moorings that enable mobilities might lead to the 

conception of a system. Urry, for example, described the “‘system’ of automobility” (Urry 2004). 

He explained: “Automobility can be conceptualized as a self-organizing autopoietic, non-linear 

system that spreads world-wide, and includes cars, car-drivers, roads, petroleum supplies and 

many novel objects, technologies and signs. The system generates the preconditions for its own 

self-expansion” (27). Although Urry’s work added much-needed complexity to the 

automobilities literature, his heavy focus on mobilities and moorings led to a significant 

omission: the role of politics. Böhm et al. (2006) highlighted this omission when they criticized 

Urry’s work, writing, “The notion of system tends to underplay collective human agency in the 

production of automobility and to avoid the political questions about the shaping of the 

automobile ‘system’” (5). They insist that we ask questions about “regimes of power,” 
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suggesting that elements of power include, but are not limited to, the “crude elements of power 

in automobile systems” (like the brutal power of a speeding SUV), the “plethora of regulatory 

schemes” that regularize movement in automobiles (like traffic laws), and the “reorganization of 

capital’s power in the workplace” (that is, development of the Fordist regime of accumulation) 

(7-8, emphasis in original). As Böhm et al. make clear, any examination of mobility would be 

incomplete without asking questions about the power relations at play in that regime of mobility.  

 Tim Cresswell also emphasized the necessity of attending to the politics of mobility. 

Elaborating on his interpretation of that term, he wrote:  

By politics I mean social relations that involve the production and distribution of power. 
By a politics of mobility I mean the ways in which mobilities are both productive of such 
social relations and produced by them. Social relations are of course complicated and 
diverse. They include relations between classes, genders, ethnicities, nationalities, and 
religious groups as well as a host of other forms of group identity (2010, 21). 

	
 With this interpretation in mind, he outlined six questions that should be addressed when 

investigating the politics of mobility. These six questions have inspired much of the content 

presented throughout Part 3 (Contemporary Practices of Velomobility) and are worth describing 

in full. I will briefly present each question and then interpret it through other questions that are 

more specifically relevant to cycling. 

 First, Cresswell asks, “why does a person or thing move?” (22, emphasis in original).  It is 

important to consider the motivations behind one’s decision to move or decision to remain 

stationary, but, just as importantly, it is important to consider one’s capacity to make that 

decision. Is the movement voluntary? With respect to cycling, we could ask: Why does a cyclist 

move? For fitness? To get to work? To reduce greenhouse gas emissions? 

 Second, Cresswell asks, “how fast does a person or thing move?” (23, emphasis in 

original). Although the capacity for speed is often praised (Virilio 1986), this is not always the 
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case. Cresswell writes, “Consider the slow food and slow culture movements. How bourgeois 

can you get? Who has the time and space to be slow by choice?” (23). Cycling researchers might 

consider the techniques and equipment necessary for cyclists to achieve a high speed. They 

might also ask why some cyclists desire high speeds while others are happy to slowly meander 

along a sidewalk or a bike path. 

 Third: “in what rhythm does a person or thing move?” (23, emphasis in original). He 

explains that “[t]he rhythms of some kinds of music and dance, for instance, have famously upset 

those ‘high up,’” citing jazz, punk, and rave music as examples (24). Whereas the rhythm of 

music spans seconds, it is also important to consider longer rhythms, spanning days, months, 

seasons, or even years. Why do so many cyclists ride only during the summer months? Why do 

some ride only on weekends? 

 Fourth, he asks, “What route does it take?” (24, emphasis in original). Drawing on the 

work of Deleuze and Guattari (1987), Cresswell writes, “Producing order and predictability is 

not simply a matter of fixing in space but of channeling motion—of producing correct mobilities 

through the designation of routes” (24). With respect to cycling, how are cycling routes 

designated in a city? Do cyclists use those predetermined routes? Why or why not? Why are 

some routes continuous and well-maintained while other are fragmented and debris-ridden? 

 Fifth, Cresswell asks, “how does it feel?” (25, emphasis in original). This question is an 

important one for mobilities researchers. Attention paid to the subjective aspects of mobility 

helps to differentiate research done after the mobilities turn from much of the work conducted 

before it. Cresswell describes mobility on an airplane to highlight the political significance of the 

experiential aspects of mobility. He writes: 

The arrangement of seats on a trans-Atlantic flight is an almost perfect metaphor for an 
experiential politics of mobility. Upper, first, or connoisseur class provides you with 
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more space, nicer food, more oxygen, more toilets per person, massage, limousine 
service, media on line. Those at the back are cramped, uncomfortable, oxygen starved, 
and standing in line for the toilet (25). 
 

It is important to ask how it feels to ride a bike, especially in comparison with other forms of 

mobility in that city, or in comparison with cycling in other cities. Does cycling feel safe? 

Stressful? Exhausting? Enjoyable? Liberating? 

 Sixth, and finally, Cresswell asks, “when and how does it stop?” (26). It is important to 

examine if stopping is done purposefully, and whether it is done voluntarily or through coercion 

or physical force. Similarly, it is important to ask when and why cyclists stop. Do they stop 

because of rain? Because of darkness? Because of a tire flattened by debris on a poorly 

maintained street? Because of an issue related to the perception of a personal identity? 

 How, given this range of important questions, should one go about studying mobility? 

Cresswell suggests that mobilities researchers consider three aspects of mobility. First, we should 

examine “the fact of physical movement” (19). He describes physical movement as “the raw 

materials for the production of mobility” (19). It is important to pay attention to the body and the 

way it moves, the materials that move with or against the body, the relatively stationary materials 

that surround the movement, the distances travelled, and the routes taken. The materialities of 

mobility and their spatial context (here, in a Euclidean sense) are important. 

 A second aspect of mobility is what Cresswell calls “representations of mobility” (19). He 

explains: “Mobility has been figured as adventure, as tedium, as education, as freedom, as 

modern, as threatening. … Consider all the meanings wrapped up in car advertisements or 

mobile phones” (19). The many meanings of mobility are closely tied up with the politics of 

mobility. While automobiles are regularly depicted as safe and luxurious (Ferguson et al. 2003), 

bicycles are often depicted as dangerous and childish (Furness 2010). To understand the politics 
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of mobility and its impact on notions of identity, researchers should examine representations of 

mobility and the (re)production and contestation of dominant discourse. 

 Finally, Cresswell identifies a third aspect of mobility: “the experienced and embodied 

practices of movement” (19). To understand ‘practices’, he suggests two primary questions. 

First, how is mobility done? He writes: “Getting from A to B can be very different depending on 

how the body moves. Any consideration of mobility has to include the kinds of things people do 

when they move in various ways” (20). Second, how does mobility feel? It is important to attend 

to feelings in the body (Are there pleasures? Pains?) and in the mind (Does it make you feel free? 

Claustrophobic? Guilt-ridden?). It is important to examine the practices of mobility, both in 

terms of the ways that those practices are performed and how they are experienced. 

 Together, these three aspects of mobility comprise what Cresswell refers to as a 

“constellation of mobility” (18). Such a constellation must be interpreted as occurring at a 

particular time and in a particular region. This interpretation will help to bring specific temporal, 

spatial, and social circumstances to bear in understanding the political context and broader power 

relations in which such a constellation occurs. As Cresswell notes, these three aspects “are bound 

up with one another” and “are unlikely to be easy to untangle” (19). For this reason, I will pay 

careful attention to each of these three aspects of mobility throughout this investigation of 

velomobility in Calgary and Amsterdam. 

 Cresswell’s work has had a strong influence on the organization of this dissertation. His 

emphasis on the representations of mobility has inspired the analysis contained in Chapter 7, 

where I will use a content analysis and a thematic analysis to explore representations of 

velomobility and automobility in print advertisements. (Without this chapter, my examination of 

a constellation of mobility would be incomplete!) Furthermore, the six questions posed regarding 
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the politics of mobility have loosely informed the structure of Part 3. There, each chapter focuses 

on answering a single question. In order: Why do people ride? Where do people ride? What do 

people ride? How do people ride? When do people ride? And, lastly, who rides? Cresswell’s 

work has inspired me to take “the actual fact of movement seriously” (Cresswell 2010, 18). 

 

2.2. Sociospatialities 
  

 Space is more than that typically depicted with three-dimensional coordinates. Space is 

simultaneously imbued with social meaning and gives meaning to social situations. Specifically, 

sociospatiality is co-constituted through social and spatial relations. With this recognition, 

human geographers (and a handful of spatially-aware sociologists) have developed a number of 

ways of interpreting sociospatiality. These interpretations should have important implications for 

mobilities researchers. For physicists, movement relates to changes in time and space. For social 

scientists, I would argue, mobility relates to changes in time and sociospatialities. To understand 

mobility, it is important to understand several specific conceptions of the sociospatialities 

through which the mobile body moves. 

 David Harvey (2006) described a tripartite division of space, suggesting that space can 

simultaneously be considered in absolute, relative, and relational ways. Absolute space is the 

fixed space of Euclidean geometry. If I were to describe mobility as the abstract movement of an 

object from point A to point B, I would be describing mobility through absolute space. Relative 

space is the non-Euclidean space made famous by thinkers like Einstein. When I describe 

someone walking towards me, or someone leaving a city, I am describing mobility through 

relative space. Finally, Harvey describes relational space. He writes, “If I ask what Tiananmen 

Square or ‘Ground Zero’ mean, then the only way I can seek an answer is to think in relational 
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terms” (275, emphasis in original). If I were to describe the thrill of mobility in a Formula 1 race 

or the sorrow of mobility in a funeral procession, then I would be describing mobility through 

relational space. 

 It is worth noting that this third form of mobility, which we could call relational mobility, 

lies at the heart of the mobilities literature. Answers to the aforementioned questions posed by 

Tim Cresswell can only be answered in relational terms. The other two forms of mobility that 

arise from Harvey’s tripartite division of space, which we could call absolute mobility and 

relative mobility, may align with the sedentarist tendencies that mobilities scholars have sought 

to move beyond. Cresswell (2006), for example, describes classic migration theory as sedentarist 

because in it “[t]he line that connects A to B is explained by A and B, and their relative push and 

pull factors” (29, emphasis in original). Understood this way, classic migration theory might be 

said to utilize notions of absolute or relative mobility, while remaining blind to relational 

mobility. 

 In the same article, Harvey describes the slightly different tripartite division of space 

proposed by French sociologist, Henri Lefebvre (1991). Lefebvre described (1) material space 

(“the space of experience and of perception open to physical touch and sensation”; (2) the 

representation of space (“space as conceived and represented”); and (3) spaces of representation 

(“the lived space of sensations, the imagination, emotions and meaning incorporated into how we 

live day by day”) (Harvey 2006, 279). If we reinterpreted Lefebvre’s tripartite division of space 

as three distinct aspects of mobility, we might be left with something like (1) physical 

movement, (2) representations of movement, and (3) the experiential aspects of movement. The 

aspects of mobility that result by exploring movement through Lefebvre’s tripartite division of 

space is uncannily similar to the constellation of mobility described by Tim Cresswell. 
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Throughout this dissertation, I will continue to use the terminology used by Cresswell because it 

is more widely known in the mobilities literature, but it is important to demonstrate the 

conceptual consistency between Cresswell’s work and Lefebvre’s.  

 In addition to the tripartite divisions of space outlined by Harvey and Lefebvre, scholars 

have described four other sociospatialities. Jessop, Brenner, and Jones (2008) have interpreted 

them as four dimensions of sociospatiality in their TPSN framework. These dimensions are 

territory (T), place (P), scale (S), and network (N). Territory (e.g., Taylor 1994; Sassen 2000), as 

Brenner (2009) explains, “entails the enclosure, bordering, and parcelization of social relations” 

(31). Territory is the sociospatial perspective that dominates the analysis of the geographies of 

the contemporary nation state and other political bodies. Using this form of sociospatiality, the 

nation state is “routinely defined as a territorial power-container” (31). These kinds of territorial 

power containers can be formal and relatively static, like the borders that enclose a nation, or 

informal and relatively fluid, like a gang’s turf.  

 Place (e.g., Massey 1994; Cresswell 1996), the second dimension of sociospatiality listed 

in the TPSN framework, is tied up with aspects of ideology and the performance of practices. 

Gieryn (2000) explained that places have three necessary and sufficient features: geographic 

location, material form, and “investment with meaning and value” (465). Cresswell (1996) 

demonstrated the important connections between place and ideology in his study of the 

transgression of place. He observed that place is a “fundamental form of classification” (161) 

that allows us to differentiate between ‘us’ (those who belong in that place) and ‘them’ (those 

who transgress it). Ideology plays a key role in the construction of place, which, in turn, 

“contributes to the creation and reproduction of action-oriented (ideological) beliefs” (161). “The 

materiality of place,” he continues, “gives it an aura of ‘nature’ … which can thus be offered as 
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justification for particular views of what is good, just, and appropriate” (161). In short, 

everything should be in its right place; anything that is not is potentially bad, unjust, or 

inappropriate. Like any stationary practice, the practices of mobility can also be in-place or out-

of-place. The significance of cycling places (or lack thereof) will be important throughout this 

dissertation, but will become especially clear in Chapter 10: “Where do people ride? 

Sociospatialities of Velomobility”.  

 Scale (e.g., Leitner and Miller 2007; Keil and Mahon 2009), the third dimension of 

sociospatiality, is closely related to territory. As Miller (2009) explains, scale is "a set of 

territorially nested, malleable relationships among territorially embedded or constituted agents 

and institutions, shaping their responsibilities, capacities, opportunities, and constraints through 

territory-specific rule regimes, resources, and identities" (62). In Canada, the municipal, 

provincial, and national governments each represent distinct scales of government. It is important 

to recognize that municipal, state/provincial, and federal scales of governance are not a priori 

sociospatial categories. As Purcell (2006) notes, “Scales are not independent entities with pre-

given characteristics. Instead, they are socially constructed strategies to achieve particular ends” 

(1991). As I will demonstrate later in this dissertation (especially in Chapter 6: “Urban Politics), 

to understand the politics of mobility it is vital to attend to the ways that governance strategies 

are constructed at a particular scale and, just as importantly, how governments can download 

responsibilities from one scale to another or how actors can help particular strategies jump up to 

another scale.  

 Finally, the fourth dimension of sociospatiality relates to networks. In recent years, the 

social significance of networks have been emphasized by scholars across the social sciences 

(e.g., Castells 2000; Latour 2005). Networks can be interpreted as social (e.g., Humphreys 2010), 
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or as physical (e.g., Bax et al. 2010), but, as the TPSN framework emphasizes, networks, like 

territories, places, and scales, are sociospatially co-constituted.  

 It is important to emphasize that the four dimensions of sociospatiality outlined in the 

TPSN framework should not be considered in isolation. As Jessop, Brenner, and Jones point out, 

sociospatiality is polymorphic; territories, places, scales, and networks are co-implicated in every 

sociospatial relation. Although scholars have carefully examined each of these sociospatialities, 

there has been a tendency to ontologically privilege a single dimension of sociospatiality. Jessop, 

Brenner, and Jones write, “Focusing on a single dimension may be justified as a simple entry 

point into a more complex inquiry but this requires reflexive attention to combining different 

dimensions of sociospatial analysis with other features of the research object in question” (392). 

Accordingly, the evidence presented throughout this dissertation and the resulting analysis will 

consider each dimension of sociospatiality.  

 Now that we have established the need to attend to different sociospatialities, it is 

important to return, briefly, to mobility. If, as I suggested earlier, mobility relates to changes in 

time and sociospatialities, then it is necessary to ask: through which sociospatialities does 

mobility occur? As Byron Miller and I have argued elsewhere (Miller and Ponto 2016), when 

examining mobility, it is necessary to consider the implications of each dimension of 

sociospatiality. While Cresswell’s six questions about the politics of mobility is a good starting 

point, specifically exploring how each of the four dimensions of sociospatiality are implicated in 

mobility will expand the analysis and further highlight the political character of mobility.  

 A brief discussion of each dimension of sociospatiality will make this point clear. An 

exploration of territory in mobility will yield important insights into the political machinations 

that enable or constrain mobility in a particular territory. The details of territorial forms of 
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governance will likely be especially clear when examining (im)mobility at the territory’s 

borders. By examining the context of place, it will be possible to highlight mobility that is in-

place and mobility that is out-of-place. Such an investigation will require attention paid to 

mobility’s discursive context and an understanding of how prevailing ideologies inform which 

mobilities transgress place, and how. Virtually every form of mobility will occur in multiple, 

nested territories. Accordingly, it is important to consider how scalar politics shape mobility. By 

attending to how governance mandates, strategies, and capacities are taken up at higher scales (or 

how they are downloaded to lower ones), one gains an important insight into the politicization of 

mobility. Finally, it is important to examine how mobility happens in, and between, networks. 

The political implications of networks become clear when we consider the notion of motility. 

Motility is, in short, the capacity for mobility. As Adey (2010) explains it, “motility is not only 

much more than the potential to be mobile but is also the ability to turn that potential into an 

actuality” (100, my emphasis). We could extend this term to automobility and velomobility by 

considering the capacity for mobility by automobile (automotility) and the capacity for mobility 

by bicycle (velomotility).  

 For any city, we could ask: How do policies, regulatory frameworks, and infrastructure 

projects at each scale of government facilitate velomotility by enabling or constraining the 

place-based practices of cycling? This broad question, which I hope to have clearly answered by 

the end of this dissertation for two specific cases, cannot be answered without paying attention to 

each of the four dimensions of sociospatiality.  
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2.3. Urban Politics  
	
 As I have stressed throughout these two introductory chapters, to understand cycling in 

cities it is important to understand the political context in which mobility occurs. Specifically, it 

is important to understand how political processes shape urban forms and built forms. It is 

essential, therefore, to examine urban politics.  

 Intellectual trends in interpreting urban politics have shifted over the decades. In the 1960s, 

social scientists, led by Robert Dahl in his 1961 book, Who Governs? (Dahl 2005), examined 

how interested and concerned citizens came together to solve problems and govern the city. This 

approach, known as pluralism, emphasized the role of individual actors and largely ignored more 

structural forms of power. Stone (1987) explained, “pluralists acknowledged that groups vary in 

resources such as size, cohesion, organization, and wealth; but they contended that no group has 

a monopoly on resources, and no group devotes all of its resources to politics” (13). As more 

critical analyses of urban politics exposed the entrenched power structures that shape decisions 

of urban governance, pluralist accounts of power have been largely dismissed. Accordingly, 

Stone writes, “there is no going back to pluralism” (12). 

 Following the actor-focussed accounts of political power in the 1960s, the pendulum 

swung hard in the opposite direction as social scientists embraced structural Marxist accounts of 

urban politics in the 1970s. Stone summarized this development nicely, writing, “Marxism was 

thus better able to explain the intense conflict of the 1960s than was either pluralist political 

science or its close relative, Parsonian sociology. Further, Marxism provided a ready explanation 

for the fiscal strains that engulfed so many cities in the 1970s” (13). Scholars like James 

O’Connor (1979), who outlined the legitimation function and accumulation function of the state, 

described cities as something like pawns in the broader, more structural mechanisms that 
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capitalists use to entrench their power and advance their capital-accumulating interests. 

Structural Marxist theories of urban power were appealing for their ability to explain power 

structures in a compelling, albeit abstract, way, but it proved difficult to demonstrate their 

validity with empirical evidence. As Pickvance (1995) explains, “Marxist theory addresses 

questions about the reproduction of socio-economic systems at a fairly large scale. It is less able 

to address questions at the middle and micro-levels” (273). Most problematically, however, by 

emphasizing the significance of the macro-scale, Marxist theory seems to imply that urban 

politics doesn’t matter. For most observers, urban politics clearly matters. But how? 

 In the 1980s, looking for empirical evidence of the machinations of urban politics, the 

pendulum swung back towards the analysis of individual actors rather than structural forces. In 

1987, Logan and Moloch published their now-classic book, Urban Fortunes: The Political 

Economy of Place (2007). Their approach is rooted in critiques of two major schools of thought. 

First, they criticize classical economics by questioning the ‘naturalness’ of economic laws. They 

write, “Markets are bound up with human interest in wealth, power, and affection. Markets work 

through such interests and the institutions that are derived from and sustain them. These human 

forces organize how markets work, what prices will be, as well as the behaviour response to 

prices.” (9, emphasis in original). “In brief,” they argue, “price is sociological” (9, emphasis in 

original). Secondly, their approach is rooted a critique of structural Marxism. They explain that, 

for Marxist thinkers, “The only actors who matter, if any actors matter at all, are the corporate 

capitalists, whose control of the means of production appears to make them, for all practical 

purposes, invincible” (11). To study urban politics, Logan and Moloch seek to “give primary 

attention to the strategies, schemes, and needs of human agents and their institutions at the local 

level” (12). They seek to study local individuals and institutions, but, in short, they seek to “steer 
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a middle course” (12) by utilizing the critical insights of political economic thinkers to offset the 

naivety of a pluralist approach.  

 Logan and Moloch’s research led to the description and analysis of “the city as a growth 

machine” (50). With a focus on the machinations of urban growth, they describe a “growth 

coalition”: an informal and loosely-related group of individuals and institutions that mutually 

benefit from urban growth, albeit in different ways (50). They explain that the growth coalition 

consists of primary players (politicians, local media, and utilities companies) and auxiliary 

players (universities, art exhibiters and cultural institutions, professional sports franchises, 

organized labour, self-employed individuals, and corporate capitalists). Upon the conclusion of 

their analysis, Logan and Moloch write: 

Current urban arrangements, we now know, are not there simply because they maximize 
efficiency, or because they follow a uniform pattern of capitalist exploitation. Instead, 
they represent the physical and social consequences of cumulative strivings by capitalists 
bent on profit, rentiers seeking property returns, and neighbourhood groups striving for 
use value from place. Each group, within its limits, has left no stone unturned in the 
attempt to mobilize and manipulate every political, cultural, and economic institution on 
its behalf (292, my emphasis). 
 

Growth coalitions shape urban growth, which, in turn, characterizes both urban and built forms. 

The significance of the impact of growth coalitions on urban mobility cannot be overstated. 

Unfortunately, however, such an impact is often ignored by mobilities researchers. 

Appropriately, then, urban growth—and the management of urban growth—will become a core 

theme in my analysis, especially in Chapter 4: “Building Urban Forms”. 

 Although Logan and Moloch’s growth machine study remains an important and influential 

one, it is not without critics. Jessop, Peck, and Tickell, for example, criticized the growth 

machine approach for neglecting the broader political economic context in which the growth 

machine occurs (Jessop et al. 1999). Their criticism stems from a perspective that is rooted in 
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regulation theory (e.g., Harvey 1989; Harvey 1990; Goodwin and Painter 1996; Jessop 1997; 

Lauria 1999). Drawing on Marxist insights, regulation theorists seek to understand the 

accumulation of capital, but expand their studies to include the “social, political, and cultural 

mechanisms” that helps to reproduce the capital accumulation process (Lauria 1999, 130). These 

social, political, and cultural mechanisms are collectively referred to as regimes of accumulation, 

like the ones known as Fordism and Post-Fordism (or, after-Fordism (Peck and Tickell 1994)). 

 In short, the growth machine hypothesis has been criticized for neglecting the important 

insights developed by regulation theorists (that cities operate within a broader regime of 

accumulation) and, relatedly, for neglecting the multi-scalar political context in which growth 

machines operate. Jessop, Peck, and Tickell write: 

While accepting the value of much urban growth machine and urban regime analysis, we 
reject the tendency to treat urban politics as existing somehow in isolation from wider 
economic and political forces and processes. We also reject the tendency to focus on 
local actors and agency to the exclusion of local economic and political structures, and/or 
to regard the latter as highly malleable in the hands of local elites. … Instead, we explore 
the dialectic among different spatial scales of economic and political organization and 
emphasize the mutual constitution of structure and agency across different levels (142-
143). 
 

Although the analysis presented in this dissertation will fall short of examining the regimes of 

accumulation in which cities operate, the significance of those regimes has inspired the analysis 

presented here. Whenever possible, I will pay attention to multi-scalar politics and the broader 

regimes of accumulation in which urban growth occurs. 

 The studies of urban politics and their multi-scalar political arrangements can be tied back 

to the mobilities literature through a burgeoning field of work that deals with policy mobilities. 

McCann (2010) wrote about policy mobilities in a widely cited piece that brings together 

mobilities research, the TPSN framework, and governmentality studies. He describes the 

limitations of much existing policy transfer research: “its tendency toward narrow typologies, its 
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adherence to one or two scales, and its tendency to fall into a literalist trap of assuming that little 

happens to policies ‘along the way,’ or ‘in the telling’ as they are moved from place to place” 

(111). Then, to overcome those limitations, McCann proposes a “global ethnography” that 

“investigates the processes, meanings, and contexts of a single research site, and the 

governmentality of certain microspaces within it, to investigate the mutually constitutive 

relationships, forces, and imaginaries that tie it to other scales” (113). Müller (2014) attempted 

something similar when he studied the mobility of sustainability policies at the 2014 Winter 

Olympic Games in Sochi. Through that case study, he showed that policy transfer has three 

phases: transportation (it moves from one place to another), transformation (it inevitably changes 

along the way), and translation (it is intentionally altered to work in its new context).  

 The policy mobility literature further demonstrates that urban politics does not happen in a 

vacuum. Local politicians and municipal officers regularly mobilize policy, either by ‘importing’ 

new ones or by ’exporting’ their own policies. Although it falls beyond the scope of this study to 

provide a detailed account of the transportation, transformation, and translation of any particular 

policy, I recognize the importance of such a perspective and, when appropriate, I will highlight 

the mobility of cycling policy. The significance of policy mobility will become clear in Chapter 

5: Building Places for Velomobility. 

 

2.4. Governmentalities 
	
  Writing over a period that spanned the 1970s and into the decades on either end of that 

period, Michel Foucault developed important new ways of understanding and interpreting power 

relations. Many critical thinkers from that period, as I suggested earlier, had adopted a 

perspective rooted in the more structurally-inclined strains of Marxism. As Mollenkopf (1992) 
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explained, these Marxist perspectives “underscored the need to analyze how basic patterns of the 

economic, political, or cultural rules of the game bias the capacity of different interests to realize 

their ends through politics and the state” (28, my emphasis). Through his work on disciplinary 

techniques, Foucault (1995) sought to move away from these kinds of structural interpretations 

of power. He wrote, “[power] relations go right down into the depths of society … they are not 

localized in the relations between the state and its citizens or on the frontier between classes” 

(27). For Foucault, power was much subtler and more diffuse than was suggested by structural 

Marxists. Therefore, instead of studying the macro-structural ‘rules of the game’, Foucault 

attempted to study the “micro-physics of power” (26). 

 Despite broad praise for his innovative approach to interpreting power relations, Foucault 

was criticized for ignoring the role of the state. For example, in Driver’s (1985) critical review of 

Discipline and Punish, he points out that because of Foucault’s exclusive emphasis on the micro-

physics of power, he “simply fails to examine the ways in which the ‘micropowers’ were 

coordinated, the ways in which the disciplines were used” (444, my emphasis). The problem, 

then, for Foucault, was to find a way to study the coordination of the micropowers without 

relying on the role of the state (which would lead to the problematic structuralist tendency to rely 

on “universals”2 (Foucault 2008, 3)). 

 By thinking about the coordination of micropowers in a way that seeks to avoid 

overemphasizing structures like ‘the state’, Foucault developed the notion of governmentality 

(Gordon 1991). In a lecture delivered in 1978, Foucault (1991) described governmentality as: 

“the ensemble formed by the institutions, procedures, analyses and reflections, the 
calculations and tactics that allow the exercise of this very specific albeit very complex 
form of power, which has as its target population, and as its principle form of knowledge 

																																																								
2 Foucault (2008) writes: “instead of deducing concrete phenomena from universals, or instead of starting with 
universals as an obligatory grid of intelligibility for certain concrete practices, I would like to start with these 
concrete practices and, as it were, pass these universals through the grid of these practices” (3). 
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political economy, and as its essential technical means apparatuses of security” (102, my 
emphasis). 
 

By examining consistencies between rationalities and techniques in an “ensemble” of 

institutions, potentially including both state and non-state institutions, Foucault found a way to 

examine the coordination of micropowers without appealing exclusively to ‘the state’. 

Unfortunately, Foucault’s death in 1984 left his work on governmentality largely unfinished.  

 Since 1984, a number of theorists have attempted to pick up loose ends from Foucault’s 

work and advance the burgeoning field of governmentality studies. One of the most influential 

papers, early on, was Rose and Miller’s (1992) article, titled, “Political power beyond the State: 

problematics of government”. In it, they argue that the characteristics of modern forms of 

political power have fundamentally changed: it is no longer appropriate to “treat states as unified 

actors with considerable autonomy” (274). They explain: 

Posed from this perspective, the question is no longer one of accounting for government 
in terms of ‘the power of the State’, but of ascertaining how, and to what extent, the state 
is articulated into the activity of government: what relations are established between 
political and other authorities; what funds, forces, persons, knowledge or legitimacy are 
utilised; and by means of what devices and techniques are these different tactics made 
operable (275). 

	
This perspective led them to investigate the “problematics of government” (272). They identify 

two primary tools in this type of investigation. First, they identify “political rationalities” as: 

the changing discursive fields within which the exercise of power is conceptualised, the 
moral justifications for particular ways of exercising power by diverse authorities, 
notions of the appropriate forms, objects and limits of politics, and conceptions of the 
proper distribution of such tasks among secular, spiritual, military and familial sectors 
(273, emphasis in original). 

	
Second, they suggest that we examine “governmental technologies”, which they describe as “the 

complex of mundane programmes, calculations, techniques, apparatuses, documents and 

procedures through which authorities seek to embody and give effect to governmental 
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ambitions” (273). For Rose and Miller, these kinds of governmental technologies occur “beyond 

the State”, hence the title of their paper. This two-pronged investigation of government has been 

highly influential, and, in fact, now forms the standard description of governmentality studies. 

Most writers now describe governmentality studies as the study of rationalities of governance 

and their associated techniques of governance (e.g., O'Malley et al. 1997, 501-502; Rose 2000, 

322-323; Uitermark 2005, 146; Rose et al. 2006, 84; Huxley 2007, 187; McCann 2010, 113).   

 Although Rose and Miller advanced governmentality studies in important ways, their 

position was not without critics. Curtis (1995), for example, acknowledges that contemporary 

power relations are no longer exclusively state-centric, but suggests that Rose and Miller have 

located centres of power too far beyond the state. Curtis argues that by exclusively emphasizing 

the political rationalities and governmental technologies of apparatuses beyond the state (thereby 

suggesting that the state has “no interest in the matter” (581)), Rose and Miller have distorted 

Foucault’s original position, in which the state was understood to play a variety of significant 

roles. Curtis writes: “At least in Foucault's version, political power is 'beyond the state' not in the 

sense that 'the state' has no interest in or engages in no activities in pursuit of the regulation of 

health, but in the sense that projects for regulating the health of the population do not originate 

only in the state apparatus” (581, emphasis in original). As Curtis explains (and as Driver 

suggested before him), although examining the technologies of power beyond the state (the 

micro-physics of power) is unquestionably important, it is vital that governmentality scholars do 

not ignore the role of the state (which plays an essential role in coordinating those micropowers). 

State institutions remain key players in the development and perpetuation of governmental 

rationalities and in the distribution and implementation of various techniques of government. 

Understood this way, governmentality scholars would be remiss to ignore the role of the state.  
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 Curtis also voiced concern over Rose and Miller’s dismissal of “realism” in political 

sociology. Rose and Miller write: “Our studies of government eschew sociological realism and 

its burdens of explanation and causation. We do not try to characterise how social life really was 

and why. We do not seek to penetrate the surfaces of what people said to discover what they 

meant, what their real motives or interests were” (275, emphasis in original). Curtis highlighted 

the limitations of this approach. He explains: “Having refused the realist concern with large-scale 

relations of exploitation and domination, having refused to accord any utility to a concept of 

ideology, politics becomes a cooperative, consensual process, where well-intentioned authorities 

seek to rule according to well-articulated ethical considerations” (577).  

 Similarly, O’Mally, Weir, and Shearing (1997) explain that by ignoring the “messy 

actualities” of governance (the type of approach advocated for by Rose and Miller), “the 

[governmentality] literature tends to generate ideal typifications which often are in danger of 

being little more than the systematized self-representation of rule” (504). Such an approach, they 

argue, leaves us blind to instances of resistance to governmental techniques and rationalities. By 

adopting an epistemological approach that neglects an examination of how social life really is, 

that is, by failing to examine the mundane practices of everyday life, governmentality scholars 

risk missing the myriad and messy ways that power is contested. Instead, O’Malley et al. suggest 

moving towards a critical form of governmentality studies, one that pays attention to the 

mundane practices of everyday life to understand how resistances to governance shape 

rationalities and techniques of governance. With Curtis’ and O’Malley et al.’s comments in 

mind, I will explore techniques and rationalities of governance as they pertain to velomobility, 

but I will also consider the mundane practices of everyday life. That is, I will not neglect how 

social life really is in Calgary and Amsterdam. 
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 Several scholars have written about governmentality as an analytical project, but I have 

found the analytical framework put forth by Mitchel Dean (2010) to be especially clear and 

comprehensive. Dean calls his approach an analytics of government. He explains: 

An analytics of government attempts to show that our taken-for-granted ways of doing 
things and how we think about and question them are not entirely self-evident or 
necessary. An analytics of a particular regime of practices, at a minimum, seeks to 
identify the emergence of that regime, examine the multiple sources of the elements that 
constitute it, and follow the diverse processes and relations by which these elements are 
assembled into relatively stable forms of organization and institutional practice (31). 
 

Throughout this dissertation, I seek to understand the practices of cycling. By studying a regime 

of (cycling) practices (an analysis that considers both state and non-state actors and institutions), 

I hope to be able to demonstrate that neither velomobility nor automobility are natural or 

inevitable. I hope to examine the emergence of a regime of mobility and examine the diverse 

processes and relations that stabilize (or disrupt) that regime.  

 Unlike many governmentality scholars, Dean offers a comprehensive framework for 

conducting an analytics of government. Governmentality studies are primarily concerned with 

‘how’ questions. Dean suggests that there are four dimensions that must be explored to 

comprehensively understand a regime of practices. The first dimension, visibilities, is concerned 

with “characteristic forms of visibility, ways of seeing and perceiving” (33). He highlights 

architectural drawings, like Jeremy Bentham’s now famous panopticon, as an example of this 

dimension (41). With respect to cycling, we could consider the visual production (by state and 

non-state actors) of schematics related to street-scale plans for transportation infrastructure as a 

prime example of evidence that would fall into the visibilities dimension of an analytics of 

government.  

 The second dimension of an analytics of government, according to Dean, is knowledge. 

This dimension includes “distinctive ways of thinking and questioning, relying on definite 
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vocabularies and procedures for the production of truth” (33). Drawing on the governmentality 

literature as a whole, Dean asks, “What forms of thought, knowledge, expertise, strategies, 

means of calculation, or rationality are employed in practices of governing?” (42). With respect 

to cycling infrastructure, we should ask how knowledge about cycling has come to be. We 

should inquire about the logics and rationalities that drive certain design decisions (and how they 

are challenged). Furthermore, we should ask about the prevailing logics and rationalities that 

cyclists use to govern themselves (and, again, how they are challenged). We should also examine 

the logics and rationalities that inform how non-cyclists interact with cyclists3 so that we can 

recognize how those interactions serve to govern cyclists’ practices in the future. 

 The third dimension is techniques. This dimension consists of “specific ways of acting, 

intervening, and directing, made up of particular types of practical rationality (‘expertise’ and 

‘know-how’), and relying upon definite mechanisms, techniques and technologies” (33). With 

respect to this dimension, Dean suggests that the governmentality literature collectively asks: “by 

what means, mechanisms, procedures, instruments, tactics, techniques, technologies and 

vocabularies is authority constituted and rule established?” (42). Given the importance of 

attending to state and non-state actors, this dimension refers to, for example, the techniques that 

municipal governments use to govern moving cyclists and to the techniques that cyclists use to 

govern their own movement (which may have been learned from a non-state institution). From 

this recognition, it becomes clear that that we should consider a wide gamut of techniques, 

ranging from, for example, a city’s installation of traffic signals to a cyclist’s execution of a 

perfect pedal stroke.  

																																																								
3 Two examples that I will present later in this dissertation include pedestrians whispering curses on pathways and 
motorists honking horns on the street.	
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 The fourth and final dimension of an analytics of government is identities. This dimension, 

according to Dean, includes “characteristic ways of forming subjects, selves, persons, actors or 

agents” (33). He emphasizes that “[r]egimes of government do not determine forms of 

subjectivity. They elicit, promote, facilitate, foster, and attribute various capacities, qualities and 

statuses to particular agents” (43-44, emphasis in original). As scholars working in the tradition 

of symbolic interactionism (which will be discussed later in this chapter) suggest, self is a 

“construct that is given meaning through an actor's choices” (Fine 1993, 78). With this 

interpretation in mind, to adequately interpret subjectivities it is vital to understand how the 

choices available to that actor are enabled or constrained in a particular regime of practices. 

Doing so means attending to the performance of identity in that regime.  

 The questions raised in the governmentality literature, as summarized in Dean’s four 

dimensions of an analytics of government, will guide my analysis throughout this dissertation. 

Dean explains that governmentality studies “removes the ‘naturalness’ and ‘taken-for-granted’ 

character of how things are done … [and] … allows us to reveal domination as a contingent, 

historical product, and hence to be questioned” (50). By attending to the four dimensions of 

visibilities, knowledge, techniques, and identities, I hope to accomplish just that, demonstrating 

that neither velomobility nor automobility are natural or inevitable outcomes, but, instead, are 

accomplishments arising from decades of work done through complex relations of governance 

that include both state and non-state actors and institutions.  

 

2.5. Neoliberalisms 
	
 ‘Neoliberalism’ is a term that arises often in the governmentality and urban politics 

literatures. Given its significance in those literatures and in the analysis contained here, there is 
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much to be gained by unpacking that complex and loaded term. Following Foucault (2008), I 

understand ‘neoliberalism’ to refer to a particular rationality of government, or, as he puts it, a 

specific “art of government” (2). This is a standard position in the governmentality literature 

(e.g., Gordon 1991, Rose and Miller 1992, Burchell 1996, Dean 2010).  

 It is important to recognize that there are different forms of neoliberalism and that different 

analytical focuses are used to interpret those forms. With regard to the first half of that statement, 

consider Foucault’s differentiation between German ordoliberalism and American neoliberalism. 

Foucault described the emergence of a fundamentally new form of liberalism, ordoliberalism, in 

Germany after the Second World War. The term “ordoliberalism” refers to a journal, Ordo, that 

was a mainstay of the prevailing group of economists at the University of Freiburg, the 

intellectual hub of ordoliberalism in post-war Germany (Foucault 2008, 103). At the risk of 

oversimplifying Foucault’s analysis, a key concern for economists in post-Nazi Germany related 

to justifying the existence of the state. He explains that the ordoliberals proposed “adopt[ing] the 

free market as [the] organizing and regulating principle of the state, from the start of its existence 

up to the last form of its interventions. In other words: a state under the supervision of the market 

rather than a market supervised by the state” (116). Foucault suggests that, in doing so, the 

ordoliberals, in 1948, were able to “try to resolve the problem they faced of finding a way of 

giving legitimacy to a state that did not yet exist and that had to be made acceptable to those who 

most mistrusted it” (117). (This is a good example of the types of rationalities of governance that 

Foucault was interested in exploring with his governmentality studies.) 

 This neoliberal line of economic thinking spread to America, most notably through an 

Austrian economist, Friedrich von Hayek, who worked at the University of Chicago until 1962 

(when he left to work at the University of Freiburg). Although the resulting American 
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neoliberalism, associated with the Chicago School, differed from the German ordoliberalism that 

came from the Freiburg School, there are strong resemblances. Burchell (1996) explains it this 

way: “What they have in common, putting it very crudely, is a question concerning the extent to 

which competitive, optimizing market relations and behavior can serve as a principle not only for 

limiting governmental intervention, but also rationalizing government itself” (23). Specifically, 

Burchell writes, “the market exists, and can only exist, under certain political, legal and 

institutional conditions that must be actively constructed by government” (23). In other words, 

according to the neoliberal rationality of governance, the role of the state is to construct and 

maintain a competitive market. 

 As Foucault demonstrated through discussions of the German neoliberalism and American 

neoliberal, there are different forms of neoliberalism. There are also, as I mentioned earlier, 

different ways of interpreting these instances of neoliberalism. Broadly stated, works contained 

in the governmentality literature tend to emphasize different aspects of neoliberalism than works 

contained in the urban politics literature4. Both literatures, I would argue, agree that the 

rationality of governance relates to supporting the free market (and governing through it), but 

they tend to focus on different technologies of governance. In general, the governmentality 

literature tends to emphasize social technologies of governance while the urban politics literature 

tends to emphasize economic technologies of governance. I will describe each of these in turn. 

 Governmentality scholars have produced a body of research that describes technologies of 

governance in “advanced liberalism” (e.g., Rose and Miller 1992; Rose 2000; Rose; O’Malley, 

and Valverde 2006). To distinguish between neoliberalism and advanced liberalism, Dean 

explains that neoliberalism refers to “specific styles of the general rationality of rule” while 

																																																								
4 I single out those two literatures here because I have discussed them in this chapter. There are, of course, other 
literatures with interests in neoliberalism and its implications.  
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advanced liberalism refers to “the broader realm of the various assemblages of rationalities, 

technologies and agencies that constitute the characteristic ways of governing in contemporary 

liberal democracies” (2010, 176). In advanced liberal governments, Rose (2000) explains, “the 

state should be a partner, animator and facilitator for a variety of independent agents and powers, 

and should exercise only limited powers of its own, steering and regulating rather than rowing 

and providing” (323-324). Rose describes the resulting technologies as “technologies of 

freedom” because they “seek to govern ‘at a distance’ through, not in spite of, the autonomous 

choices of relatively independent entities” (324, my emphasis).  

 The American form of neoliberalism can be most readily differentiated from the German 

neoliberalism by the extent to which it seeks to govern social life through so-called technologies 

of freedom. Importantly, American neoliberalism can be characterized as extending the free-

market rationality to the governance of other aspects of social life, like health and crime. As 

described from the governmentality perspective, many neoliberal governmental technologies 

draw from the behavioural sciences. As Gordon (1991) explains: “the American neo-liberal 

homo economicus is manipulable man, man who is perpetually responsive to modifications in his 

environment. Economic government here joins hands with behaviourism” (43, emphasis in 

original).  

 Whereas governmentality scholars tend to emphasize the inclusion of free-market logic in 

governmental technologies like governance-at-a-distance, scholars studying urban politics tend 

to emphasize free-market strategies for ensuring economic growth. In both literatures, neoliberal 

technologies of governance mark a departure from the Keynesian welfare state, or, using 

regulation theory terminology, from the Fordist regime of accumulation (Harvey 1990; Peck and 

Tickell 1994; Goodwin and Painter 1996). Because my understanding of the economic 
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techniques of neoliberalism draws heavily from regulation theory, I will briefly describe 

neoliberalism in that context. 

 Lauria (1999) describes regulation theory as follows: “Regulation theory takes its starting 

point from one of Marx’s main insights, that capital accumulation is a contradictory process and 

thus cannot reproduce itself without the assistance of social, political, and cultural mechanisms” 

(130, my emphasis). From the end of the Second World War, Fordism, a regime of 

accumulation, successfully stabilized the accumulation of capital in the United States for several 

decades though many different regulatory mechanisms (or, to use the governmentality 

vernacular, many different techniques of governance): labour power was disciplined for the 

purposes of capital accumulation (Harvey 1990); working wages were tied to “productivity 

growth and inflation” (Goodwin and Painter 1996, 640); federal programs facilitated mass 

production and mass consumption (the American interstate highway system is a good example of 

these kinds of programs) (Harvey 1990); and, finally, supply and demand was managed through 

a nationally constituted Keynesian welfare state that was “predicated on a specifically configured 

international order” (Peck and Tickell 1994, 290). 

 Although Fordism worked remarkably well for several decades, its effectiveness in 

avoiding economic crisis was limited by the 1970s. As Peck and Tickell (1994) explain it, “One 

of the fundamental tensions of the Fordist regime was the uneasy interface between national 

forms of regulation and the globalizing dynamic of accumulation” (289, emphasis in original). 

They explain: “The internationalization of production and the growth of the export sector meant 

that wages were increasingly seen as a drag on economic competitiveness rather than a 

contributor to consumption. Consequently, real wages began to slow and then decline, 

compounding the problems of stagnating consumer demand” (291). This stagnating consumer 
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demand resulted, at least in part, from market saturation (by this point most Americans already 

had a car and a house full of appliances). Additionally, increased international competitiveness 

(the Japanese and German economies had become competitive again after several decades of 

stagnation following their losses in the Second World War) and the economic shock of the Oil 

Crisis in 1973 combined to further decrease profits.  

 In short, by the 1970s, Fordism could no longer avoid a crisis. It needed growth. Enter 

neoliberalism. The market-based rationality of governance developed and propagated through 

the Chicago School appeared to be the solution to the problems developed, in part, by a state-led 

program of economic management. The neoliberal rationality produced several political and 

economic techniques that were designed to “release” growth (Peck and Tickell, 1994). These 

techniques include: the ‘selling off’ of publicly owned enterprises; reducing barriers to trade; 

dismantling state welfare programs; preventing the formation of new unions; “downloading” 

state functions to the local level (Miller 2007, 225), and, with respect to urban governance, 

shifting from “managerial” governance models to “entrepreneurial” strategies based on the 

perceived benefits of inter-urban competition (Harvey 1989). 

 According to Peck and Tickell (2002), the development of neoliberal economic techniques 

of governance since the collapse of Fordism in the 1970s can be characterized in at least two 

different forms. First, they explain, in the late 70s and early 80s, “neoliberalism underwent a 

transformation from the abstract intellectualism of Hayek and Friedman to the state-authored 

restructuring projects of Thatcher and Reagan” (388). They describe this as “roll-back” 

neoliberalism (388). They describe this form of neoliberalism as: 

a shift from the philosophical project of the early 1970s (when the primary focus was on 
the restoration of a form of free-market thinking within the economics profession and its 
subsequent [re]constitution as the theoretical high ground) to the era of neoliberal 
conviction politics during the 1980s (when state power was mobilized behind 
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marketization and deregulation projects, aimed particularly at the central institutions of 
the Keynesian-welfarist settlement) (388). 

	
Following the roll-back phase of neoliberalism, a second phase, “roll out” neoliberalism, 

emerged in the 1990s (389). They explain: 

No longer concerned narrowly with the mobilization and extension of markets (and 
market logics), neoliberalism is increasingly associated with the political foregrounding 
of new modes of “social” and penal policy-making, concerned specifically with the 
aggressive reregulation, disciplining, and containment of those marginalized or 
dispossessed by the neoliberalization of the 1980s (388). 

	
It is worth pointing out that the roll-out form of neoliberalism, as described by Peck and Tickell, 

shares much common ground with the advanced liberalism described by governmentality 

theorists like Rose and Miller (even though the governmentality literature is not mentioned in 

Peck and Tickell’s article). 

 I will conclude this discussion by reiterating a warning raised by Rose, O’Malley, and 

Valverde (2006) about overextending the concept of neoliberalism. They explain that “although 

elements of neo-liberal ways of thinking and acting can be found in most governing regimes and 

programs today … it is misleading to suggest that contemporary arts of government are simply 

implementations of neo-liberal philosophies” (97). They suggest that using neoliberalism to 

describe the “family resemblance” of certain techniques or programs “may be useful at a certain 

level of generality,” but taking the formulation, problematization, and technologies of 

governance for granted “tends to blunt one of the cutting edges of governmentality” (97). 

Throughout this dissertation, I will, when possible, try to use terms like “advanced liberalism” to 

highlight the social techniques of governance described in the governmentality literature and 

terms like “roll back” and “roll out” neoliberalism to highlight specific forms of neoliberal policy 

described in the regulation theory literature. I will also, when possible, seek to tease out national 

differences in forms of neoliberalism. To be clear, this study is not designed to fully examine the 
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uptake, development, and perpetuation of neoliberalism in either Calgary or Amsterdam. That 

said, however, it should not take for granted any of the known variations in their specific forms 

either. 

 

2.6. Symbolic Interactions 
	
 As outlined earlier, mobilities scholars have argued the need to pay attention to the 

practices and subjectivities of movement. For many decades, sociologists working under the 

broad category of symbolic interactionism have studied these topics by describing the 

performances of social actors. Based on the work of Herbert Blumer, symbolic interactionists 

assume that (1) people interact with objects (including other people) based on shared meanings 

for those objects, (2) that these meanings are “derived through social interactions,” and (3) that 

these meanings are “managed and transformed through an interpretive process” (Snow 2001) 

(367). 

 Fine (1993) described the fragmentation, expansion, incorporation, and adoption of 

symbolic interactionist theories and methodological techniques. Symbolic interactionists, in 

general, have developed important insights into the notion of a self. Fine notes: “All 

interactionists, however distinct their theoretical grounding, methodological choices, and 

assumptions about the proper level of stability and reification, agree that self is not an object that 

has inherent meaning, but is a construct that is given meaning through an actor's choices” (78, 

my emphasis). 

 Erving Goffman, a highly influential sociologist, demonstrated the significance of actors’ 

choices by describing the presentation of the self in everyday life (Goffman 1959). He explains 
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that in any particular situation, it is in an individual’s best interest to influence how others 

interact with him or her by “control[ling] the conduct of others” (3). He writes:  

This control is achieved largely by influencing the definition of the situation which the 
others come to formulate, and he can influence this decision by expressing himself in 
such a way as to give them a kind of impression that will lead them to act voluntarily in 
accordance with his own plan. Thus, when an individual appears in the presence of 
others, there will usually be some reason for him to mobilize his activity so that it will 
convey an impression to others which it is in his interests to convey (3-4). 
 

Goffman then goes on to describe the performance of self in everyday life, defining a 

performance as “all the activity of a given participant on a given occasion which serves to 

influence in any way any of the other participants” (15). 

 The importance of recognizing the performative aspect of self has important implications 

for scholars of gender studies. Bell (1999), for example, explains: “gender, to cut a long story 

short, is an effect performatively produced”, suggesting: “Identity is the effect of performance, 

and not vice-versa” (3). Judith Butler (1988) studied the performative aspect of gender and 

identity. She wrote, 

[G]ender is in no way a stable identity or locus of agency from which various acts 
proceed; rather, it is an identity tenuously constituted in time—an identity instituted 
through a stylized repetition of acts. Further, gender is instituted through the stylization of 
the body and, hence, must be understood as the mundane way in which bodily gestures, 
movements, and enactments of various kinds constitute the illusion of an abiding 
gendered self (519, emphasis in original). 
 

By recognizing that identity is instituted through a “stylized repetition of acts”, Butler is able to 

politicize the performance of gender in important ways. She concludes: 

Gender is not passively scripted on the body, and neither is it determined by nature, 
language, the symbolic, or the overwhelming history of patriarchy. Gender is what is put 
on, invariably, under constraint, daily and incessantly, with anxiety and pleasure, but if 
this continuous act is mistaken for a natural or linguistic given, power is relinquished to 
expand the cultural field bodily through subversive performances of various kinds (531). 
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Importantly, Butler points out that gender is performed, “under constraint, daily and incessantly, 

with anxiety and pleasure,” through “bodily gestures, movements, and enactments”. Given these 

insights, it is important to examine how mobility affects, and is affected by, the daily 

performance of gender.  

 

2.7. Social Classes 
	
 Just as the performance of gender simultaneously affects, and is affected by, the practices 

of mobility, so too does (and is) the performance of social class. Bourdieu’s (1984) work on 

social class is relevant to an examination of the complex entanglements between the performance 

of mobility and the performance of social class. Bourdieu explains: 

Social class is not defined by a property (not even the most determinant one, such as the 
volume and composition of capital) nor by a collection of properties (of sex, age, social 
origin, ethnic origin … ), nor even by a chain of properties strung out from a fundamental 
property (position in the relations of production) in a relation of cause and effect, 
conditioner and conditioned; but by the structure of relations between all the pertinent 
properties which gives its specific value to each of them and to the effects that they exert 
on practices (106, my emphasis). 

	
In his study of social class in France, Bourdieu describes the struggle to (in some cases) achieve 

a higher social status and (in other cases) the struggle to maintain one’s already high class 

position (that is, to maintain its exclusivity by restricting accessibility to other, lower class 

individuals.) As Bourdieu notes, “In short, what the competitive struggle makes everlasting is not 

different [class] conditions, but the difference between [class] conditions” (164).  

 To study social class, Bourdieu utilized the notion of habitus. His description of that term 

is worth citing at length. He writes: 

The habitus is not only a structuring structure, which organizes practices and the 
perception of practices, but also a structured structure: the principle of division into 
logical classes which organizes the perception of the social world is itself the product of 
internalization of the division into social classes. Each class condition is defined, 
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simultaneously, by its intrinsic properties and by the relational properties which it derives 
from its position in the system of class conditions, which is also a system of differences, 
differential positions, i.e., by everything which distinguishes it from what it is not and 
especially from everything it is opposed to; social identity is defined and asserted 
through difference (171-172). 

	
As this passage suggests, the division of social classes, the performance of practices, and the 

construction of social identity are intimately related in complex ways. It is beyond the scope of 

this study to comprehensively examine the habitus of any particular cyclist, but it is important to 

recognize that the practices of velomobility are simultaneously structured by, and structuring of, 

the class-based habitus of each individual cyclist.  

 Bourdieu incorporates individual practices into his examination of habitus and social class 

by referring to fields, or “major areas of practice” (208). He explains that, in order to understand 

the lifestyles of each class and class faction (within which cultural practices are defined) one 

would have to “determine how the dispositions of the habitus are specified, for each of the major 

areas of practice, by implementing one of the stylistic possibles [sic] offered by each field (the 

field of sport, or music, or food, decoration, politics, language etc.) (208).  

 Cycling, interpreted as a major area of practice, could be considered to be a field. Learning 

from Bourdieu, the structured and structuring nature of each individual’s habitus leads them to 

practice cycling, and to interpret the practices of cycling, in different ways. More generally, 

Bourdieu writes: 

Because agents apprehend objects through the schemes of perception and appreciation of 
their habitus, it would be naïve to suppose that all practitioners of the same sport (or any 
other practice) confer the same meaning on their practice or even, strictly speaking, that 
they are practicing the same practice. It can easily be shown that the different classes do 
not agree on the profits expected from sport, be they specific physical profits, such as 
effects on the external body, like slimness, elegance or visible muscles, and on the 
internal body, like health or relaxation; or extrinsic profits, such as the social 
relationships a sport may facilitate, or possible economic and social advantages (209, 
211). 
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This observation is especially true of cycling, as we will see as this dissertation unfolds. As 

highlighted in the literature review chapter, there are complex relationships between cycling and 

income levels. Pucher et al. (2011), for example, reported that “it seems likely that low-income 

persons cycle mainly for work trips and other utilitarian purposes, while high-income persons 

may cycle more for recreation and exercise” (455). These differences should be interpreted and 

studied as arising from (and reinforcing) the perception and appreciation of velomobile practices 

through different, class-based habitus. 

 To understand the relationship between habitus and a field of practice, it is necessary to 

clearly distinguish between subtle differences between similar practices. That is, it is important 

to attend to motivations, experiences, and performances by examining aspects of practice like 

clothing and other materialities. As an example of a particular field, Bourdieu describes the sport 

of tennis. After describing the tennis played at an elite country club, which includes “a Lacoste 

shirt, white shorts or skirt, [and] special shoes), Bourdieu writes, “Tennis played in Bermuda 

shorts and a tee shirt, in a track suit or even swimming trunks, and Adidas running shoes, is 

indeed another tennis, both in the way it is played and in the satisfaction it gives” (212, my 

emphasis). Like these two different forms of tennis, there are different forms of velomobility, 

each of which are practiced in slightly different ways and which utilize different forms of 

clothing and other materialities. That is, there are class-based differences in the performance of 

velomobility.  

 To understand the ways that velomobility affects, and is affected by, aspects of gender and 

social class, it is essential to attend to subtle differences in materialities and practices. The third 

part of this dissertation (Part 3: Contemporary Practices of Velomobility) is comprised of six 

chapters that examine the practices of cycling in Calgary and Amsterdam. Importantly, the 
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contemporary practices described there will be presented in the context of some of the built 

forms and political decisions that have preceded them.  

 

2.8. Risks 
	
 As I will demonstrate, cycling in North American cities like Calgary is often understood to 

be a high-risk activity. This interpretation has serious consequences. Accordingly, it is important 

to consider risk from a social theoretical perspective. Ulrich Beck’s (1992) description of a risk 

society—the notion that the management of global risks in the late modern era have resulted in 

social relations that are fundamentally different from those in the early modern area—kick-

started a decades-long discussion about risk. A complete discussion of those discussions and the 

resulting perspectives is beyond the scope of what is practical here, but it is important to 

highlight two aspects of risk: first, that risk is closely related to social class and, second, that risk 

is governed in increasingly complex ways that are often closely associated with advanced 

liberalism.  

 As Dean Curran (2013) observed, one of “the most important and most contentious” of 

Beck’s claims is the “declaration that in the risk society the concept ‘class’ will no longer be 

adequate to understand this new emerging social reality” (45). Despite Beck’s claims, however, 

Curran demonstrates that class relations do play (and will continue to play) a strong role in the 

risk society. He highlights, for example, that the “current existing evidence with regard to the 

risks from natural disasters instead show these risks to be highly stratified within a given region 

based on income and wealth; those with less economic resources tend to occupy the areas and 

types of housing that are most vulnerable to natural risks” (49). Mike Davis makes this 

observation abundantly clear when he describes “slum ecology” in his book, Planet of Slums 
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(2007, 121). Davis notes, for example, that “seismic destruction usually maps with uncanny 

accuracy to poor-quality brick, mud, or concrete residential housing” (126). Curran points out 

that the wealthy, in contrast, “always have the power to modify their situation so as to occupy 

social-material positions that minimize hazards” (50). Similarly, the wealthy have access to 

knowledge about risky situations and appropriate risk mitigation strategies. Curran explains that 

“knowledge of the main contours of existing risks enables the wealthier to choose to better 

insulate themselves from many key social-material risks” (51). Social class is, therefore, related 

not only to the distribution of goods, but also, as Curran points out, to the distribution of ‘bads’. 

He explains: “this social structuring of the distribution of bads will be affected not only by class, 

but also by other forms of social structuration of disadvantage, such as gender and race” (54). As 

Curran makes clear, any discussion of risk should include an examination of the class-based 

context of access to risk mitigation strategies. 

 Risk is also a prominent topic in the governmentality literature. Ewald (1991), for example, 

wrote about insurance and risk. He observed that, in the case of insurance, risk has three 

characteristics. First, risk is calculable. He shows that by adopting a statistically-informed 

definition of risk, insurers assume that “accidents occur at a particular, specific rate” (202), 

implying that accidents happen regardless of the intention or will of individuals. This perspective 

contrasts with a juridical view of accidents, which assumes that “there would have been no 

accident without a fault” (202). The implications of these differing perspectives is worth 

highlighting. Ewald explains, “the judge supposes that if a certain individual had not behaved as 

he or she actually did, the accident would not have happened” whereas insurers assume that “the 

fact is that there is such and such a number of industrial or traffic accidents annually, that 

whatever the wishes may be that one cares to voice, the figures repeat themselves annually with 
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overwhelming regularity” (202). As Ewald suggests, this insurance-based definition of risk has 

important implications for the interpretation and management of risk related to traffic accidents. 

The second characteristic of insurance-based risk is that it is collective. Ewald notes that “risk 

only becomes something calculable when it is spread over a population” (203). Third, Ewald 

suggests that, for insurers, risk is a form of capital. He explains, “What is insured is not the 

injury that is actually lived, suffered, and resented by the person it happens to, but a capital 

against whose loss the insurer offers a guarantee” (204). With these three characteristics in mind, 

Ewald succinctly defines insurance-based risk as “the compensation of effects of chance through 

mutuality organized according to the laws of statistics” (205). 

 This statistically-informed interpretation of risk extends well beyond the field of insurance 

and into the wide-ranging gamut of life sciences. As I explained earlier, advanced liberal 

governments characteristically govern through freedoms, according to theorists like Rose and 

Miller. These kinds of technologies of governance work by assuming that individuals can 

recognize risky situations and govern themselves in a way that effectively mitigates those risks.  

Consider, for example, O’Malley’s (1996) description of “prudentialism” (199). He writes, 

“Guided by actuarial data on risks … and on the delivery of relevant services and expertise … 

the rational and responsible individual will take prudent risk-management measures” (200). Of 

course, the subjects of governance in advanced liberal governments are not born with this 

knowledge. The state, often working through non-state partners, produces these kinds of 

responsibilized actors by developing and disseminating information pertaining to the 

identification and strategic management of risks. There are many examples of the production of 

responsibilized actors: consider, for example, a middle-aged man who alters his diet to prevent 

the onset of type 2 diabetes or a woman who only walks along well-lit streets to avoid becoming 
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the victim of crime. Similar risk management strategies are abundant in cycling, as I will 

demonstrate later in this dissertation. It should be noted that this governmental strategy has the 

important effect of shifting the onus of responsible action away from the state and towards 

individual actors. It is no longer the state’s role to keep people safe and secure; rather, it is up to 

each individual to take responsibility for his or her own safety and security. Understood this way, 

the production of responsibilized actors is often tangled up with the promotion of free-market 

ideologies associated with economic neoliberalism.  

 

2.9. Towards Regimes of Mobility 
	
 Throughout this chapter, I have discussed eight theoretical frameworks or topics. I 

discussed mobilities, including the notion of a constellation of mobility and questions to ask 

about the politics of mobility. I outlined several ways of interpreting sociospatial relations, 

including the TPSN framework. I described the shifting pendulum of approaches for interpreting 

urban politics, finishing with the urban growth machine hypothesis. I described governmentality 

studies and the ways that both state and non-state actors can be interpreted as affecting the 

rationalities and techniques of governance. I discussed neoliberalism, a term that has significance 

in both the governmentality studies and urban politics literatures. I drew from the tradition of 

symbolic interactionism to explore the performance of identity. Then, I highlighted the notion of 

habitus to link the performance of practices with class relations. Finally, I highlighted that the 

distribution of bads associated with risk is related to social class and that the management of risk 

is a core component of many techniques of governance in advanced liberalism. 

 Figure 2.1, below, highlights how each of these bodies of theory might come together in 

the study of velomobility. In that figure, eight ovals represent each of the eight sections 
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contained in this chapter. The top oval, “Constellation of Mobility,” is representative of the 

mobilities literature. From it, each of the three aspects of a constellation of mobility is featured 

prominently. For each aspect, the chapters contained in Parts 2 and 3 with the most immediately 

relevant analytical focus is listed. Under the three aspects of a constellation of mobility, the 

remaining seven bodies of theory are listed. Arrows highlight which bodies of theory might be 

most immediately relevant for the study of each aspect (and the relevant chapters). (The absence 

of an arrow should not immediately suggest that the theory is irrelevant to that aspect, however!) 

Because neoliberalism and risk might be better understood as theoretical topics than as 

theoretical approaches (especially given that those discussions draw from at least two of the 

approaches outlined here), I have separated them visually from the other ovals to suggest that 

those topics should be explored through the relevant theoretical approaches.  
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Figure 2.1. Theoretical frameworks and topics and their application to the study of a 
constellation of mobility. 

 

 I will conclude this chapter by returning to the topic that started it: mobilities. As I briefly 

discussed in that section, Böhm et al. (2006) expressed concern with Urry’s notion of a system of 

automobility (Urry 2004). They suggested that the notion of system “underplays collective 

agency” and “avoid[s] the political questions about the shaping of the automobile system” (5). At 

its worst, systems thinking risks naturalizing automobility by neglecting the power struggles that 

have resulted in its dominance (e.g., Norton 2008) and the power relations that maintain it (e.g., 

Paterson 2007). For these reasons, Böhm et al. suggest speaking “not of a system but of a regime 

of automobility” (5, emphasis in original). They explain: “Speaking of a regime allows us not 
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only to emphasize the systemic aspects of automobility but also to bring out the relations of 

power that make this system possible” (5). They suggest: “One powerful starting point … would 

be to follow Michel Foucault’s emphasis on the relation of regimes of truth, power and 

subjectivity.” (6). Their Foucauldian emphasis on truth, power, and subjectivity suggests that the 

governmentality studies approach is ideally suited to the examination of regimes of mobility.  

 To take the Foucauldian interpretation of a regime of mobility even further, it is relevant to 

consider the notion of a dispositive. In “The History of Sexuality (Volume 1): An Introduction” 

Foucault studied le dispositif de sexualité (translated by Robert Hurley as “the deployment of 

sexuality” (1990, 75, my emphasis)). In his lectures at the Collége de France on “Security, 

Territory, Population”, he discussed le dispositif de sécurité (translated by Graham Burchell as 

“apparatuses of security” (2007, 11, my emphasis)). Bussolini (2010) noticed the inconsistent 

translation of the French term dispositif (‘deployment’ vs ‘apparatus’) and wrote about 

Foucault’s use of that term. Bussolini suggests an important distinction between apparatus, a 

term meant to refer to more institutional forms (like state mechanisms of power), and dispositive, 

which Bussolini describes as “a wider and more diffuse, yet also more effective, form of power” 

(94). He cites Foucault as describing a dispositive this way: 

What I’m seeking to characterize with this name is, first of all, an absolutely 
heterogeneous assembly which involves discourses, institutions, architectural structures, 
regulatory decisions, laws, administrative measures, scientific enunciations, 
philosophical, moral, and philanthropic propositions; in short: as much the said as the un-
said, these are the elements of the dispositive. The dispositive is the network which is 
arranged between these elements. … The dispositive therefore has an eminently strategic 
function. ... The dispositive is precisely this: an ensemble (set) of strategies of relations of 
force which condition certain types of knowledge and is conditioned by them (91-92). 

	
Bussolini summarizes the passage like this: “The dispositive is not so much the individual 

elements which make it up—the long list that Foucault gives in the first paragraph—as it is the 

particular arrangement and relations between them” (92).  
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At some point in this dissertation, I will touch on each of the topics on Foucault’s long 

list. I will describe discourses, institutions, architectural structures, regulatory decisions, laws, 

administrative measures, scientific enunciations, and philosophical, moral, and philanthropic 

propositions. Inspired by Foucault’s description of a dispositive, my interest is not just with those 

topics, but with their arrangement and the relations between them and the strategic aspects of 

their coordination.  

Cresswell’s notion of a constellation of mobility is appealing, and the three aspects 

described therein are vital to this study, but, for my purposes, the term ‘constellation’ misses the 

mark. The notion of a constellation calls to mind something static, comprised of disparate, 

independent entities brought together only by some cosmic fluke. The notion of a regime, on the 

other hand, implies intention, collaboration (or collusion), and suggests resistances (or, in the 

very least, implies the possibility of resistance). Like Foucault’s description of a dispositive, my 

interest in that long list of topics seeks an understanding of their strategic arrangement and the 

relations between them. So, while I will continue to discuss aspects of physical movement, 

representation of movement, and the practices of movement, I will draw on Foucault’s notion of 

a dispositive when I insist on referring to the overarching phenomena as a regime instead of a 

constellation5. 

 This dissertation is an examination of regimes of velomobility. By examining cycling from 

approaches rooted in each of the four dimensions that Dean outlines in his analytics of 

government (techniques, visibilities, knowledge, and identities) I will be able to bring the 

strengths of Foucault’s insights to this analysis. However, to adequately examine the assembly of 

																																																								
5 At this point, you may be asking: “Why not call it a dispositive of mobility?” I will continue to refer to regimes of 
mobility because ‘dispositive’ is a relatively obscure term with an unclear meaning, and because the notion of 
regime is established in several bodies of literature, including regime theory in urban politics and Bohm et al.’s 
aforementioned description of a regime of mobility.  
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topics required to study a regime of mobility, I will have to look beyond Foucault. By addressing 

the questions raised in the governmentality studies literature in conjunction with the questions 

raised by each of the other areas of social theory described in this chapter (including 

constellations of mobility, the TPSN Framework, urban growth machines, identity 

performativity, class habitus, and risk), I will be in a position to comprehensively describe the 

regimes of velomobility in Calgary and Amsterdam. 

 Before I launch into my analysis, however, I must explain my methods.  
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Chapter 3: Methods 
 
 

	
	

“The ongoing work of remaking of urban theory must occur across cases, which means con- 
fronting and problematizing substantive connectivity, recurrent processes and relational power 

relations, in addition to documenting difference, in a ‘contrastive’ manner, between cities.” 

- Jamie Peck (2014, 162) 
 
 
 

“[P]hotographs can jolt subjects into a new awareness of their social existence. As someone 
considers this new framing of taken-for-granted experiences they are able to deconstruct their 

own phenomenological assumptions.”  
 

- Douglas Harper (2010, 21) 
 
 
 
 
 This study is an examination of two regimes of mobility. In this chapter, I will describe the 

methodological strategies that I have used to collect evidence in Calgary and Amsterdam. I will 

start by outlining my case selection strategy and providing a brief profile of each city. Then, I 

will describe my data-collection strategies and experiences. After briefly describing the timeline 

of my fieldwork, I will explain the process that I used to recruit and conduct interviews with 

cyclists and policy makers in each city. I will also discuss my use of photography and the 

inclusion of photo elicitation techniques in my interviews. Finally, I will describe my strategy for 

examining representations of mobility in each city by explaining the sampling strategy that I 

used to examine depictions of velomobility in print advertisements in each city. By including the 

examination of advertisements in print media in each city, I was able to address all three aspects 

of a constellation of mobility and achieve a comprehensive examination of the regime of 

velomobility in each city.   
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3.1. Case Studies 
	
 From the outset of my doctoral studies, one of my primary goals has been to demonstrate 

that the dominance of automobility in North American cities like Calgary—and the relative rarity 

of transportation cycling—is neither natural nor inevitable. Reading about the high quality 

cycling infrastructure in European cities like Amsterdam and Copenhagen left me with the 

impression that cycling-friendly infrastructure requires a lot of work (understood physically, 

socially, and politically). To disrupt the notion of naturalness surrounding automobility in North 

American cities, I wanted to demonstrate the social and political work left undone with regard to 

cycling. By conducting a comparative case study of two cities, one with a high rate of cycling 

and one with a low rate of cycling, I hoped to realize my goal of disrupting the naturalness and 

taken-for-grantedness of mobility by describing two different regimes of mobility.  

 Several benefits arise from adopting a case study approach. A case study approach is 

appropriate for describing regimes of mobility because it allows for the examination of multiple 

sources of evidence (Creswell 2007). A singular focus on, for example, ethnographic evidence or 

discursive content in policy documents, would be insufficient for exploring the diverse questions 

raised by the theoretical literatures described in the previous section. Furthermore, a case study 

can lead to an in-depth exploration of the robustness or ephemerality of particular historical 

influences (Baxter 2010). By attending to the historical context of each case, I will be able to 

situate the contemporary context of each city in a historical context, hopefully demonstrating the 

emergence of that particular regime of mobility. Case studies are beneficial in that they can lead 

to theoretical arguments that may be generalizable to other settings (Flyvbjerg 2006). The 

insights resulting from the analysis presented here will likely be applicable to other North 

American cities, especially Canadian ones. Finally, case study research is an ideal avenue for 
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analytical governmentality research. Writing about governmentality, Eldon (2009) explains, 

“Government is thus not a property of the space, but the performance of its power in a 

historically and geographically specific way” (314). By using a case study method to examine 

regimes of mobility, I will be able to compare and contrast distinct governmentalities by 

exploring similarities and differences in the prevalent rationalities and techniques of government 

in each city. 

 

3.1.1. Case Selection 
	
 To achieve the depth required for a detailed empirical analysis of different regimes of 

mobility, I have limited this study to two cases. As I will explain, a comprehensive account of a 

regime of mobility requires a diverse and comprehensive collection of evidence. The sheer 

volume of work required to collect that evidence, means that three (or more) cases was simply 

not feasible.  

 My first case was Calgary, Alberta. I chose this case largely because of the opportunities 

afforded by living in Calgary, including lower research costs and better access to a pertinent 

social network. However, as I will describe shortly, Calgary is an interesting example of an 

automobile dominated city that is attempting to support commuter cycling.  

 To highlight the differences between two regimes of mobility, this study adopts a 

maximum variation strategy for case selection. For this study, the most important trait, with 

respect to maximum variation, is the cycling rate in each city. Simply put, I was interested in 

examining two cases in which cycling rates are as different as possible. Flyvbjerg (2006) 

explains that the purpose of a maximum variation case selection strategy is to “obtain 

information about the significance of various circumstances for case process and outcome” 
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(230). I have used the maximum variation case selection strategy to explore how different 

rationalities and techniques of governance shape the process and outcomes of two different 

regimes of mobility. For this study, the variable in question (cycling rate) is a continuous 

variable, not a categorical variable. Seawright and Gerring (2008) explain that when researchers 

use a maximum variation case study to examine a continuous variable, they typically choose 

cases with extreme values, high and low. This established convention supports my decision to 

compare Calgary (a city with a relatively low cycling rate) with a city with a relatively high 

cycling rate.  

 The ideal city for the second case would meet several criteria. First, it would have as high a 

cycling rate as possible. The more cycling the better. Second, it would be similar to Calgary in 

terms of population. Presumably, two cities with similar populations will have to meet similar 

demands in terms of transportation, housing, commerce, etc. In this way, studying two cities of 

similar populations will result in a better comparison than, say, a city of a million people and one 

of fifty thousand. I did not consider the size of the city’s footprint in the case selection criteria. 

Although it might be tempting to look at similarly sized cities (geographically speaking), an 

examination of different approaches to spatial resource management (i.e., urban growth) is an 

important aspect of this study. Because urban sprawl has an important effect on cycling rates, I 

wanted to ensure that I didn’t exclude any management approaches by restricting my case 

selection to cities with similar densities. Accordingly, population was a case selection criterion, 

not size or density (although those characteristics will certainly become relevant to my analysis.) 

 Ideally, I would have had dozens of cities to choose from in the selection of my second 

case. Such a selection would enable me to draw on the case study literature and develop an 

elaborate case selection criteria guide that allows me to control for variables like climate, 
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topography, class structure, educational backgrounds, cultural practices, and regulatory 

frameworks. In a world made for research, the city of Edmonton, Calgary’s neighbor to the 

North, would have a cycling rate of 60 percent, enabling me to explore the influence of 

sociospatial conditions while controlling for the influence of those other variables. 

Unfortunately, that is not the case. Edmonton’s cycling rate is virtually identical to that found in 

Calgary. The world, it seems, was not designed with comparative cycling research in mind.  

 Given that Calgary has a population of about a million people, and given that I was looking 

for a city with as high a cycling rate as possible, I was left with only two possibilities for a 

second case: Amsterdam and Copenhagen. Based on my preliminary field research (which I will 

describe later in this chapter), the practices of cycling in Amsterdam are more different from 

those in Calgary than are the practices of cycling in Copenhagen. For example, in Amsterdam I 

more frequently saw people ‘doubling’ on bikes than in Copenhagen and the use of safety 

equipment, like helmets, was less common in Amsterdam than it was in Copenhagen. 

Furthermore, the flow and regulation of traffic (through both official and informal strategies) 

also appeared to be more different from Calgary in Amsterdam than it was in Copenhagen. The 

flows of cyclists in Copenhagen struck me as being more linear and systematic in comparison 

with the seemingly anarchic flows of cycling in Amsterdam’s city centre. (I would later learn that 

these seemingly chaotic flows are carefully orchestrated by what one participant, Hortense 

Berkenveld, referred to as “the rules of anarchy”.) Given the two choices of Amsterdam and 

Copenhagen, I have selected Amsterdam as my second case because, based on my preliminary 

fieldwork, cycling in Amsterdam is most different from cycling in Calgary. 
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3.1.2. Comparative Urban Studies 
	
 Because this case study is a comparative one, it is important to consult the literature on 

comparative urban studies. Several theoretical approaches have dominated comparative urban 

research over the past few decades. Jamie Peck elegantly and amusingly described these 

approaches and the tensions between them in his article, “Cities Beyond Compare?” (2014). 

Peck explains that the 1990s, a period marked by a heightened interest in all things global, saw a 

rise in the study of extraordinary cities (163). Many of these studies sought to explore the new 

roles of key cities in a globalizing system of capital accumulation. Cities like New York, 

London, and Tokyo (Sassen 2001) and Los Angeles (Dear and Flusty 1998; Davis 2006) became 

the standard for urban research.  

 Critics of this approach suggested that it was economically deterministic, that it tended to 

privilege perspectives from a select few cities, and that it risked over-generalizing the resulting 

insights. One way of reacting against the dominance of global cities in comparative analysis was 

to embrace postcolonialism. Peck writes, “postcolonial approaches to urban theory would be 

understandably sceptical of presumptuous universalisms generated from (specific) Western 

experiences; they would reject ethnocentric accounts along with taxonomic categories born of 

modernism and developmentalism” (166). Postcolonial urbanists took exception to the nearly 

exclusive emphasis on cities from the global north; insisting instead that “[n]o city should be 

presumed to be more modern or dynamic than others” (166).  

 Another way of reacting against the (perceived) fallacy of economic determinism and 

overdependence on structural power relations was to flatten the urban ontology. Inspired by 

theorists like Gilles Deleuze (Deleuze and Guattari 1987) and Bruno Latour (2005), urban 

research took a turn towards assemblage urbanism. Peck writes:  
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The Deleuzian/Latourian variety of urban-assemblage theory privileges theoretically 
stylized in situ investigations, focused on the inner workings of sites and networks, as 
revealed in material practices. These recognize site-to-site connections, of course, but 
they are marked by varying degrees of antipathy to theorizations of the world outside the 
assemblage – for example, pertaining to global logics, rationalities and realms, like the 
disciplinary fields associated with financialized capitalism, neoliberalized governance 
and neo-imperial relations (175). 

	
Peck is critical of this approach, suggesting that an adherence to a flat ontology leaves theorists 

blind to many of the most important insights of urban political theorists over the past several 

decades. He writes: 

One need not subscribe to the view that cities are utterly subordinated to ‘external’ forces 
and constraints to recognize that the (generally downward) imposition of fiscal austerity 
measures, to take an example, reshapes the very terrain of urban politics, favouring some 
actors over others and some strategies over others, in ways that strictly in situ readings 
might be liable to misread or underplay (177). 

	
Memorably, in a description of the urban-assemblage approach, Peck writes: “In the explanatory 

wilderness beyond the city limits, it would seem, only theoretical dinosaurs stalk the earth, 

crushing all in their heavy footed path. On the inside, however, actants run free” (176).  

 Before I risk returning to a discussion presented in the previous chapter that emphasized 

the insights of regulation theory and the need for attention paid to multi-scalar political contexts, 

it is necessary to steer Peck’s argument back towards a discussion about comparative urban 

research. Peck suggests that the urban-assemblage approach’s exclusive emphasis on local 

networks and local actants risks losing the immense benefits of comparative urban analysis. He 

writes: “The theoretically deconstructive bark of several of the ascendant currents in urban 

studies seems to have exceed [sic] their theoretically reconstructive bite, and successive attempts 

to develop purposive methodological solutions, for example by way of a comparative turn, have 

themselves become almost forlornly repetitive and frequently unrequited” (178). Peck is not 

blindly and totally critical of attention paid to networks of knowledge production at the local 
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scale, but he does recognize the dangers of doing so exclusively and without comparison to other 

cases. He writes: 

The liberatory practices of assemblage urbanism will surely remain isolated if they are 
enacted as hermetically sealed modes of analysis, antagonistically positioned against the 
‘global’, the cross-conjunctural, the multiscalar and the ‘out-there’; if they opt to 
substitute accounts of closely described, in situ practices for a reciprocal concern with the 
recurrent formation and processual shaping of those practices; or if the adoption of an 
anti-essentialist sensibility on the ‘inside’ entails a vulgarization of theories circulating on 
the ‘outside’ (179). 

	
In many ways, the Foucauldian roots of my emphasis on regimes of mobility share some 

common ground with the Deleuzian and Latourian roots of assemblage urbanism. As explained 

in the last chapter, however, my interpretation of Foucault’s work leaves room for attention paid 

to the role of the state, to multi-scalar politics, and to regimes of capital accumulation. The 

comparative analysis presented here strives to achieve a balance between a healthy skepticism of 

the structuralist reliance on universals that dominated urban analysis before Foucault and the 

myopic insistence on ontological flatness that has dominated urban analysis after him.  

 Comparative urban analysis is clearly valuable, but it is not always a straightforward 

process. Kantor and Savitch (2005) describe four of the obstacles to systematic comparative 

urban research. They point out that researchers often struggle to find a balance of scope and 

depth. One approach is to determine a “sizeable number” of cities and use aggregate data to 

compare key variables (137). This approach has strengths and weaknesses. They write: 

Looking at multiple cities by relying on surveys and aggregate data sources affords a big 
picture view of urban phenomena and a means of systematically testing propositions 
across a wide range of possible variation. Yet the costs of this approach are all too 
familiar: mistaking spurious explanations for reality, lack of sensitivity to the complexity 
of the phenomenon studied, oversimplification of the social forces, static analysis and 
lack of historical perspective (137). 

	
As outlined in Chapter 2, sensitivity to complexity, a nuanced interpretation of social forces, and 

an incorporation of historical perspective are key components of my examination of a regime of 
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mobility. For this reason, I have erred on the side of depth, at the risk of being unable to make 

generalizable claims based on a systematic examination of key variables in multiple cities.  

 Another obstacle to comparative urban research relates to differences in contextual 

meanings. Kantor and Savitch write: “A genuinely comparative framework should be able to 

address issues that have similar meaning in a broad variety of political contexts and draw useful 

generalizations about the nature of the problem” (137). They highlight this obstacle by 

describing differences between European and North American contexts surrounding chambers of 

commerce, spatial segregation, and even the notion of ‘city’. With these contextual differences in 

mind, they explain: “The problem of context and structure is a major hurdle, if only because 

cities are complicated social places and because subnational governments exist within an 

intergovernmental context that is not of the city’s making” (139). On the surface, the 

significantly different contexts in Calgary and Amsterdam appear to decrease the comparability 

of these cases. By digging deeper, however, that is, by taking intergovernmental, historical, and 

sociospatial contexts into account in the analysis, the contextual differences provide important 

insights into the differences visible on the surface. In other words, as I hope to have 

demonstrated by the end of this dissertation, the contextual differences are a fundamental source 

of variability in each case. Here, contextual differences are not an obstacle, but an opportunity 

for deeper analysis.   

 A third obstacle to comparative urban research arises from the difficulty in deploying 

theoretical frameworks or concepts that are equally applicable to both cases. Kantor and Savitch 

describe differences in “decentralization” in French and American urban politics to highlight that 

parochially conceived concepts limit comparability (139). In this study, the concept of 

neoliberalism, as discussed earlier, could easily lead an analysis towards this pitfall. Specifically, 
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because Dutch and Canadian neoliberalisms are significantly different, and because the strategies 

and tendencies contained therein are dynamic, changing from election to election and over the 

course of decades, the broad term ‘neoliberalism’ does not easily lend itself to simple 

comparative analysis. To the greatest extent possible, the analysis contained here seeks to avoid 

such parochial pitfalls by paying careful attention to context. That said, however, it is beyond the 

scope of this work to systematically and explicitly construct contextually specific theoretical 

frameworks for each concept (like ‘neoliberalism’) that might differ between these two cases.  

 Finally, a fourth obstacle to comparative urban research relates to “accessing, retrieving, 

and processing useful data from multiple jurisdictions” (137). As Kantor and Savitch explain, the 

availability of data varies across jurisdictions. Furthermore, even if data is available, differences 

between the methodological tools used to construct those data sets may compromise 

comparability. Fortunately, because this study does not rely on quantitative data for its analysis, 

this obstacle is a relatively minor one. Differences between the availability of data pertaining to 

cycling rates and differences in methodological considerations, for example, might prove to be 

an obstacle for some forms of city-based comparative analysis, but because this study relies more 

on theoretical interpretations of qualitative evidence than on quantitative data, this obstacle is a 

relatively minor one. As outlined throughout this chapter, great care has been taken in ensuring 

the comparability of evidence collected in each city.   

 Obstacles aside, there are different approaches and purposes to comparative urban studies. 

Jennifer Robinson (2011) addressed many of these approaches, describing the logical basis of 

comparison and the implicit assumptions of causality contained therein. Specifically, she 

describes four approaches. Universalizing approaches tend to examine the most similar or most 

different cases to develop some generalizable theory capable of explaining each case. The 
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approach taken here is not a universal one, because I have no pretention of developing a 

universal theory that explains cycling in both cities. Encompassing approaches select cases that 

operate within a common system or process. Because each city’s context is so different, my 

approach is certainly not an encompassing one. Third, she describes a variation-finding 

approach, which tends to take one of two strategies. The first approach examines the most 

similar cases to develop a universal explanation capable of accounting for differences between 

the two cases. The second approach examines the most different cases through either (a) a 

“search for universal causality across different contexts based on similar outcomes” (5) or (b) by 

attending to pluralist causalities (by recognizing that different processes in different cases can 

result in similar outcomes). Despite this study’s roots in maximum variation, this study is not 

necessarily a variation finding one because (a) it does not assume the presence of some universal 

causality and because (b) it does not necessarily expect to find similar outcomes in different 

cases that can serve as the basis for the description of pluralist causalities. Specifically, I expect 

cycling in Amsterdam to be different from cycling in Calgary, so I do not expect to be able to 

describe different causal chains which lead to the same result. Finally, she describes 

individualizing approaches, which incorporate historical and contextual differences. She points 

out that these approaches are not necessarily comparative in nature, but they certainly can be 

comparative. Given these four descriptions, the comparative approach taken here is best 

described as an individualizing one. I seek to describe individual regimes of mobility in distinct 

historical, intergovernmental, and sociospatial contexts. By asking the same questions of each 

case and by collecting comparable evidence to support my theoretical interpretations of that 

evidence, I have laid the groundwork for an individualizing comparison of these two regimes of 

mobility.   
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 Comparative research requires consistency in the questions asked, evidence collected, and 

analysis conducted for each case. Table 3.1, below, highlights the research questions that I will 

ask and, generally, the theoretical frameworks that have informed those questions. To maximize 

the benefits of comparative analysis, this dissertation is structured in a way that, to the greatest 

extent possible, offers back-to-back discussions of specific topics for each city. These discussions 

are informed by the questions presented in Table 3.1. This strategy will help to highlight 

similarities and, more often, differences between these two cases as they pertain to each of these 

questions.  
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Table 3.1. Summary of questions to be answered for each case. 
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 It is important to acknowledge the limitations of this study. Because of my limited ability 

to control for other variables in my case selection, and because of my inability to examine more 

than two cases, this study is restricted to being a descriptive one. I will describe two regimes of 

velomobility that are as different from one another as possible. This comparative process will 

enable me to achieve my goal of disrupting the naturalness and taken-for-granted character of 

mobility in each city, but it will not enable me to systematically study the influence of specific 

variables on cycling rates.  

 
3.1.3. City Profile: Calgary  

	
 In 2011, The City of Calgary had a population of about 1.1 million people and the 

metropolitan area had a population of about 1.2 million people. In 2013, 1.3% of people in 

Calgary rode a bike to work (Calgary 2014d). That year, the City of Calgary conducted a count 

of cyclists at fifty-one locations around the city (Calgary 2014c). Based on observations of 

19,476 cyclists, seventy-nine percent of observed cyclists were male, eighty-six percent of 

cyclists wore helmets, and ninety-seven percent of cyclists appeared to be between the ages of 

eighteen and sixty-five years of age (5). A 2006 survey of cyclists who commuted to the 

downtown core (Calgary 2006) reported similar, but more specific findings. According to that 

study, a “typical” commuter cyclist was male (seventy-five percent) and over the age of thirty-

five (thirty-one percent of respondents were between the ages of thirty-five and forty-four; thirty 

percent were between the ages of forty-five and fifty-four) (23). Interestingly, the report found 

that the “typical” commuter cyclist was relatively affluent. Forty-five percent of respondents 

reported earning more than $90,000 per year (23). The “typical” cyclist commutes by bike nine 

months of the year and covers an average distance of ten kilometres (twenty-eight minutes each 

way) (23). Most commuters (twenty-three percent) commuted by bike for fitness (11). Notably, 
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sixteen percent reported cycling for environmental reasons (11). Every year in Calgary, there is 

often one fatal cycling accident and about 150 accidents that result in injury (Bike Calgary, 

N.D.). Given the city’s relatively low cycling rates, cycling in Calgary is a significantly more 

dangerous and high-risk activity than it is in Amsterdam. 

 The implementation of the City of Calgary’s Cycling Strategy (Calgary 2011) provides a 

timely opportunity to study Calgary's regime of velomobility. According to the Cycling Strategy, 

unveiled in June 2011, the City of Calgary’s vision is “to become one of the premier cycling 

cities in North America” (2). This strategy is an action plan based on three pillars: 1) plan, 

design, and build; 2) operate and maintain; 3) educate and promote. For Calgary to effectively 

implement its strategy and achieve its goal of becoming a premier cycling city, it must 

understand how it compares to more cycling-friendly cities, like Amsterdam. There is an 

opportunity to conduct research about cycling (in particular) and urban mobilities (more 

generally) that will be a timely resource for city planners, policy makers, activists, and scholars 

alike. 

 The City of Calgary has a large footprint that covers about 825 km2. Much of that terrain is 

rolling hills, as the city sits in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, located about eighty 

kilometres west of the city. The city is located at the convergence of two rivers: the wide and fast 

moving Bow River and the relatively small Elbow River. Much of the downtown core is located 

on a floodplain, which helps to explain the devastation of the flooding in 2013. Calgary has a dry 

humid continental climate, with daily high temperatures ranging from an average of 23 °C in 

July to -1 °C in January (Canada 2015). The average daily low temperatures range from 10 °C in 

July to -13 °C in January. It is important to know that because of Calgary’s location near the 

Rocky Mountains, the city frequently enjoys chinooks during the winter months. These warm 
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winds can bring spring-like temperatures to the city in the depths of winter. The city is relatively 

dry, receiving 418.8 mm of precipitation annually. With the dry weather comes ample sunshine. 

Calgary averages 332 days of measurable sun each year. Figure 3.1, featured in the next sub-

section, visually compares average monthly weather in Calgary and Amsterdam. 

 Since the discovery of oil in Alberta in 1947, Calgary has been home to Canada’s oil and 

gas industry. Until recently, oil has been more boom than bust, and Calgary has enjoyed the 

benefits of relatively low unemployment rates and an abundance of high paying jobs. Calgary’s 

downtown is a cluster of high-rise office buildings, condominiums, and the famous Calgary 

Tower. The downtown is home to the headquarters of many corporate entities, giving the 

downtown a metropolitan feel that differs significantly from the suburban landscapes that 

surround it. I will discuss Calgary’s urban form in greater detail in Chapter 4 (“Building Urban 

Forms”). 

 The majority of the City of Calgary’s operating budget is generated through taxation. In 

2014, the City had an operating budget of $3.2 billion (City of Calgary 2016a). About 18 percent 

of its operating budget, or about $576 million, was spent on transportation. Of the City’s $3.2 

billion operating budget, 42 percent was generated through property taxes, 30 percent through 

the sale of goods and services, 6 percent through business taxes, 7 percent through franchise fees 

and utilities revenues, 7 percent through investment income, and 5 percent through licenses, 

permits, and fines. Importantly, only about 2 percent was generated through grants and subsidies. 

As I will make clear in Chapter 4, the City of Calgary’s dependence on property taxes as a 

primary source of revenue generation, coupled with the relatively paltry amount of income from 

other levels of government, has significant implications for the way that Calgary develops and 

spends its money.  
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 The City of Calgary is governed by a City Council that is comprised of a mayor and 

fourteen councillors, each representing a specific ward. Municipal politics is nonpartisan and 

none of the councillors officially represent any particular party. Calgary is located in the province 

of Alberta, which is governed by the Legislative Assembly of Alberta. There are eighty-seven 

Members of the Legislative Assembly (MLAs), each representing a specific riding. Calgarians 

elect twenty-five of the eighty-seven MLAs. Unlike municipal politics, provincial politics is 

explicitly partisan and utilizes a first-past-the-post system. Until very recently, a single party has 

dominated Alberta’s political landscape. The Progressive Conservative party (PC), a right-of-

centre party, governed Alberta from 1971 until 2015. The New Democratic Party (NDP), a 

centre-left party (or, “socialist”, according to many right-wing Albertans), was, to the surprise of 

many, elected to government in 2015.  

 Of course, federal politics is also important. Canada is a constitutional monarchy governed 

by the House of Commons. The House of Commons is made up of 308 Members of Parliament 

(MPs), each representing a specific riding. Like provincial politics, federal politics is partisan 

and utilizes a first-past-the-post system. From 2006 to 2015, Canada’s Prime Minister, Stephen 

Harper, leading the Progressive Conservative party, represented a Calgary-based riding. A 

Liberal Prime Minister, Justin Trudeau, took power in 2015. In many ways, even with provincial 

and federal defeats in 2015, Calgary continues to be a stronghold of conservative politics in 

Canada.  

 

3.1.4. City Profile: Amsterdam 
	
 In 2015, the City of Amsterdam has a population of about 838,000 people and the urban 

area has a population of about 1.3 million. In Amsterdam, in 2013, an average of thirty-five 
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percent of people ride their bicycles to work (Amsterdam 2014). That number increases to fifty-

nine percent when the workplace is located in the city centre (159). In the City of Amsterdam, 

there are famously more bikes than people (881,000 bikes in 2013) (11). As this statistic 

suggests, cycling is widespread. Seventy-two percent of Amsterdammers own a bicycle (239) 

and the average number of bike trips per-person, per-day is 0.9 (240). On average, most people 

travel 7.7 kilometres on their bikes every day, spending 42 minutes per day on the saddle (240). 

Although the report does not provide a breakdown by gender, my observations suggest a fairly 

even split. Similarly, the report does not mention helmet usage but my observations suggest that 

helmets are rarely worn. (I would suggest that less than one percent of cyclists wear helmets in 

Amsterdam.) Perhaps the most important statistic is that, in Amsterdam, sixty-three percent of 

people use a bike on a daily basis (I Amsterdam, 2016). Cycling in Amsterdam is a relatively 

low-risk activity. There are typically about five fatal cycling accidents every year and about 500 

accidents that result in injury (I Amsterdam, 2014). Given that there are in excess of 223 million 

bike trips made each year (I Amsterdam, 2014), cycling is a relatively safe and low-risk activity. 

 A city steeped in history, Amsterdam has been thriving for over a millennium. It is a city 

that seamlessly mixes buildings and streets that are hundreds of years old with contemporary 

examples of cutting edge planning and architecture. Amsterdam is a tourist hotspot, with millions 

of people visiting the city ever year. Amsterdam’s red light district is home to many brothels and 

marijuana cafés that are destinations for some and curiosities for many. Those less inclined to 

partake in these particular vices might seek out the city’s many art galleries, historical sites, or 

shopping districts.  

 Like most of the Netherlands, Amsterdam sits atop flat, low-lying land. The city covers 

only 217 km2, making it almost a quarter of the size of Calgary. The Amstel River was dammed 
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at the site of the city in about 1270, giving the city its name. Water is channelled into canals 

through a complex network of dykes. As a result, Amsterdam can be thought of as being 

comprised of ninety islands connected by over a thousand bridges. The city has an oceanic 

climate, resulting in relatively mild, but wet, winters. The average daily high temperature ranges 

from 22.0 °C in July to 5.8 °C in January (KLMI, N.D.). The average lows range from 12.0 °C in 

July to 0.8 °C in January. The city’s oceanic climate results in a lot of rain. Amsterdam receives, 

on average, 838.2 mm of rain every year (nearly double that in Calgary). The frequency of rain 

showers also means a high frequency of clouds, resulting in much fewer sunshine hours than 

Calgary. Figure 3.1, below, visually compares mean monthly temperatures, precipitation, and 

sunshine hours in each city. Speaking personally, however, I must admit that, given a choice that 

is based purely on weather, I would rather go for a January bike ride in Calgary, where the 

weather is often bright, sunny, and -10 °C, than in Amsterdam, where it is often cloudy, raining, 

and 4 °C. 
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Figure 3.1. Monthly weather in Calgary and Amsterdam. 

Data from Government of Canada (2015) and KLMI (N.D.). 
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 Amsterdam is the corporate capital of the Netherlands. It is the headquarters of many banks 

and other corporations. For example, large global corporations like Heineken, the ING group, 

and Philips are based out of Amsterdam. The city also prides itself in being the home to several 

creative corporations, including large websites like Booking.com. In fact, so many web 

companies and tech start-ups are located in Amsterdam that some have rebranded the city centre, 

home to the Red Light District, as the “Tech Light District” (Kamphuis 2015). The abundance of 

corporate executives, immigrants, and tourists gives Amsterdam metropolitan diversity while its 

dense built form contributes to a village-like charm.  

 Unlike in Calgary, where the biggest source of revenue is property tax, municipalities in 

the Netherland are funded primarily through grants distributed by the federal government (VNG 

International 2008). Federal funding takes several forms. Some finances are ear-marked for 

specific programs, like social services and education. On average, about 27 percent of municipal 

funding comes from these ear-marked funds (53). The largest source of municipal funding, about 

33 percent, comes from the General Grant provided by the federal government (54). Unlike the 

ear-marked funds, each municipality is free to spend this money as they see fit. The amount of 

funding provided through the general grant is calculated through a weighted allocation system, 

which takes into account the “number of inhabitants, the number of houses, and whether a 

municipality is a service center for the region or not, and the physical size of the municipality 

concerned” (54). In total, about 60 criteria are considered in the distribution of General Grant 

funds from the federal government to municipalities. For most Dutch municipalities, about 16% 

of their income is generated locally, through items like property taxes, tourism levies, and 

administrative fees. In 2013, the City of Amsterdam had a budget of about €3 billion (City of 

Amsterdam, 2013). Of that €3 billion, about €1.5 billion came from grants from the federal 
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government, €465 million came from financial investments €200 million came from lease 

holdings1, and €212 million came from taxes.  

 Amsterdam’s politics is, in a word, complex. The city is divided into eight stadsdelen. This 

term translates literally as ‘city parts’, but ‘borough’ is the most equivalent term in English. Each 

borough is governed by its own council (deelraad). The total number of seats ranges; for 

example, the borough of Nieuw-West has sixteen seats and the borough of Centrum has twenty-

nine seats. Each borough is responsible for local infrastructure projects and design decisions, 

among other responsibilities. Borough politics is partisan and guided by the principles of 

proportional representation. Each party gets a number of representatives that is proportional to 

their share of the general votes.  

 The structure of the City of Amsterdam’s municipal government is governed by a 

municipal council. The municipal legislative holds forty-five elected seats, also filled using a 

proportional representation system. The mayor (burgemeester) and the municipal executive 

board (college van burgemeester en wethouders) play a role in leading the council. Currently, the 

Partij van de Arbeid (PvdA), or ‘Labour Party’, a left-of-centre party, holds the most seats in the 

municipal government (twenty seats). Other notable parties include the Volkspartij voor Vrijheid 

en Democratie (VVD), or the ‘People’s Party for Freedom and Democracy’, a right-wing party 

that holds eight seats, and the GroenLinks (GreenLeft), a left-wing party with an environmental 

focus that holds seven seats.  

 Amsterdam is also affected by the Stadsregio Amsterdam (Amsterdam City Region), a 

pseudo-government comprised of sixty seats. Unlike the other orders of government, the sixty 

seats of the city region council are not elected. Instead, they are delegated by each of the fifteen 

																																																								
1 The majority of land in Amsterdam is owned by the City of Amsterdam and leased through a ground lease system. 
I will discuss this program in greater detail in Chapter 4. 
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municipalities that it contains. The seats are proportional to the population of the municipalities 

and Amsterdam appoints twenty-two members to the city region council. Those seats are re-filled 

after four years, following the completion of the municipal election cycle. Stadsregio Amsterdam 

is responsible for major regional initiatives, like public transit services.  

 The Netherlands is made-up of twelve provinces, and Amsterdam is located in the province 

of North Holland. Each province has a parliament that is elected every four years. Between the 

boroughs, the municipalities, the city region council, and the national government, the role of the 

provincial government is often unclear. On person told me, “No one really knows what the 

provinces do, anyway.” Most provinces are responsible for spatial developments, water 

management, regional economic development, and regional transportation projects (among other 

areas of responsibility). In Amsterdam, however, those roles are muddied by the influence of the 

city region, which has a similar scope.  

 Finally, the fifth, and broadest scale of government, is the national government. The 

Netherlands is a constitutional monarchy that is governed through a parliamentary system. The 

House of Representatives is comprised of 150 seats. Like the borough and municipal 

governments, those seats are granted through a proportional representation system. In the 

Netherlands, there must be a government that holds a majority of seats. Interestingly, however, a 

single party virtually never receives enough seats to form the government. Therefore, 

government must be formed through formal coalitions2. Currently, government is held by a 

coalition of the VVD (forty seats) and the PvdA (36) seats. The Dutch political emphasis on 

consensus creation will become an important theme later in this dissertation.  

																																																								
2	Hypothetically, it is possible for a particular party to receive the most seats but, if it held an extreme political 
stance, it is possible that no other party would formally agree to a coalition with it. In this scenario, the parties with 
the second and third most seats could agree to a coalition and form the government.	
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3.2. Gathering Evidence 
	
 A complete description of the regime of velomobility in each city requires an extensive and 

diverse range of evidence. To ensure an appropriate and comprehensive collection of evidence, I 

have loosely based my data collection strategy on Cresswell’s notion of a constellation of 

mobility, which consists of physical movement, representations of movement, and practices of 

movement. When interpreted through the theoretical lenses described earlier, a data set organized 

around these three aspects of mobility will enable me to comprehensively compare and contrast 

the two cases.  

 

Figure 3.2. Aspects of a regime of mobility and the sources of evidence used to examine 
them. 
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 Figure 3.2, above, simultaneously depicts my anticipated theoretical argument and the 

sources of evidence that I will use to inspect each aspect of a regime of mobility. In the middle of 

that figure, I have highlighted different aspects of a regime of mobility and how I expect them to 

influence one another. The thick arrows signify the direction of influence. For example, a double-

ended arrow connects ‘Discourses’ and ‘Practices’, suggesting that these two aspects are 

mutually influential. A single-ended arrow connects ‘Built forms’ to ‘Discourses,’ suggesting that 

the former influences the latter. By following the chain of arrows, you can see that discourses 

influence politics which influence policies which influence built forms. Each of the aspects of a 

regime of mobility are organized into one of three vertical groupings, each signifying an aspect 

of a constellation of mobility. Finally, at the bottom of the figure, I have listed three sources of 

evidence: observations, document analysis, and interviews. By following the arrows, you can see 

which aspects of a regime of mobility I plan to inspect with each source of evidence. For 

example, I will examine ‘Practices’ through ‘Observations’ and ‘Interviews’. Importantly, notice 

that every aspect depicted here has at least two evidence arrows pointed at it, suggesting that I 

will be able to triangulate evidence for each element, ensuring a robust and reliable description 

of a regime of velomobility.  

 Throughout the remainder of this chapter, I will describe the methods used and outcomes 

achieved with respect to each of these sources of evidence. First, I will discuss ethics and general 

fieldwork conditions. Then I will describe the short interviews that I conducted with cyclists and 

the extended interviews that I conducted with policy makers. I will describe the use of 

photography in my research and the use of photo elicitation techniques in my interviews. Finally, 

I will describe the image analysis strategy that I used to examine representations of mobility in 

each city. 
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3.2.1. Fieldwork 
	
 In the spring of 2012, I submitted my project for ethical review by the University of 

Calgary’s Conjoint Faculties Research Ethics Board (CFREB). Based on that application, which 

outlined the process that I will describe here, I was granted approval to conduct research with 

human subjects. In it, I proposed three different processes for ensuring informed consent with 

participants. For interviews with adult cyclists, as outlined below, their anonymous participation 

was granted through verbal consent. For extended interviews with policy makers, I used a written 

consent form to inform participants about my research project and to acquire their permission to 

use their names and the names of their organization in subsequent written works. Finally, for 

children, I produced an informed consent form for their parent or guardian to sign. In the end, I 

did not require this third form of consent as I did not interview any children. 

 With the approval of the CFREB in place, I set out to conduct my research. My fieldwork 

began in the summer of 2012, when I conducted preliminary research in Europe. During that 

time, I participated in a six-week field school program focusing on sustainability issues and 

programs in European cities. The program, which was offered by the Geography Department at 

the University of Calgary, was co-led by my co-supervisor, Dr. Byron Miller. During the six-

week period, our group visited several cities in France, Germany, Switzerland, and the 

Netherlands. After it ended, I travelled alone to Denmark to experience cycling in Copenhagen 

and spent some additional time in Amsterdam. Between completing assignments and 

participating in course activities, I conducted interviews with cyclists in eight of the cities. In 

total, I conducted fifty-eight interviews with eighty-two cyclists using a preliminary version of 

the interview script used in 2013 (described below). Both scripts are presented in Appendix A. I 

have written about my findings elsewhere (Ponto 2015), but because this dissertation compares 
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Calgary and Amsterdam, and not those other European cities, I will not describe those findings 

here.  

 Before our departure, Dr. Miller and I were commissioned by the City of Calgary to write a 

report about lessons learned from cycling infrastructure projects in European cities. To contribute 

to that report, and for use in my own research, I conducted three extended interviews in 2012. I 

interviewed Gerrit Faber (an employee for the Dutch Cyclists’ Union (Fietsersbond); I 

interviewed him again in 2013), Urs Walter (the cycling planner for the City of Zurich), Didier 

Couval (a former cycling planner for the City of Paris), and spoke extensively (off the record) 

with consultants at Copenhagenize Consulting, specialists in cycling infrastructure. Dr. Miller 

and I presented our report in written form (Ponto and Miller 2012) and as a presentation to staff 

from the City of Calgary. 

 During my time in Europe in 2012, I spent approximately two weeks in Amsterdam. The 

time spent there proved vital in giving me some familiarity with the city and the practices of 

cycling there. This familiarity was important because it allowed me to hit the ground running 

when I arrived again in the fall of 2013. I was able to strategically choose a beneficial location to 

live, to visit contacts that I had made and quickly establish new contacts, and, importantly, to 

anticipate many of the analytical themes that I would subsequently explore. 

 After completing my candidacy exam in the spring of 2013, I began field work in Calgary 

in the summer of that year. I had about four months in Calgary to collect evidence before I was 

scheduled to depart for Amsterdam. My research was interrupted somewhat by the devastating 

floods that occurred in Calgary during June of that year. Although my own evacuation was more 

of a nuisance that a barrier to research, the flood’s effects impacted my research over the months 

to come. Because many of the City of Calgary’s transportation staff were working overtime to 
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restore transportation networks to their normal operating conditions, and because many of the 

staff were displaced (working from temporary offices), it was generally not a good time to 

contact City staff for interviews. For this reason, I delayed contacting potential participants until 

later in the summer. Although leaving interviews until the end of my field work in Calgary was 

risky, and did result in a few missed opportunities for interviews, I was able to conduct a 

satisfactory number of extended interviews (as discussed later). 

 I arrived in Amsterdam during the first week of September in 2013 and flew home in 

December of that year, the week before Christmas. I rented a room in a small apartment, where I 

lived with a roommate, a Swiss man who had been living in Amsterdam for sixteen years. The 

apartment was located in the Nieuw-West borough of Amsterdam. This location provided several 

advantages. It was well away from the tourist core, located about seven kilometres from 

Amsterdam’s main transportation hub, Centraal Station. By living outside of the canal district at 

the centre of the city, I was able to observe and become familiar with the cycling habits of native 

Amsterdammers in more typical settings. Similarly, because I lived in a relatively newly built 

area (my building was only a few decades old), I am able to resist the temptation of falsely 

depicting the canal district as being typical of Amsterdam (an insight lost on many tourists).  

 Before leaving for Amsterdam, I contacted Dr. Giselinde Kuipers, a professor of sociology 

at the University of Amsterdam (UvA), whom I had met during preliminary research the 

previous summer. Dr. Kuipers kindly set me up as a guest researcher at the UvA, giving me 

access to their library and archives (which I made extensive use of, as described below). She 

provided valuable insights during our several meetings throughout my time in Amsterdam. She 

also introduced me to other like-minded researchers and I participated in several meetings with 
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an interdisciplinary transportation research group. My access to resources at UvA, both human 

and archival, were vital to the success of this project. 

 Unfortunately, I overlooked the visa requirements of my stay. Because of these oversights, 

the time allocated to field research in Amsterdam was strictly limited to ninety days, three weeks 

shorter than planned. Though somewhat rushed, I was able to collect the rather large collection 

of evidence presented in this dissertation.  

 

3.2.2. Cyclist Interviews 
	

Recruiting Participants 

 I interviewed cyclists to learn about the practices and experiential aspects of cycling. To 

remove the risks associated with distracting an in-motion cyclist, I only approached dismounted 

cyclists. Most often, I approached cyclists who were locking or unlocking their bikes outside 

grocery stores, sitting beside their bikes in parks, or stopped at an intersection. After introducing 

myself and my research project, most cyclists were happy to participate in a short interview, 

which I suggested might take about five or ten minutes. Typically, I set out to conduct interviews 

and observations when I had the highest chance of successfully completing an interview. 

Unsurprisingly, I found that during pleasant weather respondents were much more likely to agree 

to an interview and, importantly, to take the time to discuss cycling at a relaxed, conversational 

pace. In Amsterdam, this meant conducting interviews during the few daylight hours when it 

wasn’t raining. Because of the sheer volume of cyclists in Amsterdam, time and place were 

seldom barriers to finding participants.  

 In Calgary, however, time and place were major barriers to finding participants. Most 

places in the city are devoid of cyclists for the vast majority of the day. Even if I was lucky 
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enough to spot a cyclist in a suburban neighbourhood, if they were moving, then they were 

ineligible to be approached for an interview (my ethics protocol dictated that I refrain from 

approaching in-motion cyclists). Calgary’s river pathways function as a kind of bike commuter 

highway. Although this might seem like an ideal place to conduct interviews, the stop-free form 

that makes the pathways a delight to cycle on made finding a stopped, dismounted cyclist rather 

difficult. For these reasons, many of my interviews with cyclists in Calgary were conducted in 

parks along the river pathways, near the downtown core, during weekend afternoons. This 

strategy is slightly problematic because it biased my participant recruitment process in a way that 

favours recreational cyclists. (Although, as I learned, many people who cycle for recreation on 

the weekends with a partner also commute during the week.) To ensure that my sample was not 

dominated by recreational cyclists, I spent many days specifically targeting commuter cyclists. I 

identified several bottlenecks, points at which commuter cyclists must stop, and conducted 

interviews during the post-work rush hour. 

 After several attempts to recruit participants, both successful and failed ones, I began to 

recognize subtle cues that indicated my best chances for conducting successful interviews. I 

tended not to approach people who were obviously rushed or preoccupied. Even if such an 

individual agreed to an interview, my early experiences suggested that they were more likely to 

give brief responses or to leave before I could ask all of my questions. As a result, I typically 

approached people with a calm, carefree, or lazy demeanour. These interviews, which often took 

place in parks or on benches at the side of the road, tended to produce the richest, most detailed, 

and most personal talk about cycling. Of course, not all interviews were conducted on lazy 

Sunday afternoons and some of detail-rich talk came from hurried or otherwise-occupied 

cyclists. 
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 When the opportunity presented itself, I conducted interviews with groups of two or three 

cyclists. Typically, these interviews were conducted with a pair of friends or partners. For 

example, I interviewed a young couple checking out a street market in Amsterdam, a pair of 

friends relaxing in the grass in Vondelpark (a major park in Amsterdam), and an elderly man 

cycling with his two adult children along the river paths in Calgary. At times, the respondents in 

these group interviews simply took turns answering the questions. More often, however, the 

questions stimulated discussion between the respondents, resulting in debate about a particular 

aspect of cycling (the benefits or shortcomings about a particular piece of equipment, 

infrastructure, or cycling strategy) or in the telling of stories from childhood or recent events. On 

more than one occasion, the story told by a participant was the first time that their partner or 

friend had heard it, resulting in him or her learning more about that person during the interview. 

Respondents appeared to enjoy the storytelling aspects of the interviews. 

 Although most interviews were conducted simply when the opportunity presented itself, I 

was reflexive about the overall characteristics of my sample. After each interview, I jotted down 

the type of location of the interview, the gender of the participant, a rough guess of their age, and 

whether they wore a helmet. Towards the end of my interview period, I attempted to identify 

biases in my sample and then conduct targeted interviews to reduce any bias. For example, as 

mentioned earlier, to reduce a bias towards recreational cyclists in Calgary, I targeted commuter 

cyclists towards the end of my field research. In Amsterdam, I realized that my sample slightly 

favoured female cyclists, so I targeted male cyclists to correct that bias. My goal was not to 

produce a statistically representative sample of cyclists, however. My goal in reducing these 

biases was simply to ensure a diversity of participants. 
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 I was also aware of locational biases. In both cities, the majority of interviews took place in 

or near the downtown core, potentially over-representing a particular socioeconomic group: a 

wealthier, whiter, and younger group of cyclists (gentrifiers and urbanites, generally). Although, 

in my estimate, this group does represent a majority of cyclists in each city (I targeted those areas 

for a reason), I wanted to ensure that I conducted interviews outside of the urban core. In 

Calgary, this meant long, lonely rides through residential neighbourhoods. Although this strategy 

did produce two interviews (one with a man who commutes daily from his home in Southern 

Calgary to the Calgary International Airport, nearly twenty-five kilometres away, and another 

with an interesting man, possibly with mental health issues), it was difficult to justify the time 

expended looking for stationary cyclists in suburban Calgary, which is something akin to looking 

for a needle in a haystack. In Amsterdam, to relieve my inner-city bias, I conducted interviews in 

Osdorp, a neighbourhood at the fringe of the city, roughly eight kilometres west of Central 

Station.  

 

Conducting Interviews 

 After identifying a potential participant, I approached him or her, introduced myself as a 

sociological researcher studying cycling, and asked if I could ask them a few questions, 

explaining that the interview would likely take about five or ten minutes. If they agreed (and 

most did) I asked if I could use a voice recorder (everyone allowed it) and I began the interview.  

 I began each interview roughly the same way: “Let’s start with an easy one. Why do you 

ride a bike?” Aside from the obvious analytical benefit of providing me with some of the benefits 

and enablers of cycling, I asked this question first for two reasons. First, and most importantly, it 

allowed me to quickly establish a rapport with the participant. Respondents were often tentative 
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early in the interview. Some trepidation is understandable given that a stranger had just 

approached them on the street with an audio recorder. By asking a straightforward question first, 

I tried to dissolve any apprehension about the nature of the interview questions. I always 

responded positively and warmly to their initial responses in an attempt to build trust with the 

respondent. After recognizing that the questions might not be especially difficult or controversial 

and after recognizing (hopefully!) that I am a friendly and trustworthy man, most respondents 

visibly relaxed and opened up for subsequent questions. The second reason that I led with this 

question is that I wanted to provide distance between it and another question that I asked near the 

end of the interview (“Why do other people in this city ride bikes?”). As I will explain later, 

these two questions were used to explore any differences between personal motivations for 

cycling and their perception of why others cycle.  

 Early in my fieldwork, I noticed that some respondents tended to give brief, abrupt 

responses, that might have been more appropriate during a survey-style interview. After their 

response to the first question, I often made short, friendly comments or posed brief additional 

questions about their response, partly in an attempt to further develop a relationship with the 

respondent, but also to establish a conversational tone for the interview. Although these subtle 

techniques of establishing conversation were often enough, in some interviews, to draw out more 

elaborate and detailed talk, I explicitly explained to the respondents that this was not a survey. 

For example, I often introduced the questions by stating something like: “So, this isn’t a survey 

or anything. This is meant to be more of a conversational interview. These are open-ended 

questions just to get us talking.”   

 After starting the interview, I followed the same standard interview script for each 

interview (see Appendix A). True to the conversational nature of the interview, I often asked 
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questions spontaneously, based on the given responses (For example, I might say: “You 

mentioned [some comment]. That’s really interesting. Tell me more about that.”). Because of the 

variability in the duration of the interviews, and in the availability of time for the participants, 

not all questions were asked in every interview. If I recognized that the respondent was 

uncomfortable, in a hurry, or otherwise displaying indications that they were eager to leave, I 

sometimes skipped a few questions, focusing on the ones that I felt were most important to ask. 

One of the questions that I often skipped (if skipping questions was necessary) was about 

perceived differences between cyclists and motorists (or users of other transport modes), 

especially as they pertain to identity and status. This question was more abstract than most. I 

found that because it required additional attention and thought from the participant, if he or she 

was eager to leave, then they tended to brush this question off without much thought. To 

maximize the analytical utility of responses from rushed participants, I stuck to straightforward 

questions and questions that might give the participant a sense of purpose and helpfulness, 

thereby stimulating more detailed responses. For example, I always asked: “If you could change 

anything about this city to improve cycling, either socially or to do with infrastructure, what 

would you change?” 

 All interviews were conducted in English. Language was seldom a barrier to the 

conversation. There were moments that I had to re-word or simplify questions to accommodate 

participants who struggled to converse in English and moments where I struggled to understand 

what the participant was saying. However, these moments were rare and occurred with roughly 

the same frequency in both cities. The vast majority of people that I interviewed in Amsterdam 

spoke English nearly as well as those that I interviewed in Calgary. Typically, only immigrants 
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(to either country) struggled with English. The average duration of an interview with a cyclist 

was around 13 minutes but they ranged from just over four minutes to just under half an hour. 

 

Results 

 In Calgary, I conducted thirty-six interviews with a total of fifty-two cyclists. Fifty-four 

percent of the participants were male (n=28) and forty-six of the participants were female 

(n=24). Although this is certainly an overrepresentation of female cyclists in Calgary, I felt it was 

important to ensure that female voices were well represented in my study. I did not ask for a 

participant’s age, but I did jot down a categorical estimate of their age, as summarized in Figure 

3.3, below.   

 

  

Figure 3.3. Estimated Age of Participants of Cyclist Interviews in Calgary. 

 

 In Amsterdam, I conducted thirty-nine interviews with a total of fifty cyclists. Forty-eight 

percent of the participants were male (n=24) and fifty-two percent of the participants were 
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female (n=26). Using the same age categories, Figure 3.4, below, depicts the estimated ages of 

participants in Amsterdam. Nine of the interviews in Amsterdam (with nine cyclists) were 

conducted in 2012, during my first trip there. Although the script used in these interviews was 

slightly different (See Appendix A), it was similar enough to provide consistent and comparable 

responses to the questions asked in 2013 for the remainder of the participants.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.4. Estimated Age of Participants of Cyclist Interviews in Amsterdam. 

  

 After completing my fieldwork, I transcribed every interview. Following that, I used a 

qualitative research software program called MAXQDA to code the interviews using an in-situ 

coding strategy. (I developed an initial list of codes, but I refined it as I went along.) Because I 

did not collect any personal information, I did not know any of the participants’ names. To help 

with the readability of this document, I assigned a pseudonym to each of the 102 participants. To 

ensure the authenticity of the pseudonyms, I used culturally appropriate names. For example, I 
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used lists of the most popular names in Canada and the Netherlands to come up with 

pseudonyms like ‘Nicole and ‘Marieke’, respectively. I also tried to select generationally 

appropriate names. For example, I used ‘Walter’ and ‘Mary’ for the names of an older couple in 

Calgary, names that might be less common for young Calgarians. When it seemed appropriate, I 

selected ethnically appropriate names. For example, I chose ‘Isuri’ as the pseudonym for a young 

woman from Suriname, ‘Miguel’ for a man from Mexico, and ‘Rakesh’ for a man from India. 

Although this strategy risks being stereotypical, I believe that it adds more than it detracts from 

the presentation of my analysis.  

 

Limitations 

 By interviewing at least fifty cyclists in each city, I was able to solicit a broad range of 

feedback on wide variety of topics. The evidence collected has enabled me to comment on 

general trends in each city but, importantly, it does not enable me to qualify my observations. For 

example, throughout this dissertation, especially Part 3, I will assert the dominance of lycra-clad 

commuter cyclists on Calgary’s streets and multi-use pathways. Although, based on my 

observations and interviews, this does appear to be the case, I am not in a position to 

conclusively qualify this conclusion. Such qualifications would require a much broader study, 

one that would likely involve a survey with thousands of respondents and a comprehensive count 

of cyclists (with information collected about their bikes, apparel, etc.) conducted at many 

different locations throughout the city. With this in mind, it is important to recognize that 

although I carefully attempted to ensure that I interviewed cyclists from a variety of locations, 

and with a variety of backgrounds and cycling styles, it is possible that my sample contains a 

systematic bias. For example, by not conducting interviews in neighborhoods throughout the city 
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(I didn’t conduct interviews in Mount Royal in Calgary or Bijlmermeer in Amsterdam, for 

example), I may have left myself blind to particular, geographically specific trends.  

  

3.2.3. Extended Interviews 
	

Recruiting Participants 

 I selected participants for extended interviews based on their position and capacity to affect 

cycling. A full list of the participants in the extended interviews in each city is presented in 

Appendix B. Drawing on the theoretical frameworks described earlier, I developed a generic list 

of the positions of individuals that I wanted to interview; the difficult part was matching actual 

people to those generic positions. Some participants I had already met, others I learned about 

through policy documents and internet searches, and a few participants I came across almost by 

chance. After identifying a potential participant, I sent them an email that introduced my project 

and asked them to participate in my research.  

 In Calgary, my work for the City of Calgary (described earlier) and my familiarity with the 

cycling advocacy community ensured that it was relatively easy to identify potential participants 

and contact them directly. I had met several of the participants of extended interviews in Calgary 

before I contacted them for an interview: Brent Clark (President of Bike Calgary), Daren Bender 

(CanBike instructor), Don Mulligan (Director of Transportation Planning, City of Calgary), Ryan 

Martinson (transportation engineer, Stantec), and Tom Thivener (Cycling Coordinator, City of 

Calgary). I acquired the names and contact information for other participants through targeted 

web searches: David Swann (MLA, Calgary Mountain View), Gian Carlo-Carra (City 

Counsellor, Ward 9), James Purdy (Senior Staff, Mountain Equipment Co-op), Josh White 

(Policy Analyst, Office of the Mayor, City of Calgary), Tony Churchill (Senior Traffic Engineer, 



Chapter 3: Methods 131 

Leader of Traffic Safety, City of Calgary). Other interviews happened more spontaneously. 

During one of my data collection outings, I came across what appeared to be a cycling summer 

camp for children. I approached one of the leaders, who happened to be the regional supervisor, 

and inquired about an interview. As a result of this outing, I interviewed Audra Merino 

(Instructor, Pedal Works). I conducted an additional interview with an employee at a bike shop in 

Calgary in 2011. That interview was conducted for a course-based project and the informed 

consent form used does not allow me to disclose the name of the employee or the name of the 

store. 

 I left for Amsterdam in 2013 with comparatively few contacts and little knowledge of the 

local cycling community. Luckily, by the time I had landed in Amsterdam, I had already made a 

connection. The man sitting next to me on the plane was a volunteer for GroenLinks (the “Green 

Left” political party in the Netherlands). He agreed to put me in contact with a city counsellor, 

Fjodor Molenaar, whom I later interviewed. In another stroke of good fortune, I was invited to 

join a small group of City of Calgary employees in a meeting with transportation planners in 

Amsterdam3. As a result of that meeting, I met and subsequently interviewed Frans Osté (Policy 

Advisor, Traffic and Parking, Amsterdam Nieuw West) and Maarten Bakker (planner, Stadsregio 

Amsterdam). Through those connections, I was later introduced to Hortense Berkenveld 

(Employee, Dienst Maatschappelijke Ontwikkeling (“Department of Social Development”), City 

of Amsterdam). The remaining interviews resulted, like those in Calgary, from targeted internet 

																																																								
3	Some background information is necessary here. In the summer of 2014, the City of Calgary opened its 7th Street 
Cycle Track facility, a physically separated bike lane that is, by North American standards, a cutting edge piece of 
cycling infrastructure. To develop this cycle track, the City of Calgary hired a consortium of consultants, one of 
which is based out of the Netherlands. Through that connection, the Dutch consultants had arranged for some staff 
from the City of Calgary to take a guided bike tour and a series of presentations given by transportation planners in 
Amsterdam. Because I had introduced myself to the Dutch consultant at an open house event in Calgary, she knew 
about my research and also knew that I was in Amsterdam at the time. To make a long story short, she invited me to 
join the group from Calgary for the presentations and the tour.	
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searches. Through this method, I contacted and interviewed Ria Hilhorst (Policy Analyst, Dienst 

Infrastructuur Verkeer en Vervoer (“Department of Infrastructure, Traffic, and Transportation”), 

City of Amsterdam), Rogier Bosbaan (owner of a small bike shop), Ruud Mohlmaan 

(Commercial Director, Fietsfabric), Rowan Aluvihare (Senior Chief Designer, City of 

Amsterdam), and Tom Godefrooij (Employee, Dutch Cycling Embassy). 

 

Conducting Interviews 

 My interviewing strategy for extended interviews draws from the tradition of institutional 

ethnography (e.g., Smith 2005). Institutional ethnography’s emphasis on the role of texts in 

understanding institutional organization was especially appropriate for understanding the roles of 

engineering standards and other policy documents in the development of cycling infrastructure. 

Unlike the cyclist interviews, the scripts for extended interviews were comprised of questions 

specifically tailored to each participant. Although the scripts varied by interview, I typically 

prepared between five and eight questions. When possible, questions were informed and 

supported by policy documents.  

 In Calgary, I had reviewed virtually every relevant cycling-related policy document before 

I conducted any extended interviews. Some questions drew on specific issues that arose within 

policy documents. For example, for the interview with Tom Thivener, the Cycling Coordinator 

for the City of Calgary, I prepared the following question: 

The 2011 Cycling Strategy (Calgary 2011) states: "Certain sections of Alberta legislation 
do not support some of the innovative bicycle facility designs, such as separate bicycle 
facilities, that are commonplace in other bicycle-friendly cities." (42) 
 a) How, specifically, does the provincial legislation hinder the development of 
innovative designs?  
 b) Is the City lobbying for legislation changes? What changes? How? 
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Questions like this one were designed to allow me to discuss specific issues arising from policy 

documents, while providing enough flexibility to openly discuss professional challenges, 

political situations, or other issues pertaining to cycling. This particular question was also 

designed to explore how multi-scalar politics and policies affect the development of cycling 

infrastructure in Calgary.  

 Other questions used specific information from policy documents to introduce a topic 

before a more open-ended question was posed. For example, consider this question, scripted for 

my interview with Ryan Martinson, a transportation engineer for Stantec Consulting: 

The 1996 Calgary Cycle plan (Calgary 1996) was very detailed. Here are a few things 
that caught my eye. 
 
"A width of 4.3 metres allocates 0.6 metres to the travelling bike, 0.15 metres from the 
bike to the 'lip of gutter', and 0.25 metres from the area in which a vehicle would travel, 
leaving 3.3 metres of manoeuvring space for a car (PDOT, 1976)” 
 
“The change of surface material, for example the addition of stone chips on asphalt 
pathways, is used where one class of users is to be excluded from a particular portion of 
pathway. For example, the first 20 metres of pedestrian-only pathway could be treated 
with stone chips to warn cyclists that they are entering a wrong path. The same treatment 
could be used to alert users that they are approaching a section of pathway where extra 
caution is required.” 
 
I've also read about things like design speed and sight distances. 
 
Give me a crash course in how to engineer bike infrastructure.  
 

Through this question, which is inspired by governmentality theory and draws methodologically 

from institutional ethnography, I wanted to hear about Mr. Martinson’s day-to-day work, about 

the policies and documents that informed his work, and about the rationalities that govern 

mobility with built forms. In general, I wanted to understand the development of bike 

infrastructure from the perspective of a transportation engineer. I kept these motivations in mind 

when I probed his responses in a conversational manner. 
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 In Calgary, I had the luxury of scheduling interviews towards the end of my three-month 

period of field research. The worst that could happen, I thought, was that the interview would 

have to be scheduled (or rescheduled) for a time after I returned from Amsterdam. In 

Amsterdam, on the other hand, I did not have that luxury. If an opportunity presented itself, I had 

to act on it, whether I felt adequately prepared or not. For interviews conducted early in my time 

in Amsterdam, I had not yet read the same volume of policy documents that I had before 

conducting to interviews in Calgary. As a result, the questions that I asked covered similar topics, 

but were less informed by specific policy documents. Consider, for example, these questions that 

I asked Frans Osté, a policy advisor in traffic and parking for the Nieuw-West borough, early in 

my field research. 

Tell me about how design standards (from the CROW manual for example, or from other 
documents) guide what you should do, or can do, with respect to cycling infrastructure in 
Nieuw-West. Give me some examples. 
 
What policy documents have had the biggest impact on what you do? That is, which 
policy documents, from any scale of government, have had the most important effect on 
cycling?  
 

Although these questions stimulated interesting and important responses, they do not connect as 

well, or as explicitly, to the policy material as the questions in Calgary did. 

 I conducted most of the extended interviews at the participant’s office, often in a small 

conference room. A few of the interviews were conducted in cafés. Although these informal 

interview sites affected the audio quality of the recording, they did not appear to affect the 

content of the interview. All interviews were conducted in English and language skills were 

never a barrier to communication. Most interviews lasted a little over an hour, but some lasted as 

long as two hours. Like the interviews with cyclists, I transcribed each of the extended 

interviews and then coded them using MAXQDA. 
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3.2.4. Photography and Photo Elicitation 
	
 Observations were an important part of my field research. Given my emphasis on built 

forms, it was important to observe a wide range of infrastructure configurations in each city, 

(e.g., bike paths, sidewalks, street furniture, roads, road markings, signal lights, and signage), 

noting features like textures, colours, visibility, connectivity, prominence, location, and 

proximity to places like parks, homes, professional buildings, cafés, bars, and shops. It was also 

important to observe as many cyclists as possible, noting their diverse patterns of movement, 

how they interacted with infrastructure, their use of various techniques, and the execution of 

other social practices. It was often the case, however, that the cyclist was on the move while I 

remained stationary, giving me only a fleeting moment to jot down my observations. Although 

written observations were helpful, they were often not enough.  

 To better record my observations for later examination, I used photography as an 

observation tool whenever possible. I took hundreds of photographs. I photographed cyclists, 

bikes, and infrastructure. I photographed mundane situations and unique ones. I tried to capture 

pleasant situations and dangerous ones. Some photos were taken quickly, and without much 

thought. Other photos were the product of deliberate and carefully executed photographic 

techniques used to depict a theme that I had identified as being especially significant. Many of 

my photographs are presented throughout this dissertation.  

 After extensively photographing cyclists and infrastructure, it occurred to me, almost as an 

afterthought, that it might be productive to show some of my photos to participants during 

interviews. As a result, I developed a photo elicitation interview. I showed the same photos to 

cyclists and to each of the participants of the extended interviews to stimulate comparable talk 

from a range of vantage points. I hoped that doing so would demonstrate the ‘layers’ of meaning 
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and knowledge in a scene: cyclists might talk about the experiences and emotions that they feel 

in those spaces; planners might discuss their experiences and strategies in designing those 

spaces; politicians might describe their experiences with the public backlash from approving 

those spaces; and, activists might describe their experiences with struggling to affect changes to 

those spaces. 

 I collected a series of photos (fifteen in Calgary; sixteen in Amsterdam) that I believed 

spanned an important range of issues pertaining to cycling in each city. These photos, and the 

order in which they were presented to participants, are reproduced in Appendix C. In both cities, 

the selection of photos was based on topics identified in early interviews and from my initial 

observations of cycling in each city. I selected photos for inclusion in the photo elicitation 

interviews based on both their content (how well they depicted a particular theme) and on their 

aesthetic form (their composition and clarity). 

 For content, I selected photos that highlighted a range of issues specific to each city. In 

both cities, the photos demonstrated several pieces of cycling infrastructure, ranging from very 

pleasant places to ride to potentially dangerous ones. I also depicted social situations. In Calgary, 

I designed the photos to elicit talk about issues pertaining to sharing space on multi-use 

pathways, to the use of lycra cycling clothing and safety equipment, and to social cycling. In 

Amsterdam, the photos depicted scooters, tourists, and cycling with children. In each city, I 

included an aerial photograph from Google maps to elicit talk about urban form, urban growth, 

and, potentially, barriers or enablers of cycling in each city. Finally, in each city, I included two 

photos from the other city. The participants in Amsterdam commented on relatively normal 

scenes in Calgary and vice-versa. This inclusion was meant to enhance comparisons of 

infrastructure and cycling techniques between the cities. 
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 I selected the photos that best depicted the themes that I wanted to explore. To achieve the 

desired images, I utilized a range of photographic techniques, including composition, exposure, 

and editing. Image 3.1, below, taken in Calgary, demonstrates my strategic use of composition.  

 

 

Image 3.1. Using composition techniques to depict important visual information.  

With this photo, I wanted to depict a cyclist that is clearly cycling in a bike lane. To 
simultaneously emphasize the width of the lane and provide a profile of the cyclist and his bike, I 
climbed up a steep hill and, using a telephoto lens, shot down on the lane. This allowed me to 
highlight the width of the lane and the lane markings while clearly depicting the cyclist and his 
bike. This image was intended to stimulate discussion about both the infrastructure and the 
cyclist. 

 

 When it was appropriate, I used exposure techniques. The photo below, Image 3.2, taken in 

Amsterdam, highlights the difference in speed between a cyclist and a motorist. To capture this 
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photo, I set my camera on a tripod on the median and waited, patiently, for a cyclist and a vehicle 

to approach at the same time. When they did, I used a relatively long exposure to blur the motion 

of the faster moving car.  

 

 

Image 3.2. Using exposure techniques to depict important visual information.  

This image, which highlights the Dutch planning principle of separating transport modes based 
on travel velocity, is meant to stimulate talk about safe cycling spaces by cyclists and about 
safety philosophy and infrastructure design by planners. To highlight differences between the 
velocities of a motorist and a cyclist I mounted my camera on a tripod and used a relatively long 
exposure to blur the motion of the car while keeping the cyclist relatively crisp.  
 

 Finally, I used a variety of editing techniques to complete each photo. Although I shot 

every photo in colour, I converted them to black and white for the photo elicitation interview. I 
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did this to remove the ‘normalcy’ of the photo, encouraging the viewer to see the potentially 

mundane photo in a new way. Ideally, this strategy stimulates a deeper look into the photo and 

results in more detailed talk. Harper (2010) refers to this technique as “breaking the frame,” a 

process that leads “to a reflective stance vis-à-vis the taken-for-granted aspects of [the subject]” 

(20). When producing black and white images, different colour filters result in different tones. 

For example, a ‘red filter’ shifts blue tones to black and a ‘blue filter’, shifts blue tones to white. 

I intentionally used these filters to highlight specific elements of the photos. Image 3.3, below, 

taken in Calgary, uses two versions of a portion of a photo to highlight the strategic use of filters.  

 

 

Image 3.3. Using editing techniques to depict important visual information.  

This photo was intended to depict a cyclist navigating a signed bike route in suburban Calgary. 
To emphasize that this is a signed bike route, I wanted the sign in the photo to stand out. The 
image on the left uses a blue filter, leaving the sign faded and barely readable. The image on the 
right uses a red filter to achieve the intended effect.  
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 I used photo elicitation during eight interviews with eleven cyclists in Calgary and four 

interviews with eight cyclists in Amsterdam. These interviews tended to be longer than the 

scripted cyclist interviews, with an average duration of over fifteen minutes in Calgary and over 

thirty minutes in Amsterdam. I showed the photos during each of the extended interviews, 

typically reserving the final ten minutes of the allotted time for photo elicitation.  

 Before beginning the photo elicitation, I gave each participant suggestions about the types 

of details that they might like to discuss. Although my wording varied slightly from interview to 

interview, the following except is typical of the instructions that I gave to cyclists to set up the 

photo elicitation interview: 

I’m going hand you this stack of photos, and I want you flip through them and describe 
the scene to me. Tell me anything that you notice, about the cyclists or the infrastructure, 
or whatever. Tell me if anything strikes you as especially important or normal or weird or 
whatever. Tell me if you ride a bike through places like that. Tell me how it feels to ride a 
bike there, or how you think it might feel. Basically, I just want to understand cycling in 
this city through your eyes. 
 

I delivered a similar message to participants in extended interviews, but I gave them additional 

instructions. For example, after explaining that I conduct similar interviews with cyclists, I told 

one participant: 

So, I’m interested in hearing about all that from you, as a cyclist in this city, but I also 
want you to interpret each photo using your professional lens. 
 

Then, I gave suggestions that were specific to each participant. For example, I suggested to 

politicians to highlight any political struggles that might affect the scene in photo, I suggested to 

engineers to tell me about any policy or design constraints (or enablers) that might affect the 

depicted infrastructure, and I suggested that cycling educators point out anything that pertains to 

the programs that he or she teaches.  
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 By showing these photos to nearly twenty people, including cyclists and a range of 

professionals that affect cycling, I was able to elicit a wealth of rich and diverse talk about 

cycling in each city. Although I am embarrassed to admit that these photo elicitations were 

something of an afterthought, they proved to be an important source of evidence, and were an 

excellent addition to my original research strategy.  

 

3.2.5. Image Analysis 
	
 As described in the theory section earlier in this chapter, Tim Cresswell highlighted the 

need to examine representations of movement. To ensure that I comprehensively examine each 

of the three aspects of a constellation of mobility, I found it necessary to investigate depictions of 

cycling in each regime of mobility. To do so, I examined representations of cycling in print 

advertisements in each city.  

 Ideally, I wanted to simultaneously examine advertisements for small, local businesses and 

national campaigns by large companies. To maximize my exposure to both kinds of ads, and 

everything in between, I decided to draw from two different sources in each city: a local 

newspaper and a national magazine. I decided to examine only two sources because, given my 

time limitations, examining fewer sources meant that I could sample the sources with a greater 

frequency, allowing me to look at advertisements from more months and more years (as 

discussed below). 

 In Calgary, I selected a daily newspaper, the Calgary Herald, which has been published 

since 1883, and currently has a daily circulation of approximately 123,000. The Herald is the 

more politically-centrist of the city’s two main newspapers and, by most accounts, it is the most 

respected newspaper in the city. The national magazine that I examined in Calgary was 
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Maclean’s Magazine, a weekly news magazine with a circulation of around 313,000. I chose 

Maclean’s largely by the processes of elimination. First, because I was interested in tracking 

changes in representations of velomobility since the Second World War, I needed a source that 

had been published since 1945. This requirement immediately ruled out most currently-published 

Canadian magazines. Second, I wanted a source that was as gender neutral as possible. 

Chatelaine is another long-standing Canadian magazine, but because it targets a female 

audience, it was not appropriate as the sole source of national advertisements in my study. 

Maclean’s likely demonstrates a slight bias towards male readers, especially in the early decades 

of the period examined, but the presence of advertisements targeting both men and women 

confirmed that this was an appropriate source. 

 In Amsterdam, I attempted to mirror my selections in Calgary. Specifically, I wanted to 

select a prominent daily local newspaper and a national news magazine. The Netherlands’ small 

size means that most major daily newspapers tend to be more national in scope than the Herald. 

Consequently, instead of examining ‘an Amsterdam newspaper’, I found ‘a newspaper that 

Amsterdammers read’. I chose de Volkskrant (“The People’s Newspaper”), a respected daily 

newspaper published since 1919. It has a daily circulation of about 235,000. There were several 

candidates for a weekly national news magazine in the Netherlands, but I was looking for the 

Dutch equivalent of Maclean’s: a slightly sensationalized news magazine, with an orientation 

towards popular culture rather than intellectual writing. After examining several sources, I chose 

Vrij Nederlands. This weekly magazine has been published since the end of the Second World 

War (it’s title translates to “Free Netherlands”). It currently has a weekly circulation of about 

35,000.  
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 It was simply impossible to examine every advertisement in each issue of each of the four 

sources since 1945. For this reason, I developed a strategy to ensure an adequate and consistent 

sampling of advertisements. This strategy was somewhat complex. First, I examined issues from 

every second year, beginning in 1945. Then, for all sources, I examined publications for only 

three months of the year. I examined advertisements in June because that month signifies the end 

of the school year and the beginning of summer, a time when I expected to find the most 

advertisements that depict cycling. Four months later, in October, automobile manufacturers 

typically begin to publish ads for the new model year. Because I was interested in comparing 

depictions of cyclists and motorists, it was important to examine ad campaigns for automobiles. 

Then, to ensure equal spacing between the months, I examined advertisements in February.  

 To ensure the timely completion of the data collection phase (remember: I only had about 

three months in each city!), I further refined my sampling technique. For the national magazines, 

I examined the first two issues from each of the selected months. For the daily newspapers, I 

examined three days from the first week of each month. Because most daily newspapers have 

features that run once a week, (for example, the “Home and Garden” section was featured once a 

week in the Herald) it was important to randomize the selection of days to avoid systematically 

biasing the advertisements and omitting potentially relevant material. To avoid this bias, I 

randomly chose three days of the week to examine for each source4.  

 The sources were available in either microfilm, microfiche, or original paper copies. Each 

issue of the Herald and Maclean’s was available on microfilm and the later decades of de 

Volkskrant and Vrij Nederlands were available on microfiche. In these cases, I created and 

																																																								
4	I assigned each day of the week a number (Monday was “1”, for example) and rolled a die three times for each 
week. Because I don’t have a seven sided die, if I rolled a 6, which represented the weekend, I simply rolled again, 
using even or odd numbers to decide whether I examined a Saturday or a Sunday issue. Although this was an 
admittedly imperfect randomization method, it was sufficient for my purposes.	
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collected digital copies of relevant advertisements using the microfilm/microfiche reader and 

available software. For earlier copies of de Volkskrant and Vrij Nederlands, only original hard 

copies of each issue were available in University of Amsterdam’s archives. Collecting digital 

copies of advertisements from these sources proved to be somewhat problematic. The materials 

are bound in very large books, the size of a full newspaper page and approximately three inches 

thick, making them very difficult to scan. Additionally, the facility had only one scanner, which 

was frequently in use. Given the sheer volume of materials that I had to sort through and collect, 

I was forced to complete this task as quickly as possible. An extra two minutes of work for each 

of a thousand scans would result in nearly a week of additional work… time I simply didn’t 

have. To expedite the process, I used a scanning app on my iPhone to quickly digitize the 

images. This resulted in inferior, but useable, images (which, as it turned out, were sometimes of 

better quality than those available on microfilm). 

  



Chapter 3: Methods 145 

 

Image 3.4. Archival research materials in Amsterdam.  

Sorting through physical copies of newspapers and magazines was a physically demanding task. 
This image depicts a cart of newspapers kindly collected for me by staff at the archives. Over the 
course of several weeks, they re-filled my cart numerous times.  
 

 For every issue of each source, whether on microfilm, microfiche, or as a hard copy, I 

flipped through every single page looking for depictions of urban mobility. I scanned and saved 

any advertisement that contained an image of an automobile, bicycle, motorcycle, or public 

transit. Because I was primarily interested in urban mobility5, depictions of predominately inter-

																																																								
5	Confusingly, in many instances automobiles are explicitly depicted for uses other than urban transportation. 
Imagine, for example, an advertisement for a Jeep that depicts a vehicle climbing up a rock in a desert canyon. 
Although this is certainly not urban transportation, vehicles like Jeeps are typically sold and used primarily for urban 
transport. The potential for adventure is part of the allure of this urban vehicle. For this reason, even though 
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city transport modes, like trains, ships, and airplanes, were not included. In this study, my 

primary focus was on velomobility and automobility, the two primary forms of urban mobility in 

Amsterdam and Calgary, respectively.  

 In total, I collected nearly 3000 advertisements that depict urban mobility (n=2965). At 

times, my sample size seemed unmanageably large. In hind sight, however, I am glad that I 

examined as many publications as I did. Even though I examined several thousand issues, I 

found only 181 images of cycling. Without such a large sample, it would have been impossible to 

find enough images of cycling to draw any meaningful conclusions. 

 

 

 

  

																																																								
automobility is often not depicted as urban in advertisements, I have included those images in this study because of 
their connection to urban automobility.  
 Although walking is an important mode of urban mobility, I have not included depictions of walking in this 
study. The ambiguity between depictions of people walking and people standing in still images created a layer of 
complexity that I simply could not address here. A more detailed study of depictions of urban mobility should 
consider depictions of walking in addition to cycling, public transit, motorcycles/scooters, automobiles, and other 
active forms of transportation like skateboarding and roller-blading.	
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3.3. Summary 
 

 To fully utilize the intricate web of theoretical frameworks outlined in Chapter 2, I required 

the comprehensive network of evidence-gathering techniques described in this chapter. In total, 

my examination of these two regimes of velomobility consists of interviews with 102 cyclists 

(over 16 hours of audio), twenty-four extended interviews (almost 29 hours of audio), countless 

pages of written observations, hundreds of photographs, the careful examination of thousands of 

pages of documents ranging from engineering guidelines to reports to policy documents, and the 

collection and analysis of nearly three thousand advertisements from hundreds of issues of 

newspapers and magazines. (Not bad for six months’ work!) 

 I believe that this theoretically-informed and methodologically-diverse set of evidence has 

allowed me to comprehensively describe and compare these two regimes of velomobility in a 

level of detail that has not yet been achieved. The analysis that I am about to present is, I believe, 

a significant achievement and one of the most comprehensive accounts of a regime of mobility 

ever compiled. It has allowed to me to achieve my goal of comprehensively questioning the 

naturalness and taken-for-granted character of mobility in each of the two cases presented here.  
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Part 2: Constructing Regimes of Velomobility 
	
 

 

 

 

 

 

“Mobilities cannot be described without attention to the necessary spatial, infrastructural and 
institutional moorings that configure and enable mobilities.” 

 
- Kevin Hannam, Mimi Sheller, and John Urry (2006, 3) 

 
 
 

“There is clearly a politics to material movement. … But this is only the beginning. There is also 
a politics of representation. How is mobility discursively constituted? What narratives have been 

constructed about mobility? How are mobilities represented?” 
 

- Tim Cresswell (2010, 21) 
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Chapter 4: Building Urban Forms 
 
 

 
 

“[The development industry has] dictated where the growth is, the networks of roads, the 
orientation of those roads, the connectivity of the roads in their communities. And you 

know they've—this is where I've got to be careful what I say—they have perpetuated the 
auto-oriented nature of our city.” 

 
Don Mulligan, Director of Transportation Planning, City of Calgary 

 
 
 
“[W]hen the City government puts certain restraints on where we want to build and how we want 

to build, then the developer has to make his plan conform to the wishes of the City.” 
 

Fjodor Molenaar, City Councillor, City of Amsterdam 
 
 
 
 
 A surge of research examining the relationship between urban form and mobility has 

generally concluded that urban form affects mobility (Handy 1996; Kenworthy and Laube 1999; 

Camagni et al. 2002; Dieleman et al. 2002; Schwanen 2002; Schwanen et al. 2004; van de 

Coevering and Schwanen 2006; Schlossberg et al. 2006). Kenworthy and Laube (1999) 

conducted a comprehensive and widely-cited overview of the ways that physical and economic 

conditions affect automobile usage. They reported that “urban form, in particular higher urban 

density, is consistently associated with lower levels of car ownership and car use, higher levels 

of transit use, and lower total costs of operating urban passenger transportation systems” (719). 

However, as van de Coevering and Schwanen (2006) explain, early research, like Kenworthy and 

Laube’s, has been broadly criticized for neglecting regional context. In their “re-evaluation” of 

the impact of urban form on travel patterns, van de Coevering and Schwanen found that urban 

form was not the only factor associated with mobility choice; socio-economic and historic 
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factors affect mobility choice as well. After studying these other factors, they conclude: “At the 

same time, however, characteristics of urban form appear to remain relevant to all dimensions 

of travel patterns investigated in this paper once other factors are taken into consideration” (238, 

my emphasis). Therefore, even when socio-economic variables and historical conditions are 

accounted for, urban form still matters.  

 Given the significant ways in which urban form shapes mobility patterns, a description of 

some of the social and political conditions that have affected each city’s urban form is vital for 

advancing my broader characterization of these two regimes of mobility. Remembering Jessop, 

Peck, and Tickel’s (1999) insistence that local agents make their own history, but not “in 

circumstances of their own choosing” (149), this chapter emphasizes, to the greatest extent 

possible here, the multi-scalar nature of each city’s regime of mobility. The historical discussion 

presented here will help to denaturalize each city’s urban form. Through this discussion on urban 

form, this chapter will demonstrate that automobility in Calgary and velomobility in Amsterdam 

are neither natural nor inevitable, but, rather, a product of much social and political work 

conducted at several scales of government over many decades. 

 This chapter has two main sections, each one dedicated to a single city. The first section 

focuses primarily on the forces that have enabled and built Calgary’s sprawling (sub)urban form. 

The second section examines the ways in which Amsterdam’s multiple scales of government 

have worked together to guide urban development and constrain sprawl. 

 

4.1 Enabling Sprawl in Calgary 
	
 At the risk of overstating the obvious, a city built for cars is not a city built for bikes. 

Calgary is, unquestionably, a city built for cars. The state, at every scale of government, has 
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played an important role in enabling auto-dependent sprawl in Calgary. As Harris (2004) 

summarizes: 

It was only when the federal government entered the housing field in 1935, when local 
governments began to adopt national building standards in the 1940s, and when 
provincial governments brought in more rigorous planning legislation after 1945, that 
Canadian suburbs started to earn their modern reputation for being homogeneous and 
bland. Diversity was slowly ironed out by the growing influence of the state. (106). 
 

My goal in this section is to use other works (primarily: Stamp (2004), Harris (2004), and Foran 

2009) to develop a context sufficient for understanding the insights gained during my interviews 

with policy makers in Calgary. When considered alongside other discussions presented 

throughout this dissertation, this section will highlight some of the key ways that the state has 

enabled barriers to velomobility in Calgary. 

 

4.1.1. Enabling Suburbia at the Federal Scale 
	
 In Calgary, during the 1930s, like the rest of Canada, the housing market was dismal. As 

Harris (2004) points out, “In Calgary, the value of residential building permits for 1929 alone 

was greater than the entire decade of the 1930s” (112). To help pull the nation out of deep 

recession, in 1935 the federal government passed the Dominion Housing Act (DHA). The DHA, 

a copy of the U.S. Federal Housing Administration (FHA), approved certain lenders to provide 

long-term, amortized mortgages that were insured by the federal government. Because the act 

favoured established lending institutions, through the DHA, “the federal government worked to 

marry suburban development with corporate finance” (121). The National Housing Act (NHA) 

replaced the DHA in 1938 and then, in 1946, the Central (later, Canada) Mortgage and Housing 

Corporation (CMHC) took over the administration of all federal housing programs. These 

programs were, in part, designed to stimulate and sustain the post-war economy. Harris explains: 
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“Like its U.S. counterpart, the Canadian government was eager to promote suburban 

development after 1945. Suburban homes satisfied real needs. They also created an abundant 

demand for a wide range of consumer goods and eventually played a significant role in 

sustaining the long post-war economic boom” (132). 

 While the City of Calgary and the major players in the development industry might be seen 

as the obvious contributors to sprawl, the Federal government enabled and supported sprawl 

(through the CHMC) in many important ways. Foran (2009) explains: 

The role of the [CMHC] in creating the Canadian post-war suburb cannot be understated, 
and went far beyond its lending policies, its ‘watchdog’ role, or in its advisory capacity. 
Its influence was manifest on a variety of levels. Operating well out of the public eye, the 
C.M.H.C. exercised its considerable powers with a forcefulness that broached no redress. 
Thus while Calgary’s growth patterns bore the stamp of developer and civic negotiations, 
it must be remembered that they had already been sanctioned and sometimes moulded by 
the C.M.H.C. That the overall agendas of all three were similar provides more food for 
thought to those who would lay the blame for urban sprawl solely on developer greed and 
civic incompetence or collusion. (12). 
 

By developing building codes that encourage single-family detached homes, by encouraging and 

approving sprawling suburban developments, and, most importantly, by ensuring the availability 

of government-backed credit for mortgages, the Canadian federal government, through the 

CMHC, paved the way for the sprawling urban form that characterizes Calgary today. 

 

4.1.2. Funding Tensions between Municipalities and the Province 
	
 Calgary’s provincial government, the Province of Alberta, has also contributed to the 

conditions that enable sprawl. Having no constitutional protection, the City of Calgary, like all 

other Canadian cities, is essentially at the mercy of the provincial government, whose power is 

“total and final” (Foran 2009, 11). I interviewed Dr. David Swann, an elected Member of the 

Legislative Assembly (MLA). He has represented the Liberal Party in the Calgary-Mountain 



Chapter 4: Building Urban Forms 155 

View riding since 2004, and continues to represent the riding at the time of writing. Dr. Swann 

described the relationship between cites and the province of Alberta: 

Municipalities are creatures of the Municipal Government Act [MGA]. They exist 
because of the whole provincial designation that: this is now a municipality; it will have 
these characteristics and has these responsibilities. And, we will be in a relationship with 
them in a number of different ways, including receiving their taxable income and 
returning a portion of that income to help with the infrastructure, the schools, hospitals, 
and roads. … And the province decides how much money to return to the municipality 
every year, in its wisdom. So, the general rule of thumb is that the taxes collected, 
property and income tax from municipalities, go into general revenue and roughly ten 
percent of it goes back to the municipality. At least, that's the case for Calgary.  
 

Here, in addition to roughly explaining the Municipal Government Act, which gives 

municipalities their authority, Dr. Swann alludes to one of the most important ways in which 

municipalities in Alberta are constrained by the provincial government: funding. As Dr. Swann 

explains, the Province collects revenue through programs like income tax, corporate tax, and 

automobile licensing. Then, approximately ten percent of that revenue is returned to the 

Province’s municipalities. Although the legislation surrounding the allocation of municipal 

funding from the Province remains a hot topic in Calgary today1, it falls slightly beyond the 

																																																								
1 Despite not falling directly into the path of my analysis, the issue of funding and control is an important and 
relevant issue that came up during my interviews. I will present two excerpts, one from Dr. David Swann and the 
other from Josh White, a policy analyst in the Office of the Mayor in Calgary. Although both men’s opinions fall on 
the same side of the debate’s spectrum, these passages succinctly explain the meat of the matter. 
 
Dr. Swann explained:  
 [The allocation of funds from the Province to municipalities has] led to all kinds of dissatisfaction and upset in the 
two biggest municipalities, Calgary and Edmonton. …They've been lobbying for a number of years now for a larger 
share of their own tax revenue and for a special relationship to the Alberta government, as super cities, you might 
say, with super liabilities and super demands. Not only from the City proper, but also from all the people around that 
city, coming in for recreation, culture, purchasing, commercial stuff. They feel they have been shafted by this 
formula. And they want what we're calling a city charter—Big City Charter, it's called—where they're given much 
more freedom to tax on the basis of their own needs. And there are three or four characteristics of a charter city that 
give them the ability to hold a larger debt load per million dollars of capital that they own. I think that there's a fairly 
small flexibility around that for most municipalities. They're not allowed to go over maybe five or ten percent of 
what their capital assets are, in debt. Big cities want that to be three or four times that much. Because they have 
major expenditures and major investments that they have to make for infrastructure. So, a number of things that are 
unique to big cities and recognizing that they are an equal level of government to the province. They are an elected 
body, they have all the capabilities and technical expertise, and they are tired of being treated as lesser, as children 
of the province. So, that's a big move on now. 
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scope the story told here. With respect to the current branch of my analysis, the tension between 

the City of Calgary and the Province was most relevant in the early 1950s. 

 In 1954, the Province established a committee to examine growth around the province’s 

major metropolitan centres (Calgary and Edmonton). The resulting committee, known as the 

McNally Commission on Metropolitan growth, eventually played an important role in shaping 

growth in the Calgary metropolitan area. In a report presented to the commission by the City of 

Calgary, the City argued that it was suffering from the tax transfer agreements with the Province. 

Foran explains: 

The City’s brief argued that the provincial replacement grant did not compensate 
adequately for the loss of the service tax, the power to tax corporations, and the power to 
levy automobile and licence taxes. In addition to health, education, and public welfare, 
which took up most of the 40 percent of the City revenues supplied by the Province, the 
City received a Municipal Assistance Grant for general purposes. In 1953, this amounted 
to $7,546 per capita and translated into a total of $940,724. This amount was clearly 
inadequate. (2009, 11). 
 

Importantly, prior to 1954, the City took responsibility for providing roads and utilities to new 

developments and for upgrading existing infrastructure. The costs for doing so were rising 

quickly. Between 1944 and 1953, the costs of local improvements had increased over twelve-

fold (Foran 2009, 27). Inadequate funding, coupled with rising costs, left the City of Calgary in 

financial dire straights. 

 

																																																								
Mr. White told me: 
Our goal is to be able to control our own priorities more. Like, we'd rather the province not dictate to us: "You shall 
build this or that." The idea is that, actually, we move off grants completely, and the City have control over the 
revenue source, so that we can fully control it and have no strings attached to it. We're a large enough and 
sophisticated enough order of government that we should be able to. And that's what the whole City Charter 
discussion is about: really gaining control over our own destiny, and a big part of that is funding. We're always at 
sort of the whim of the Province. Whenever the government of the day feels like handing out money to us, like, "Ok, 
yes please, we'll take it." And then we spend it. But we'd rather just have control. Like, we're responsible for 
delivering transit for instance. Shouldn't we have the fiscal capacity to build that infrastructure? Of course we 
should. Right? Why should we be beholden to the whims of another order of government? It's kind of silly.	
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4.1.3. The Expanding Role of Developers 
	
 After 1945, a new land development process emerged in Canada. Previously, municipal 

governments like the City of Calgary took on several important roles in the land development 

process. Typically, the municipality sold individual lots to builders but provided the roads, 

sidewalks, power, sewage, and other utilities that make modern living possible. This process 

came to be problematized as slow, expensive, and inefficient. The solution, of which the Toronto 

suburb of Don Mills is the most dramatic example, was for the developer to buy the entirety of 

the land, divide it into lots, develop the roads, sidewalks, and utilities connections themselves, 

build the homes, and then, finally, sell the resulting houses directly to home buyers. This process 

was attractive to developers, who could develop (and sell) massive parcels of land quickly, and 

to municipalities, who were relieved of the financial burden of developing roads and connecting 

utilities to new homes. The City of Calgary adopted this process in 1955.  

 After the 1955 developer agreement, the City was responsible for approving subdivisions 

and ensuring the developer’s compliance with certain zoning and technical specifications. 

However, as Foran points out, while this process may appear to leave the city in control of 

development, it hides some of the development industry’s clout in planning the development of 

new subdivisions. He explains:  

[T]he City’s policy of demanding compliance before subdivision approval obscures the 
fact that the specific initiative belonged to the developers. Whether under interim control 
or a zoning bylaw, undeveloped areas were zoned agricultural until ready to be 
subdivided for development. The specifics of rezoning fell to the developers, not the City. 
It was their subdivision design and size, their zoning proposals, their notions about 
interior road design, green spaces, school placement, and commercial locations against 
which this compliance was gauged (79). 
 



Chapter 4: Building Urban Forms 158 

After the 1955 developer agreement, the work of planning roads inside subdivisions fell squarely 

on the shoulders of developers. Their penchants for loop-and-lollipop road designs continue to 

affect the mobility choices of Calgarians today. 

 I asked Don Mulligan, the City of Calgary’s Director of Transportation Planning, about the 

contemporary role of developers in designing and building roads. He explained: 

They dictate the roads within their subdivision. They buy a whole bunch of land. From 
the majors on down, they pay for all that. They pay for the services. They pay for the 
parks. They pay for the nice pathways we have, so they do put in a lot of good 
infrastructure. The City dictates the bigger, coarser road network. And it's, for the most 
part, already established. But from majors on up, the City pretty much dictates that. And 
they have to submit plans to the City. We review them and they need to be in sync with 
our bigger plans, so, it's not the entire road network.  
 

Here, Mr. Mulligan explains that the majority of the roads within a subdivision (“from the 

majors on down”), are designed and built by the developer. It is also important to recognize that 

the multi-use pathways that run through subdivisions are constructed by the developer. As I will 

discuss in Chapter 7, when I discuss depictions of velomobility in print advertisements, 

developers happily build pathways through their subdivision so that they can promote the 

potential for a pleasant and healthy lifestyle that is full of leisure opportunities.  

 Mr. Mulligan also described the developers’ preference for cul-de-sacs and curvilinear 

roads. He told me: 

 They do curvilinear roads on most of them because they can sell more [homes]. …  
More people want to live on cul-de-sacs, so they'll pay more money for cul-de-sacs. And 
they can get more houses on this same [parcel of land]. … A grid takes up more space 
because there's that many more roads. And so they're dictating [a curvilinear design 
instead of a grid layout]. …  
 There's a lot of ramifications of this network within the subdivisions [Earlier in the 
interview, he described the negative ramifications of cul-de-sacs, including reduced 
walkability and bikeability, inefficient public transit routes, and poor access for 
emergency vehicles], which is what they're responsible for. The developers typically 
build and design all of these, and we try to influence the design. But they're very resistant 
to change. Because it's, it's not all about profits, but a large part of it is about the profits 
and the yield that they get. How many lots per square kilometre? 
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Mr. Mulligan explained that the City would prefer to see a hybrid between a linear grid network 

and the curvilinear network favoured by developers. Such a hybrid, he explained, would offer 

better access for public transit and emergency vehicles and, by reducing the effective distances 

between destinations, would increase walkability and bikeability. As he explained above, 

however, a hybrid design would reduce the number of lots that could be developed and would 

reduce the availability of highly-desirable (and more expensive) homes located in the quiet 

refuge of cul-de-sacs. As a result, the developer would ‘lose’ money (or, more accurately, make 

a smaller profit from their investment in the land). Consequently, because “a large part of [road 

design] is about the profits and the yields that [the developers] get”, developers in Calgary 

continue to build subdivisions organized around loop-and-lollipop designs. 

 The process of turning over the construction of roads and utilities to developers in 1955 

also had important implications for the scale of building. The new system essentially 

necessitated the development of large-scale tracts of suburban land. Harris writes: “Turning 

subdividers into developers, the new servicing requirements changed the financial rules of the 

game. It was either impossible or uneconomic for developers to trouble themselves with small 

subdivisions, since they now had to make substantial investments in infrastructure. To play this 

game they needed deep pockets or financial backing” (138-139). Two decades after the 

institutionalization of finance, this new process favoured large subdivisions developed by large 

development corporations. Harris summarizes the outcome nicely: “Mass housing was erected by 

the mass builder that had ridden on the tide of corporate finance” (144). 

 It is important to recognize that this new process was generally interpreted as a win-win 

scenario. Foran explains: 
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the City and the developers were on the same philosophical page when it came to land 
development for suburban housing. They believed not only that the private sector was 
best suited to meet consumer demand for housing but that the demands of the market 
should decide on both type and location. The role of the public sector was to provide an 
amenable climate for development, and to guard the general interest through close 
monitoring and ongoing dialogue. The need to work together to secure the desired ends 
led to close and intense interactions or to quote one commentator, a “symbiotic 
relationship”. (2009, 14). 
 

While the financial pragmatism behind the City’s decision to turn the development of utilities 

and roads over to the developer is somewhat self-evident, the “philosophical page” that the City 

and the developers share (as well as with the CMHC) is worth exploring in a bit more detail.  

 On February 13, 1947, a major oil reserve was discovered in Leduc, Alberta, located about 

300 km north of Calgary. The discovery brought a boom of people to Calgary, and a boom of 

wealth to their pockets. In 1946, Calgary had a population of just over 100,000 people. Over the 

next twenty years, that number had more than tripled, to 330,575. Many firms in the petroleum 

industry chose Calgary as their base of operations. As a result of the oil boom, the demand for a 

highly specialized labour force emerged: white-collar accountants, lawyers, and executives with 

a knowledge of the oil industry. Given the recency of the discovery of oil in Alberta, that labour 

force could not yet be assembled from local talent. It had to be imported from somewhere with 

experience in oil extraction: The United States. At the start of the oil boom, the majority of most 

firms’ senior managers had come to Calgary from one the oil producing states: California, 

Oklahoma, Texas, and Louisiana (Stamp 2004, 35). By 1965, over 30,000 Americans lived in 

Calgary, most of them “in the higher income brackets” (Stamp 2004, 33-34). As Stamp explains, 

these American workers and executives “imported both their strong right-wing views and an 

enthusiasm for involvement in voluntary organizations” (35). As a result, Stamp explains (citing 

Max Foran’s research) that “Calgary is probably the most ‘Americanized’ of all Canadian cities” 

(33). Given the right-wing tendencies of white-collar Calgary, coupled with financial strains on 
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the City’s coffers, any policy that shifted responsibilities (like developing roads and utilities) 

from the public sector to the private sector was an obvious and easy decision. As an aside, the 

Americanization of Calgary remains evident today. The city still serves as the partisan base of 

federal and provincial conservatism, both of which have drawn heavily on the American form of 

rollback neoliberalism over the past few decades.  

 

4.1.4. The Rise and Fall of Regional Planning in Alberta 
	
  In 1956, the aforementioned McNally Commission on Metropolitan Growth delivered its 

report. The report’s seventeen recommendations on urban planning and regional growth can, 

according to Ghitter and Smart (2009), be interpreted across four main themes. First, because 

tax-base equity across the metropolitan region is important, the best form of governance is one 

operated through a central municipal authority (633). Second, the tax revenues that arise from 

industrial development should accrue to the same municipality that provides the municipal 

services used by the workers and their families (634). Third, urban municipalities are “entitled to 

growing space as they expand into rural areas” (634). The recommendations arising from this 

theme supported the City of Calgary’s proposed annexations of surrounding rural areas. Between 

1956 and 1961, a series of annexations grew Calgary’s footprint from 103 square kilometres to 

390 square kilometres. Fourth, and finally, the report emphasized that when areas adjacent to the 

city begin to function in an urban capacity, they are best planned for, and administered by, the 

same central urban government that plans and administers the rest of the metropolitan area (634). 

 In general, the McNally Commission’s recommendations aligned nicely with the “uni-city” 

philosophy favoured by those in power at the time at the City of Calgary. Ghitter and Smart 

describe the philosophy this way: 
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[I]n the Alberta context, it refers to the philosophy that optimal organization is best 
achieved through the use of a regional plan, which is most efficiently aggregated at a 
regional scale with one, central power-wielding entity coordinating growth at multiple 
scales. With a centralized taxation authority, a more democratic form of regional taxation 
is achieved because residents of city and country are taxed according to the same criteria 
and level of delivered services. Reductions in the duplication of services are expected as 
jurisdictions are amalgamated. (633). 
 

Although, as Foran points out, many people point to the McNally Commission as the genesis of 

the uni-city philosophy, the notion, in fact, predated the commission, as evidenced by the policy 

direction in which the City of Calgary was moving at the time. He writes, “The McNally 

Commission simply reaffirmed [the uni-city philosophy], and by so doing lent legitimacy to the 

policies that supported it” (2009, 45). 

 As a follow-up to the McNally Commission, in 1963 the Provincial government legislated 

the Planning Act. The act forced municipal plans to conform to regional plans. In Calgary’s case, 

this meant that the municipalities surrounding Calgary had to comply with plans for the Calgary 

Metropolitan Region, which were heavily influenced by the City of Calgary. For example, plans 

by neighbouring municipalities for commercial development or suburban expansion were 

regularly turned down by the Calgary Regional Planning Commission2.  

 Views on the Planning Act were mixed. Urban planners largely hailed the Province’s 

system as a “world class model of regional planning” (Ghitter and Smart 2009, 635). Rural 

municipalities, however, found that the Planning Act compromised their autonomy and crippled 

their capacity to facilitate development. This lead to a longstanding tension between 

municipalities at the urban-rural fringe (Gondek 2014). It is important to recognize that, in theory 

at least, the power granted to Calgary’s Regional Planning Commission under the Planning Act 

																																																								
2 Ghitter and Smart report that “[i]n the decades following the 1963 act, many proposals for commercial 
development in [the Municipal District of Rocky View] were turned down by the province at the behest of 
objections from [the Calgary Regional Planning Commission]” (635). 
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could have been used to mandate the principles of smart growth. Given the (often-used) capacity 

to block development at the City’s fringe, it is conceivable to imagine tightly-controlled 

development serviced by public transportation and bicycles. Alas, this was not the case. Given 

the prevailing attitude that the market knows best, the City quickly allowed developers to fill the 

recently annexed land around the city’s core with single-family detached homes. With periodic 

amendments, the Planning Act governed municipal planning in Alberta until 1995 (Climenhaga 

1997).  

 As a rollback form of economic neoliberalism took hold in the province in the early-90s 

(Miller 2007), Ralph Klein, Calgary’s former mayor, was elected as the Province’s premier on a 

platform steeped in the economic strategies of fiscal conservatism, the privatization of public 

programs, the downscaling of governmental responsibilities to the local scale, and, in general, 

limiting the influence of government on market interactions. Through the eyes of a supporter of 

this brand of fiscal conservatism, a centralized planning commission was both a waste of 

taxpayer money and an overstepping of government boundaries by influencing affairs that would 

better be managed by the private sector. As Ghitter and Smart explain, “the philosophy behind 

regional planning ran contrary to the new philosophical goals of decentralization and 

downloading of authority. Consequently, one of the first major pieces of legislation enacted by 

the Klein government was the 1995 Municipal Government Act (MGA), which fundamentally 

altered the structure of planning power” (631). Under the MGA, regional plans were no longer 

compulsory or mandatory. Because municipalities were no longer required to adhere to regional 

plans, they were free to approve the development of commercial endeavours and residential 

subdivisions as they saw fit. As a result, developers built new subdivisions and commercial 

attractions like CrossIron Mills, a large shopping mall and entertainment complex located 
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alongside a highway outside of the northern boundaries of Calgary’s city limits. While the 

Planning Act had, at least in theory, given the Province the power to contain sprawl in the 

Calgary metropolitan area, the capacity to act on the principles of smart growth was largely lost 

with the dismantling of Alberta’s Regional Planning Commissions. 

 Gian-Carlo Carra, a councillor for the City of Calgary, mentioned the impact of Ralph 

Klein’s dismantling of the Planning Act. He told me: 

When Ralph Klein became premier in the mid-90s, part of the deal he made the rural 
constituencies that helped elect him was that he would remove the regional planning 
commissions that had strictly maintained that urban-rural split. And it was at that point in 
time that you see the booming of acreages on the edge of the city, [which were] 
constrained in their size and density only by their ability to service it with water and 
sewage. And the last annexations of the City of Calgary, which took place in the mid-
2000s, really granted Calgary's rural neighbours the right to grow, again constrained by 
servicing constraints only. And so, that uni-city model is basically gone. We are a 
metropolitan area and we do have the issues facing metropolitan areas now. And we've 
sort of reached this quivering size of the mega-fauna of the dinosaur and all of a sudden 
it's a different climate. And what happens to the mega-fauna in the natural history? It runs 
into problems.  
 

As Mr. Carra clearly suggests here, by removing the oversight of regional planning commissions, 

the provincial government discarded one of its most important tools for preventing sprawl. As a 

result, Mr. Carra explains, Calgary sprawls and, subsequently, “runs into problems”. I’ll 

highlight those problems in the next subsection. 

 Although, until its demise in 1995, the Calgary Regional Planning Commission proved to 

be effective at limiting sprawl outside of the City’s (expansive) city limits, urban planning inside 

city limits continued to perpetuate automobile dependence by following the North American 

trend of adhering to Euclidian zoning principles3. In the 1940s, Euclidian zoning, broadly 

understood here as practice of separating industrial, commercial, and residential activities, 

																																																								
3 This form of zoning is named after Euclid, Ohio. In 1926, The US Supreme Court ruled that comprehensive 
municipal zoning was constitutional. See Fluck (1986) for more details. 
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became a standard tool for urban planners. As a result, new residential subdivisions were 

spatially separated from commercial destinations (like shopping districts) and industrial facilities 

(which are, obviously, a place where many people work). By separating residential zones from 

commercial and industrial sites, urban planners in Calgary (and virtually every other North 

American city) essentially necessitated automobile travel. As Harris commented, “Separating 

houses, offices, and industry, [planners] also stripped residential areas of anything other than 

dwellings, schools, and the occasional church, compelling residents to do even convenience 

shopping by car” (2004, 125). Observations like these go a long way in explaining why, as I will 

demonstrate in Part 3, cyclists in Calgary seldom describe cycling as quick or convenient. 

 

4.1.5. The Legacy of Sprawl 
	
 Calgary’s (sub)urban form has had a tremendous impact on mobility in that city. With its 

trip-lengthening maze of cul-de-sacs, vast tracts of residential developments that are largely 

devoid of shopping, employment, and leisure opportunities (i.e., destinations), and impermeable 

freeways that constrain trips made on foot or by bike, the role of the suburban form in 

discouraging velomobility in Calgary cannot be understated. As I have shown here, policy 

decisions made at the federal, provincial, and municipal scale, each motivated by a similar brand 

of market-knows-best ideology, have come together come together to open markets for deep-

pocketed housing developers and to reduce barriers to homeownership. Using the pejorative 

term, these policies have enabled sprawl.  

 If the state (that is, Calgary’s tangled hierarchy of federal, provincial, and municipal 

governments) enabled sprawl, then it was the development industry that executed it. I asked Don 

Mulligan about the role of the development industry. His response, which implicitly alludes to 
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Euclidean zoning, to the 1955 developer agreement, the dismantling of the Planning Act in 1995, 

and to the legacy of decades of market-knows-best housing policy, is worth quoting at length: 

Well, [the development industry is] a big, big, big factor. Huge. They developed, well, all 
that land on the outside that was one hundred percent of the growth was pretty much all 
them. And they've been doing that for twenty, thirty years and they've been very 
successful at it. And they've dictated where the growth is, the networks of roads, the 
orientation of those roads, the connectivity of the roads in their communities. And you 
know they've—this is where I've got to be careful what I say—they have perpetuated the 
auto-oriented nature of our city. And because they've been so successful, because they've 
made a lot of money, because the land is relatively cheap, they've proliferated and most 
of these communities on the outside are auto-oriented. And they're not well served by 
transit because the roads aren't well connected. They're almost all residential and most of 
our jobs are downtown or on the East end of the city. … And most of that residential 
growth has been to the West. People want to be close to the mountains or for whatever 
reason. There's views [of the mountains]. And yet, a lot are working here [downtown]. 
And so the [development] industry has pushed us out to the West. A little bit to the East. 
So, that's had an influence. But they've continued to grow out and out and out and that 
has meant longer trips, more auto trips, which means more congestion, and it all builds on 
itself. 
 

As Mr. Mulligan explains here, by dictating “where growth is, the networks of roads, the 

orientation of those roads, [and] the connectivity of the roads in their communities”, developers 

have “perpetuated the auto-oriented nature of [the] city”. This is a powerful indictment of the 

influence of the development industry in Calgary4. 

 Like many of the critics of sprawl that have come before and after them, Logan and 

Molotch (2007) describe some of the negative effects of urban growth. Among their described 

effects, the notion of “crisis-oriented growth addiction” stood out in my interviews as being 

especially relevant to Calgary. Logan and Moloch write: “Whether through deceitful plot or 

inadvertent blunder, the results [of growth] can be a vicious cycle of crisis-oriented growth 

addiction as various infrastructures collapse from overuse and are replaced by still larger 

																																																								
4 As Logan and Molotch (2007) comprehensively explained in their growth machine hypothesis, the development 
industry does not achieve growth alone. A plethora of players in Calgary’s “growth coalition” (Logan and Moloch 
2007, 62) came together to promote, approve, build, and service the city’s sprawl. Unfortunately, it is beyond the 
scope of this dissertation to explore and describe each of the players in Calgary’s growth coalition. 
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facilities, which can then only be paid for with additional growth that again creates another crisis 

of overuse” (87). In Calgary’s case, the overuse of automobile infrastructure might be interpreted 

as either general wear and tear on roadways (which requires expensive maintenance to fix) or as 

the bottle-necks that frequently bring traffic to a standstill (which might require the construction 

of expensive overpasses to alleviate the traffic pressure). Gian-Carlo Carra alluded to the high 

costs of growth when he told me:  

[T]he one stark, unadulterated reality is that the suburban city doesn't pay for itself. You 
have an infrastructure-to-tax-paying-structure ratio that is totally screwed up, where you 
need more and more infrastructure, and the more you grow your infrastructure the less 
and less tax base you have to support that infrastructure. And that is the financially 
horrifying reality. 
 

Because oil prices have been more boom than bust over the past few decades, Calgary has not 

yet seen a true crisis situation arise from its suburban growth patterns. The threat of economic 

collapse, however, is very real. City staff and political leaders are well aware of the high 

maintenance costs that arise from Calgary’s expansive suburban footprint (as I will discuss in 

Chapter 6).  

 In light of the “financially horrifying reality” of its suburban form, the City of Calgary has 

recently taken steps towards playing a stronger role in shaping the city’s growth. In 2009, City 

Council approved the Municipal Development Plan (MDP), a comprehensive document designed 

to direct Calgary’s growth over the next sixty years. Don Mulligan described the MDP’s plan for 

growth in upcoming decades: 

When we did the [MDP], basically one hundred percent—actually over one hundred 
percent—of the residential growth was on the outside [of the city], going out and out and 
out. So, the plan identified that we do not just want to grow on the outside. We have to 
grow in these nodes and corridors, which are on the inside. We said, “We can't stop 
growth”, even though some people [critics, likely associated with the development 
industry] make it sound like we do.  
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The suburban developments that cover much of the city are not good candidates for new growth. 

Their loop-and-lollipop designs and coverage with single-family detached homes make 

densification an unlikely option. Instead, specified areas, like the downtown core, the university 

area, and some busy commercial streets, have been identified as the best candidates for 

densification. The City plans to direct growth towards these “nodes and corridors”. Mr. Mulligan 

continued: 

 At the end of the day, after all this analysis, we said, "Our long term view, we should 
grow half on the outside, but the other half of the growth should be on the inside”, where 
we already have roads, we already have sewers, we already have schools and fire 
departments and all of those things. So we have targets around where that growth should 
be. … 
 And we have a whole growth management group that's comprised of directors and 
even all the way up to general managers trying to work with the development industry to 
try to get to the point that we manage growth. That's a huge challenge. It's a long term 
project. We're getting there, but it's a long term thing.   
 

Josh White, a policy analyst in the Office of the Mayor, described the MDP when he described 

the politics of growth in Calgary. His response, which touches on the “growth management 

group” mentioned by Mr. Mulligan, shines light on Calgary’s growth coalition. He told me: 

 A lot of the politics now is really about the sequencing of growth. Like, we're going 
through this growth management framework. Before, if you had a powerful lobby, you 
were able to kind of just get your subdivision built regardless of whether it was efficient 
for the city to provide infrastructure and services to that community. So, we ended up in 
all kinds of weird situations and a huge amount of debt, actually, as a municipality, 
because we were providing services, we were outlaying our infrastructure very 
inefficiently. Now, we're trying to be very intentional about, "Ok, because of the 
infrastructure situation, our water servicing, where fire is, where transit is, that's where 
the next development goes. Not there." …  
 But that creates winners and losers, of course. It creates, if you've speculated on land 
in one area and you're lower on the criteria list, on the prioritization list, well, you've lost 
out a bit. Or you're going to have to wait a lot longer. Whereas before, you could have 
tried to push your way through politically if you had a strong alderman or someone who 
lobbied very effectively for you or something, you could get your subdivision built. … 
Right now, it’s more shifted to where and when growth occurs. And that's really the 
politics of it. But again, there's been that big shift in being more intentional about 
growing more sustainably. Like, truly, more sustainably. I.E, we are not going to go 
bankrupt as a city, because we're thoughtful about sequencing our growth.  
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The policies contained within the MDP, inspired by the prospects of a more financially 

sustainable city, are the city’s best hope for containing sprawl. They are also the city’s best hope 

for enabling quick, cheap, and easy trips by bike within the specified urban nodes and corridors. 

 Importantly, although the MDP represents an important shift in land use policy, one that 

may have benefits for cycling in some areas, the policy does not comprehensively target shifts in 

the transportation modal split. Without significant additional policy changes, ones that 

specifically address the form and distribution of transportation infrastructure, the MDP may 

achieve a denser urban form, but it will likely be one that continues to be dominated by 

automobiles.  

 

4.2. Constraining Sprawl in Amsterdam 
	
 If, in Calgary, the state, as a tangled hierarchy of governments, has built barriers to 

velomobility, then, in Amsterdam, the state has dismantled barriers to velomobility. For 

hundreds of years, Amsterdam has been a highly planned city. Following the devastation of the 

Second World War, that planning only intensified. In this section, I will highlight the role of the 

Dutch state, at every scale, in shaping Amsterdam’s urban form. As I will show, it is not just the 

Netherlands’ flat terrain that influences the nation’s high rates of cycling. 

 

4.2.1. Centuries of Urban Planning  
	
 Compared to Calgary’s relatively paltry one hundred forty years of existence, Amsterdam 

is ancient. With a history spanning over a millennium, the full tale of Amsterdam’s development 

is well beyond the scope of this dissertation. For a more complete account than is possible here, I 

recommend Fred Feddes’ excellent book, A Millennium of Amsterdam: Spatial History of a 
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Marvellous City (2012). Despite my reluctance to dive into Amsterdam’s history, I will highlight 

a few key periods of the city’s development. My purpose here is not necessarily to highlight 

every stage in Amsterdam’s development or to give a historical summary of each of its 

neighbourhoods, but, rather, to highlight that, from its inception, Amsterdam has been a highly 

planned city.  

 Amsterdam’s four famous canals were built during the 17th century. Today, the district is 

simultaneously a UNESCO World Heritage site and the heart of the city. The district, now the 

city centre, is characterized by four concentric horseshoe-shaped canals. As Feddes points out, 

“One is seriously tempted to think that the ring canals were also designed as one whole” (78). 

Although tales of masterplans persist, it has recently become apparent that “[t]he city’s design is 

not the work of one author, but the outcome of teamwork and conflicting interests”, which 

“makes the sense of spatial unity all the more remarkable” (78). After the development of the 

canal district, the city sat more-or-less unchanged for most of the next two centuries. By the 

middle of the 19th century, development began around the city’s perimeter (that is, outside of the 

canal district). Vondelpark, a linear 120-acre park extending from the top of the canals’ arc, was 

built in 1864. It was “flanked by luxurious residential properties” that still exist today (Feddes 

2012, 180). The developments that lined Vondelpark happened in a relatively haphazard way, 

stimulating the call for a plan to guide Amsterdam’s expansion.  

 In 1875, Jan Kalff designed the plan that would guide the city’s expansion over the next 

fifty years. The Kalff plan was rather plain compared to the competing Van Niftrik Plan, an 

ambitious and architecturally elegant plan that was “too far removed from what was realistic in 

Amsterdam at that moment” (193). Kalff’s “minimalistic framework at least made it possible to 

systematically relieve the unbearable pressure on the core of the city” (193). The so-called ‘19th 
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century ring’, an aptly named ring of development around the city centre, was developed largely 

in accordance to Kalff’s plan. Unfortunately, the buildings developed between roughly 1875 and 

1900 were not constructed to a high standard. Feddes explains: “Private developers did not make 

much effort to do something really first-rate with [the Kalff Plan]. Their frugal construction 

practices were reinforced by the speculative financing system of the day, in which contractors 

went to work with money borrowed at high interest. The consequence was that their guiding 

principles were not quality and craftsmanship, but quantity and speed” (193). As a result of these 

efforts, Feddes describes the latter half of the 19th century as a period of disorder. 

 As a reaction to the disordered growth leading up to the 20th century, the City, in 1896, 

developed a ground lease system. From that point on, rather than selling land to developers, the 

City would lease it to them5, thereby retaining control over its use. Feddes described the 

significance of Amsterdam’s ground lease system: 

[T]he city almost never sells land. Previously it had sold land to private project 
developers, but in 1896 decided to release the land only on long-term leases. In this way 
the city retains control of the use of the land, and increases in its value are booked to the 
community. The land lease system proved to be a solid foundation for the great urban 
development plans of the 20th century. It assures the city of Amsterdam can continue to 
assertively guide the development of the city, while cities without such a system (and that 
is most), are most entirely dependent on the whims of developers and investors. (254) 
 

Currently, about eighty percent of Amsterdam is owned by the City and leased through ground 

leases (Amsterdam 2015). The City’s ground lease system has subsequently enabled its tight 

control over development and the shaping of the city’s contemporary urban form. Since its 

inception in 1896, it has been a key tool in the City’s efforts to constrain sprawl. Fjodor 

Molenaar, an Amsterdam City Councillor, alluded to the significance of the ground lease system 

when he told me about the City’s ability to influence development. He explained, “[T]he 

																																																								
5 Before 1966, ground lease periods were either fifty or seventy five years; after 1966, fifty year terms were granted. 
The City plans to introduce a perpetual ground lease in 2016 (Amsterdam 2015). 
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building plan needs the permission of the City Council or the City Government. So, when the 

City Government puts certain restraints on where we want to build and how we want to build, 

then the developer has to make his plan conform to the wishes of the City”.  

 The ground lease system played an important role in the successful realization of the Kalff 

Plan (and subsequent plans) in the beginning of the 20th century. Feddes writes, “The city acted 

more aggressively and effectively. Its oversight improved; with the introduction of a new 

political attitude involving land, ground lease and building standards, the municipality finally got 

a grip on its long-term development, and on the quality of the buildings. … The quality of the 

dwellings that were realized in the years after 1900, still under the Kalff regimen, is already far 

above that of those from 1870” (193-194). (The Berlage Plan, which I will briefly mention at a 

later point, fell under the Kalff regime. Feddes describes the Berlage Plan as “one of the 

undisputed masterpieces of Amsterdam urban planning” (228).) 

 In 1934, the Algemeen Uitbreidingsplan (AUP, which translates to ‘General Expansion 

Plan’) was presented. In stark contrast to the Berlage Plan, which emphasized the importance of 

architecture, the AUP emphasized urban development. Feddes writes, “this plan is not about 

details but about general outlines, not about architecture but about urban development” (246). 

The AUP was based primarily around blocks called residential units. In addition to housing, each 

residential unit was to contain “buildings of general benefit”, including schools, churches, 

libraries, meeting facilities, and restaurants (Feddes, 246). Furthermore, each residential unit was 

to be “surrounded by radial and tangential traffic arteries and intersected by green strips” (246). 

The AUP grouped these residential blocks “into a well thought-through manner” and these 

groupings “could be repeated many times, like a stamp” (246).6 Aside from broadly demanding 

																																																								
6 These “stamps” are visible on the left-hand side of the satellite image presented in Image 10.5. 
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the inclusion of “buildings of general benefit”, the details of each neighbourhood were left 

intentionally vague so that when the neighbourhoods were actually developed, planners could 

“take into account new needs and advancing insights” (250).  

 Unfortunately, because the AUP was developed immediately before a period of economic 

hardship and war, the plan would not be acted upon for another decade. At that time, though, the 

plan was vital in shaping post-war growth. Geddes writes, “Amsterdam could consider itself very 

fortunate after 1945 that it had prepared such a plan, now that the developing welfare state called 

for large-scale urban expansions. Its plan for the long term was ready, and also the recipe for 

carrying it out. Amsterdam could go to work immediately, on the basis of a world-class plan” 

(250). With that, I will shift my attention away from plans at the city scale and describe the 

evolution of federal efforts to guide urban development in the post-war era. 

 

4.2.2. Concentrated Deconcentration and the Rise of Automobility 
	
 Amsterdam’s population declined heavily during the Second World War. The city 

experienced widespread structural damage in addition to the tragic the loss of life. The post-war 

period was a time of repair and rebuilding. The city’s population grew from 765,000 in 1945 to 

872,000 in 1959 (Jansen and Slot 2011). However, the number of available housing units did not 

grow as fast as the population. Because of Amsterdam’s inadequate housing supply, many 

families lived in cramped living quarters in the city’s many aging buildings.  

 Amsterdam’s situation was not unique in the Netherlands. In 1945, the Netherlands had a 

population of about 9.3 million people. By 1965, that number had increased to 12.4 million. 

Given the country’s small size, managing this relatively rapid population growth became one of 

the national government’s top priorities. By 1966, it was clear that, given its current trajectory, 
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Amsterdam’s population would soon exceed a million people, a prospect that frightened many 

planners. Levine and Van Weesap (Levine and Van Weesep 1988) write, “Regional planners 

feared that such growth, if allowed to proceed unabated, would lead to severe congestion in 

Amsterdam and to the ‘chaotic suburbanization’ of the entire metropolitan area” (317). As new 

developments threatened to encroach upon the highly valued green space at the centre of the 

Randstat (the megalopolitan area comprised of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, The Hague, and 

Utrecht), the Dutch federal government sought to develop policies to shape urban growth. In 

1966, the federal government produced its Second Policy Document on Physical Planning in the 

Netherlands. This document outlined a number of policies designed to achieve an outcome 

known as ‘concentrated deconcentration’. Put simply, the population growth of cities like 

Amsterdam would be deconcentrated and put into concentrated areas outside of the city. The 

motivation behind concentrated deconcentration7 was simple enough: large cities are undesirable 

(largely because of the congestion and pollution that tends to accompany them), but so too is 

sprawl. The plan, then, was to designate growth centres that would absorb the spillover from 

growing cities like Amsterdam. As a result, cities like Almeer, Hoorn, and Purmerend were 

designated as “growth centres” that were to absorb the growth that would have otherwise 

happened in Amsterdam (Levine and Van Weesep 1988).  

 The era of concentrated deconcentration, which lasted from about 1966 to 1983, was a 

partial success (Levine and Van Weesep 1988, Bontje 2003). The designated growth centres did 

																																																								
7 Van der Burg and Dieleman (2004) outlined the five main “points of departure” for concentrated deconcentration 
policy in 1966 (110). First, neither large cities (over a million people) nor sprawl are desirable outcomes. Second, 
because most people appear to prefer detached and semi-detached dwellings, land should be made available for 
these types of residences. Third, housing should be “within reach of urban nodes with higher-level services” (110). 
Fourth, where the population density is high enough, residents should have access to public transportation that 
services the region. Fifth, and finally, agricultural land should be preserved to the greatest possible extent.  
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attract many new residents and, in that sense, the policy was a success. As Van der Valk (Van 

der Valk 2002) noted, “Implementation of a national urbanisation policy between 1972 and 1988 

resulted in the production of 225,000 new dwellings in designated new towns, called growth 

centres. Some 500,000 people have moved to new homes in these areas. Thus, an invasion of 

open space was effectively prevented” (206). However, the government was unable to totally 

contain growth to the growth centres. Private developers “took advantage of the perceived 

housing shortage” and gained permission to build homes outside of the growth centres (Levine 

and Van Weesap 1988, 318). As Levine and Van Weesap explain, “The plan was unable to 

structure the orderly growth of the Amsterdam metropolitan area as developers lost faith in the 

growth centers and the quickened pace of growth overwhelmed suburban communities closer to 

the city. The area from Alkmaar to Hoorn, once envisioned as the ‘halfway zone’ of 

suburbanization, began to look more and more like the northern edge of development” (318). 

 In addition to its successes, concentrated deconcentration also had at least two major 

negative side effects. The first side effect of the 1966 policy was the hollowing out of 

Amsterdam’s city centre. Much of the “spillover” that moved to the growth centres around 

Amsterdam was actually the relocation of pre-existing residents. Jansen and Slot (2011) explain: 

To be sure, Amsterdam continued to build and the new dwellings were larger, but the 
average rate of house occupation in the aging centre and nineteenth-century canal ring 
fell. Suburbanisation peaked in the 1970s, when on balance 20,000 citizens left 
Amsterdam every year. The residents of aging apartments without showers had an 
opportunity to move to new single-family homes in places such as Purmerend, Hoorn, 
Alkmaar and Lelystad, and later Almere; it was not a difficult decision (6). 

	
 By 1985, Amsterdam’s population had fallen to 675,000 (almost 200,000 people fewer than it 

had been in 1959) (Jansen and Slot 2011). 
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 The second side effect, and more immediately relevant to this dissertation, relates to the 

resulting increased demand for automobility. Frans Osté alluded to the negative impact of 

concentrated deconcentration during my interview with him. He told me:  

We have really very interesting spatial plans in the Netherlands for the last four decades, 
I think. National policy spatial plans. And these plans were always very visionary for 
how growth should take place. … In the 60s, for example, there was, we thought, “Ok, 
we should have a kind of main city and there should be cities around.” And, well, that 
was a catastrophe for traffic because these guys were only sleeping there and all have to 
travel. 
 

As Mr. Osté explained, after the implementation of concentrated deconcentration policy, many 

people were living in one urban area but working in another.  

 Although many people moved to the newly developed growth centres, jobs, unfortunately, 

did not follow. Levine and Van Weesap explain: “Few businesses took advantage of the offers of 

infrastructure improvements and investment subsidies in communities north of the Randstad; 

instead, businesses continued to seek more convenient locations, including sites in the green 

heart. Only in the new towns of the more centrally-located Zuider Zee polder did a sufficient 

number of jobs sprout up to constitute any sort of ‘balanced’ development” (318, emphasis in 

original). Because the employers did not follow residents into the growth centres, residents were 

forced to work in other urban areas within the metropolitan region, leading to a sharp increase in 

inter-city travel.  

 These inter-city trips were increasingly made with a private automobile, contributing to an 

explosion of automobile traffic in the Netherlands. The total number of kilometres travelled by 

automobile increased almost twentyfold over a twenty-five-year period, from about 4.5 billion 

kilometres in 1950 to 89.1 billion kilometres in 1975 (Ministry of Transport 1999, 27). Over the 

same period, the number of automobiles on Dutch roads increased from 139,000 to 3.4 million, 

(Ministry of Transport 1999, 27). By the end of the 1970s, due in large part to the national 



Chapter 4: Building Urban Forms 177 

policies of concentrated deconcentration, the automobile had become the dominant form of 

mobility in the Netherlands. Cycling rates plummeted.8 This result, as Mr. Osté put it, was a 

“catastrophe for travel”.  

Although the policies of concentrated deconcentration certainly contributed to the rise of 

automobility in the Netherlands, there were other factors that contributed as well. Between 1950 

and 1975 prosperity tripled in the Netherlands (Ministry of Transport 1999, 29). In this case, 

prosperity is measured as “disposable income in real terms per wage earner” (29). With the rise 

in prosperity, Dutch people were more inclined to buy more expensive consumer goods, like 

automobiles. Moreover, largely as result of a push for woman’s rights and gender equality, there 

was an increase in activities for women outside of the home. This rise in activities resulted in an 

increase in transportation demand, and that demand was increasingly supplied with automobiles.   

 Throughout the 50s, 60s, and into the 70s, many planners, politicians, and citizens saw 

automobility as the inevitable future of Amsterdam. In 1954, there were calls to demolish de Pijp 

(a neighborhood just south of the city center) to make room for an expressway (Feddes 2012, 

270). Twelve years later, an ambitious plan by Rudolf and Robbert Das, Sietz Leeflang, and 

William Rothuizen, called Amsterdam anno 2000, or “Amsterdam in the Year 2000”, envisioned 

a city spanned by expressways and with a skyline pierced by skyscrapers. One of their visions is 

reproduced in Figure 4.1, below.  

 

																																																								
8 According to the Ministry of Transport (1999), “Precise figures on the development of the total number of trips per 
bicycle in the Netherlands are unavailable for this period” (29). 
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Figure 4.1. Amsterdam in the year 2000.  

This image, originally produced in in Das et. al’s 1966 book, Op Zoek Naar Leefruimte, or 
“Looking for Living Space”, highlights the degree to which automobility was seen as an integral 
part of Amsterdam’s future. Notice that not a single bicycle is pictured in this vision of the 
future. (This image is reproduced in Feddes 2012, 272).  
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 Fortunately, for cyclists and contemporary Amsterdammers, the City of Amsterdam has 

not been gutted to make room for freeways. De Pijp still stands. Although automobility did 

become a dominant mode of transportation in the Netherlands, and although planners did 

envision an automobile-friendly city, Amsterdammers chose another path: a bicycle friendly one. 

As I will discuss in the next chapter, the increase in automobility led to a sharp increase in traffic 

fatalities. These fatalities, especially the ones involving children, became a lightning rod of 

political activity, culminating with demonstrations in the streets protesting automobility. The 

resulting push for alternatives to automobility (especially the bicycle) coupled with important 

shifts in federal policy (to be discussed next), stalled the rise of automobility in the Netherlands. 

Then, in the 1990s, Amsterdam’s City Council made decisions that would put automobility in 

decline. I will describe those decisions during a discussion of the politics of automobility in 

Chapter 6, but, for now, my focus must stay on federal policies and their impact on Amsterdam’s 

urban form.  

		
4.2.3. Compact Cities and Reurbanization 

	
 The late ‘60s and early ‘70s were a socially turbulent time in much of the world. This was 

especially true in the Netherlands, in general, and Amsterdam, in particular. Amsterdam’s streets 

were the site of protests and demonstrations in support of important issues like women’s rights, 

anti-war protests, housing rights, the student’s movement, environmentalism, and traffic 

conditions. Through these social movements, urbanization came to be reframed with elements of 

environmentalism and social justice. The Club of Rome’s startling report, “The Limits of 

Growth”, (Meadows et al. 1972) released in 1972, helped to frame economic development, and, 

by extension, urban development, in the context of environmental conservation. At the same 

time, the city became a site of social justice. Bontje (2003) explains, “from the 1970s on, a 
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revaluing of urban living took place. Urban social problems became another growing concern of 

policy and society. It was feared that if the middle and upper-class people kept moving to the 

suburbs, the cities would be left with concentrations of the poor, the jobless, the lower educated, 

and ethnic minorities” (137). Broadly speaking, these movements made a major social and 

political impact on Dutch policy at every scale of government. Their influence is evident in the 

federal spatial policy that succeeded concentrated deconcentration.  

 The era of concentrated deconcentration ended in 1983 when the Dutch government 

announced its new structure plan for urban areas (Structuurschets stedelijke gebieden 1983). This 

policy, known as the compact city policy, recognized the social and environmental benefits of 

controlled urbanization and sought to end the era of suburbanization achieved by concentrated 

deconcentration. Levine and Van Weesap write, “The new plan stresses the importance of 

national economic development and the benefits of living in or near a city. Those benefits 

include shortened commuting times, diverse neighborhood activities, and the proximity of 

housing to employment sites, which should also enable women to pursue careers outside the 

home more easily” (1988, 320). After nearly two decades of suburbanization and increasing 

automobile use, the compact city policy sought to decrease travel distances and ensure “diverse 

neighbourhood activities”. This policy eventually had a positive impact on cycling by helping to 

ensure the availability of quick trips by bike to everyday places. By carefully selecting sites for 

urbanization, the national government responded to many of the calls-to-action made during the 

protests and demonstrations a decade earlier. Understood this way, the compact city policy 

helped to reframe Dutch urbanism, drawing in elements of the environmental and social justice 

movements that preceded it. 
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 With the compact city policy, new development was effectively constrained to either 

existing sites or newly defined urban centres. As Van der Berg and Dieleman (2004) summarize, 

the federal government identified sites of urban growth within a metropolitan area based on 

specified criteria. First, the site should minimize the travel distances to the city centre. Second, it 

should “[e]nsure good accessibility by bike and public transportation” (110). It is important to 

recognize that cycling was explicitly included in the compact city policy. I will return to this 

important inclusion in the next chapter, when I discuss the development of cycling policy in the 

Netherlands. For now, however, my attention will remain on spatial policy (although the two are 

obviously deeply connected). The third criteria for an urban centre under the compact city policy 

was that open spaces (green spaces and agricultural land) should remain as untouched by 

urbanization as possible. Fourth, the policy should “[g]ive preference to mixed-use development, 

including recreation facilities, industry and offices” (110). This aspect of the policy marks an 

important movement away from the residential units of Amsterdam’s AUP and the residentially-

focussed policies of concentrated deconcentration. It also stands in stark contrast to the 

Euclidean zoning policies favoured in North American cities, including Calgary. Fifth, and 

finally, van der Berg and Dieleman note that the compact city policy should “[p]rovide for a 

sound financial basis (with both private and public finance)” (110).  

 The federal government ensured that new development would happen in these newly 

identified urban centers (or in existing areas) by signing urbanization covenants. Van der Berg 

and Dieleman write: “In 1994, urbanisation covenants were concluded with all seven major 

metropolitan regions and all provinces, covering the major brownfield and greenfield sites to be 

developed during the period 1995 to 2005. Municipalities have subsequently signed covenants 

with private developers.” (110-111). Given the City of Calgary’s relationship with developers, it 
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is worth describing these municipality-developer covenants in a bit more detail. Van der Berg 

and Dieleman explain: 

These covenants are package deals. The developer promises to build dwellings in 
exchange for subsidies on land provision, soil sanitation, and public transport. These 
covenants are combined with restrictions, to be enforced by the provinces, on urban 
development outside metropolitan areas: 75 per cent of all housing production is to be 
situated in the 26 designated metropolitan regions, while 40 per cent of all new 
construction is to be concentrated in existing built-up areas (brownfield, infill, 
reconstruction) (111). 
 

These municipality-developer covenants, in conjunction with comprehensive plans laid out by 

the federal government in the compact city policies, effectively constrained sprawl and, in 

conjunction with federal housing policy, revitalized Amsterdam’s city centre.  

 

4.2.4. From Government to Governance: Urban Networks  
	
 In the early 2000s, Dutch spatial policy took a new direction. By that point, network theory 

had become the intellectual mode de jour. Works like Castells’ (2000) The Rise of the Network 

Society, which emphasized ‘flows’ over ‘forms’ and ‘networks’ over ‘places’, gained 

prominence not only in social theory but also in Dutch spatial planning. Castells’ notion of a 

network society became the guiding rationale for a shift away from the compact city policy 

introduced almost two decades earlier (Van der Burg and Dieleman 2004).  

 In 2000, the Fifth National Policy Document officially moved away from compact cities 

and towards urban networks. There were at least five reasons for this shift9. The policy stated:  

																																																								
9 Van der Burg and Dieleman suggest that there were five primary reasons for shifting from compact cities to urban 
networks. First, they suggest that cities have grown so large (remember: the Netherlands is a relatively small 
country) that metropolitan areas are too small to be used as effective planning units. Second, they suggest that the 
goals of the 1980s pertaining to reducing automobile trips are no longer viable and that “[p]ublic transportation is 
insufficient as an organizing principle” (113). Third, they explain that some metropolitan areas consume too much 
land and, as a result, the difficulties associated with water management in the Netherlands will “limit traditional 
possibilities for urbanization” (113). Fourth, drawing on (Hajer and Zonneveld 2000), they write, “Society is 
developing in the direction of ‘network-based’ rather than ‘area-based’ relations”, explaining that “[r]elations 
between households and among firms [have] become more complex, reaching over larger, non-contiguous areas” 
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Urban networks are highly urbanized zones that take on the form of a network of larger 
and smaller compact cities, each with its own character and profile within that network… 
It is not the individual cities but the metropolitan areas and urban networks that offer a 
complete range of living/working environments, services, parks and transport systems, 
and taken together these are beneficial for planning in the rural areas. (Cited in Van der 
Burg and Dieleman 2004, 114). 
 

This networked urbanization continues to guide Dutch spatial policy today. 

 Although the urban network policy appears to be chiefly inspired by network theory, it is 

clear that another kind of theory was just as influential: neoliberalism. More specifically, the 

Dutch government utilized a rollout form of neoliberalism. This is evidenced by the continued 

significance of state influence. Importantly, the Netherlands did not witness the intentional 

decimation of state structures like the US and the UK did during the Reagan- and Thatcher-era 

rollback neoliberalism of the 1980s. Through a rollout form of neoliberalism, which was popular 

with federal governments around the world in the 1990s, the Dutch government made a decided 

shift away from a government-led planning model to one that reacts to market forces. In other 

words, the Dutch state adopted strategies of advanced liberal government (as described by 

governmentality scholars like Rose and Miller) when it shifted its tactic from government to 

governance (Spaans 2006). Spaans writes, “The new governance approach in The Netherlands 

moves from ‘more central government to government at a distance’ as represented by the 

Ministry of VROM’s [Housing, Spatial Policy, and the Environment] current motto of ‘centralise 

what you must, and decentralise what you can’” (2006, 143). By enabling a network of flows, the 

Dutch state’s urban network policy was very much (and very intentionally) about enabling a 

network of flowing capital and labour. 

																																																								
(113). Fifth, and finally, they explain that the Netherland’s smaller metropolitan areas have relatively few 
competitive advantages. By emphasizing the connectivity of urban networks throughout the nation, the Netherlands 
would be in a better position to compete in the global marketplace. 
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 In his critique of housing policy in Amsterdam, Uitermark (2009) describes how the social 

justice component of housing policy was lost in the shift from a government that shaped urban 

centres to a governance model that enabled capital flows across urban networks. Uitermark is 

clear that neoliberalism by no means dominates Dutch policy, writing, “Just to be clear: 

Amsterdam has not become a playground for hard-edged neoliberalism” (359), but his sobering 

analysis of how neoliberal policy has compromised the social justice ideals of policy from the 

preceding decade is worth pointing out. He concludes, “Under present conditions in Amsterdam, 

however, it is highly unlikely that residents will regain the momentum of the 1980s. The heritage 

of the just city can be seen everywhere in Amsterdam, but the just city itself died sometime 

around 1990. The heritage that permeates the urban fabric is now considered an obstacle to the 

functioning of the housing market” (360). If the social justice component of urban planning, 

which helped to revitalize cycling in Amsterdam, is lost, then one might wonder what long-term 

effects its loss might have on cycling in that city. (Could, for example, cycling become more 

closely associated with gentrification and class status, making it relatively less accessible to the 

region’s poorer residents and those of a non-Dutch ethnic background?) 

 Like housing policy, national retail planning policy plays an important role in shaping the 

built environment. In 1973, the Dutch national government enacted legislation that prohibited the 

development of out-of-town retail destinations, like shopping malls10 (Evers 2002). This policy 

was originally designed to limit automobile trips and to enhance the vitality of urban centres. 

Frans Osté described the importance of heavy restrictions on out-of-town retail centres. He told 

me: 

And what was very, I think, relatively restricted was all these big shopping markets 
outside of town. That, I think, is something really that we have really tough guidelines for 

																																																								
10 It is worth pointing out that if such a policy were enacted in Canada, shopping centres like the aforementioned 
CrossIron Mills, located just beyond Calgary’s city limits, would never have be allowed to be built. 



Chapter 4: Building Urban Forms 185 

so that not everybody goes outside the city [to do their shopping]. That is really spatial 
planning because that is so important for not only traffic itself but also for the mixture of 
different types of spatial functions [in a neighbourhood] … so [the neighbourhood] is a 
complete mixture of livable space in which you can do everything: that has some nice 
shops around, having free time to spend, leisure time. Well, [out-of-town shopping is] 
always really being restricted. But, of course there are always things outside. Like Ikea.  
 

Restrictive retail policy does not happen only at the national level, however. Municipal 

governments also have strong capacity to limit commercial development. Ruwan Aluvihare, the 

Senior Chief Designer for the City of Amsterdam’s Department of Spatial Planning (DRO), 

provided me with a well-known example of restricting commercial development in Amsterdam. 

He explained: 

[Development in the Netherlands is] very much municipally regulated, which is very 
different to America. … Yeah. It's very, very different. If you make a new urban plan or 
whatever, if somebody comes here, if a commercial party comes here, for instance, a well 
known example, a big cinema. And it's even outside the city boundaries. And there's a 
huge discussion about the amount of cinemas. It’s a municipal, it's a governmental 
discussion about the amount of cinemas, how many do we need in the city? Do we give 
permission for them to build one? So, we said no! … And we just say, “We've got 
enough, thank you. Bye bye." [laughs] 
 

As Mr. Osté explained, by restricting retail development (like movie theatres) the government 

can reduce traffic and also play an important role in encouraging a “complete mixture of livable 

space” in neighbourhoods. Both of these outcomes play an important role in supporting cycling 

in Amsterdam. 

 Also like housing policy, national retail planning policy has been heavily influenced 

throughout the shift from government to governance (Evers 2002). The retail planning policy has 

recently come under attack from those advocating for deregulation and privatization under the 

guise of economic competitiveness and growth. Evers (2002) explains:  

[T]he Dutch have long resisted the ‘tide’ of out-of-town retail development not simply 
because of a strong planning bureaucracy, but the fact that the restrictive policy had 
served various social interests. Large cities, established retailers and real estate interests 
all profited from the protection offered by a restrictive policy. Consensus has eroded 
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within the public sector on the urban hierarchy, and a series of reports by the Ministry of 
Economic Affairs has explicitly argued that planning rules could have an adverse effect 
on economic growth and hamper retail dynamics. This has found additional support from 
those in the public sector favouring decentralisation of authority (e.g. suburban 
communities), and those in the private sector wishing to enter the Dutch market. (112).  
 

As a result of this shift, national retail planning policy has been largely declawed. Commercial 

developments are once again creeping away from city centres. This trend will likely have future 

implications for mobility choices by people in and around Dutch cities (Schwanen et al. 2004), 

including Amsterdammers’ decision to ride a bike. 

 

4.2.5. Complexity and Consensus 
	
 Throughout this section I have provided a skeletal overview of Dutch planning since the 

Second World War. I must emphasize, however, that this discussion was just that: an overview. 

The Dutch state, understood as a tangled hierarchy of governments at the national, provincial, 

regional, municipal, and, in Amsterdam’s case, borough scale, is extraordinarily complex and 

dynamic. Policy is in a constant state of tension between affected governmental bodies and 

interest groups within each scale of government and across them. Van der Valk (2002) 

emphasized this complexity: 

At the national and provincial levels the spatial planning departments on the one side and 
the spending departments on the other are permanently involved in a process of 
negotiations. This task is complicated by the proliferation of legal planning systems with 
spatial implications in other branches of government, such as environmental planning, 
transportation planning and the planning of water management. An additional handicap is 
the infinite number of plans. For example the province of North Holland has counted a 
total sum of 250 formal and informal national, provincial and municipal plans and 
reports with implications for regional spatial planning in effect (206, my emphasis). 
 

Given that, at the time of Van der Valk’s paper, there were over 250 plans in North Holland 

alone, it must be understood that, given limitations of time and space in this dissertation, it is 

simply impossible for me to provide a comprehensive account of Dutch planning here. My goal, 
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rather, was simply to demonstrate that the Dutch state, at every scale of government, plays a 

strong role in shaping the built environment (this point will be reinforced in the next chapter). As 

a result of these efforts, Amsterdam’s dense urban fabric, short travel distances, and myriad local 

destinations for work, shopping, and leisure, have helped to make cycling the quickest mode of 

transportation in the city. Another body of policy, broadly relating to engineering standards and 

road design, has helped to make cycling easy, but I will save that discussion for the next chapter. 

 Although it is easy to conclude that Amsterdam’s urban form is what it is because of the 

comprehensiveness of Dutch spatial planning, that is not entirely the case. To be sure, spatial 

plans have been important, but another factor, one that is not easy to disentangle from the first, is 

just as important to recognize. That factor is the Dutch willingness to compromise. Drawing on 

(Needham 1989), Bontje suggests, “it is probably not so much the plan itself that brings about a 

coordinated Dutch physical planning strategy, but much more the exceptional talents of the 

Dutch to reach compromises” (2003, 140). Van der Valk (2002) drew a similar conclusion, 

writing, “The multiparty system in Dutch politics creates the necessity to form coalitions. This 

has proved an effective remedy against radical changes in spatial planning policy so far. The key 

to understanding Dutch politics is the deep rooted conviction that power flows from consensus. 

Political institutions are ‘surrounded’ by advisory and participatory bodies consisting of experts 

and stakeholders (204).” I will discuss the Dutch willingness to compromise in a more specific 

context when I describe Amsterdam’s traffic commissions in Chapter 6. For now, however, it is 

important to recognize that while spatial planning has absolutely been influential in shaping 

Amsterdam’s contemporary urban form, the city’s (and the nation’s) commitment to democratic 

process and consensus building has been just as influential.  
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Chapter 5: Building Places for Velomobility 
 
  
 
 

“[The] Transportation [Department] has a bit of an old-school culture, often. It's a lot of 
engineers, and the way they're educated as transportation engineers is often all about moving 

vehicles, and everything else is an impediment to that.” 
 

- Josh White, Policy Analyst, Office of the Mayor, City of Calgary 
 

 
 

“We're no longer promoting cycling as a problem that needed to be solved, but as an 
opportunity for the government to solve other things.” 

 
- Tom Godefrooij, Senior Policy Advisor, Dutch Cycling Embassy 

 
 
 
 
 In addition to considering the political and economic forces that pull destinations apart (or 

force them together), it is important to understand the development of the places for mobility that 

link those destinations. It is the development of these places—these streets, paths, bike lanes, and 

cycle tracks—that I now turn my attention towards.  

 Like the previous chapter, this chapter is broken into two sections. The first section 

describes the development of cycling infrastructure (or lack thereof) in Calgary. I will first 

describe the development of one of Calgary’s most significant pieces of cycling infrastructure, 

the pathway system. Because, as I will emphasize, the pathway system is primarily recreational 

in nature, I will also explore the development of on-street facilities used by commuter cyclists 

and other cycling city-goers. By describing the emergence and uptake of vehicular cycling 

discourse in the 1970s, I will highlight how Calgary’s streets were intentionally not built for 

cycling. Recently, however, a new discourse has emerged to challenge vehicular cycling. I will 
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show how this new discourse, which focuses on interested but concerned cyclists, represents a 

shifting governmentality in Calgary. Despite the City’s newfound willingness to build bike 

places, challenges remain. By describing how engineering standards constrain the planning 

process, I will demonstrate some of the institutional hurdles that must be overcome before the 

decades-old vehicular cycling regime can be replaced with a new regime of velomobility.  

 The second section focuses on the development of the regime of mobility in Amsterdam. 

Just as in the previous section, where multi-scalar politics played an important role in 

constraining sprawl, this section will highlight how actors and policies at every scale of 

government have shaped the development of Amsterdam’s streetscapes. Here, I will be 

especially interested in policy mobility. I will demonstrate how a traffic calming manual written 

by activists for residents in the 1970s influenced the development of a manual for cycling 

infrastructure written by activists in Amsterdam. This manual, as I will show, jumped from the 

local scale to the national one, eventually becoming the blueprint for guidelines now used by 

planners through the Netherlands (and around the world): the CROW manual. 

 As always, my purpose in this chapter is to de-naturalize mobility. By highlighting, in 

Calgary’s case, the work done to not build on-street cycling infrastructure and, in Amsterdam’s 

case, the work done by actors at every scale of government to build infrastructure that makes 

cycling safe and comfortable for everyone, I hope to bust the myth of natural and inevitable 

mobility patterns in each city. Each city’s regime of mobility was accomplished through 

conscious and intentional decisions, and, as I will show, these decisions are tied up in a broader 

governmentality in each city.  
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5.1. Building Bike Places in Calgary 
 

5.1.1. Building the River Pathways 
	
 Like virtually every other North American city at the start of the 1960s, Calgary was 

building its streets to accommodate heavy flows of automobile traffic. As Don Mulligan told me, 

“There was an era in North America where all the engineers would—and we have the plans—

they would just throw expressways everywhere, put interchanges everywhere, right over top of 

houses, right over top of parks, over top of rivers and green spaces. And they got away with it.” 

This era is well documented elsewhere, but is perhaps best characterized by two figures: Robert 

Moses and Jane Jacobs. Moses led the post-war modernization effort by revitalizing Manhattan’s 

‘slums’ by way of freeway (Caro 1975). Manhattan’s many freeways and tenement buildings are 

lasting monuments to the views of urbanization that prevailed throughout North America after 

the Second World War.  

 As Mr. Mulligan explained, this view of urbanization also prevailed in Calgary. He told 

me, “[The City of Calgary] did hire an American planner/engineer that did do a plan for Calgary 

that showed a whole bunch of new bridges, expressways crossing the Bow River. New river 

crossings from what we have today. There were freeways along both sides of the Bow River. It 

was freeways everywhere.” Mr. Mulligan’s inclusion of the planner/engineer’s “American” roots 

highlights his recognition of the influence of American planning, design, and politics described 

in the previous chapter. Thankfully, for the thousands of cyclists that enjoy Calgary’s multi-use 

pathways today, that plan, which I will describe shortly, was never realized. 

 There was another view of urbanization in North America in the 1960s. In her famous 1961 

book, The Death and Life of Great American Cities, Jane Jacobs (1992) launched “an attack on 

current city planning and rebuilding” (3). Her attack spawned an anti-freeway movement in cities 
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like New York and Toronto and helped to constrain the previously unimpeded development of 

freeways in cities across North America. Don Mulligan explained the impact that Jane Jacobs 

and the anti-freeway movement had on Calgary: 

[W]e did get to a point where the whole Jane-Jacobs-and-the-freeway-in-Toronto-that-
was-stopped had an impact on the whole continent. And people rose up and said, "It 
makes no sense to rip down nice neighbourhoods to put up freeways to print more 
pollution and noise and cars and such.” So the whole mentality drastically changed. It's 
still auto-oriented, but that was a big turning point in the continent. And that happened in 
Calgary as well. So we didn't build those freeways everywhere. We downgraded some. 
We did keep, though, a lot of them. More so than a lot of other cities. So, we have more 
expressway freeways than most cities, and fewer arterials, and that's maybe due to the 
province. But we downgraded enough of them. Thank goodness our rivers — Bow River, 
Elbow River — became pathways instead of freeways. And they're one of the things that 
distinguishes Calgary in North America as being one of the best features we have. 
 

As Mr. Mulligan explains here, the space adjacent to the rivers “became pathways instead of 

freeways” and became one of the city’s “best features”. 

 H.V. Nelles describes the emergence of Calgary’s river parks in his aptly named piece, 

How Did Calgary Get Its River Parks? (2005). In the late 1950s, the Canadian Pacific Railroad 

(CPR) owned and operated an east-west railroad that ran directly through Calgary’s downtown. 

The railroad, which greatly impeded north-south traffic, was increasingly a scourge to motorists 

and to planners at the City of Calgary. Seeking to explore options, the City contacted CPR about 

the potential for alternative arrangements. Nelles explains: “A simple letter from the mayor of 

Calgary to the CPR [Canadian Pacific Railroad], about parking and other uses of railway lands, 

launched a series of secret meetings, a parallel planning process, negotiations, and ultimately a 

master agreement between the city and the company for a major urban redevelopment” (32). 

From the City’s perspective, an ideal solution would involve either rerouting the tracks around 

the city or burying them in a tunnel. CPR claimed that, for reasons including steep grades and 

high water tables, neither of these options would work. Instead, they proposed rerouting the main 
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line along the South bank of the Bow River. According to Nelles, “The city transportation 

planners welcomed the idea, mainly because it presented them with an opportunity to run a 

multi-lane crosstown parkway parallel to the new railway alignment” (33). The resulting 

proposal, which would have seen railroads and an expressway line the entirety of the Bow 

River’s south bank, was announced on 4 April, 1963.  

 The proposal was widely supported. In a passage that calls to mind Logan and Molotch’s 

(2007) description of growth coalitions, Nelles explains: “A predictable coalition of interest 

groups formed behind the project, including the Calgary Real Estate Board, the Chamber of 

Commerce, the Calgary Labour Council, several local service clubs, and both newspapers, the 

Herald and the Albertan” (34-35). Not everyone supported the plan, however. Several years 

earlier, the Calgary Local Council of Women had petitioned City Council to develop a park 

along the same southern bank of the Bow River. The group, which still sought its park, “played 

an increasingly effective role in informing public debate, providing a forum for discussions and 

questioning the authorities” (36).  

 At this point, you might be cheering for a Jane-Jacobs-like success story, in which David 

(the Local Council of Women) takes down Goliath (the CPR-City coalition). Although the 

proposal eventually fell through, it was, unfortunately, not because of the Local Council of 

Women. One of the key pieces of land for the new plan was owned by CPR’s rival, the Canadian 

National Railroad (CNR). Understandably, the CNR was not eager to see its rival succeed. 

Nelles writes,  

The CPR, after having failed on its own to get an agreement with its rival, expected the 
city to negotiate with the CNR for the surrender of the necessary lands under the terms of 
the contract. The CNR, though not particularly enthusiastic about the project and with its 
own interests to protect, nevertheless was prepared in an amicable way to discuss a 
relocation of its entire rail yard to another part of the city. Of course it had its price, 
which in the spring of 1964 turned out to be $5 million, most of which would have to be 
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paid by the city. The city had estimated a price of only $680,000, half of which would be 
shared by the CPR. (37-38). 
 

Given the huge discrepancy between actual and expected costs for the project, City Council 

could not continue to support the project and, on 22 June 1964, voted against the continuation of 

negotiations with CPR. Unfortunately, as we see here, the project’s demise had little to do with 

public pressure and everything to do with high land costs and corporate competition. In any case, 

the widely supported railroad project was pronounced dead and, alongside it, so too was the 

prospect of an expressway along the Bow River. 

 Following the collapse of the project, city-wide discussions ensued about what to do along 

the river bank. The eventual development of the park relied on the coming-together of several 

different conditions. In the failed project’s wake, the importance of urban planning had become 

increasingly clear. In 1966, the City’s Planning Advisory Committee published a report titled, 

The Future of Downtown Calgary. According to Nelles, the report “featured a stinging critique 

of the ‘drab and depressing’ downtown, the ‘ring of blight’ surrounding it, the worn out 

residential, commercial, and retail space, and ‘the lack of downtown parks and breathing space’ 

(38). At around the same time, in the late-1960s, the City of Calgary commissioned a study to 

assess the possibility of flooding along the Bow’s banks. The report concluded that the 

possibility of catastrophic floods still existed. (Given the devastation realized during the 

widespread flooding in 2013, this proved to be, unfortunately, an accurate assessment.) As a 

result of the report, covering the floodplain with a municipal park represented less of a risk than 

developing substantial built structures. By this point, the Local Council of Women’s vision of a 

park along the river had “broadened to include influential urban elites” (38). As Nelles explains, 

“Coming from elite male domains, the Ranchman's Club and the golf clubs, the park idea seemed 



Chapter 5: Building Places for Velomobility 195 

more sound. It was no longer simply a women's issue” (38). The pieces to the park puzzle were 

falling in place.  

 The park would serve two purposes. First, “well-placed and properly designed parks 

enhanced the visual quality of the city” while simultaneously “provid[ing] protection against air, 

water, noise, and visual pollution” (40). In other words, the park should serve as an 

environmental buffer and a refuge from the assault on the senses1 perpetrated by the city’s urban 

core. The park would serve a second purpose as well. In 1973, planners “pointed out that the 

growing leisure accompanying economic and social change created new responsibilities for 

municipal governments to provide more parks to meet the incorporation of recreational activity 

into daily life of the citizens” (40, my emphasis). From the outset, then, this park was envisioned 

with recreational purposes in mind. In 1975, after a generous donation of $333,000 from Donald 

Harvie’s Devonian Foundation and a $115,000 commitment from the City of Calgary, 

construction commenced on the park. Over the next few years, both parties increased their 

contributions and the project received additional funding from the Provincial government, 

enabling the trail system to expand. 

 The green space along the Bow River was simultaneously a park and a trail system. That is, 

it was a place for leisure in both sedentary and mobile forms. Nelles puts a special emphasis on 

the word trail that will become immediately relevant to my description of cycling in Calgary in 

Part 3. He writes: 

The word trail had a special resonance in a Calgary setting. Aboriginal trails through the 
mountains and across the prairie, and the trails over which cattle were driven were part of 
popular folklore. When the city built suburban expressways it called them trails. Thus the 

																																																								
1 Understood this way, the park’s purpose reminds me of Simmel’s description of the metropolis and mental life 
(2013). Simmel writes, “The psychological basis of the metropolitan type of individual consists in the intensification 
of nervous stimulation that results from the swift and uninterrupted change of outer and inner stimuli” (25, emphasis 
in original). The park, situated on the edge of the downtown core, was meant to offer a refuge from the intense 
nervous stimulation of urban Calgary. 
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Harvie gift and the government response also inscribed the river valley with another 
evocative meaning. The river became both a park and a trail. This string of public lands 
through which a 1.2-metre-wide trail had been laid was thus crafted into a symbolic 
space, free of autos, commerce, and buildings, for people to recreate a uniquely western 
experience of moving on foot under a big sky over distance. There was no historical 
justification for a trail parallel to the river; Aboriginal travellers took more direct routes. 
But this was a postmodern trail, not to or from anywhere, but rather along something and 
through something, a space to pass through aimlessly, simply for the joy of moving. A 
city being refashioned by oil money, which gloried in its anachronistic Stampede, added 
a river trail through parkland to its image (41, my emphasis). 
 

Nelles’ description of the trail as one that is “not to or from anywhere” but rather “a space to 

pass through aimlessly, simply for the joy of moving” accurately describes much of the cycling 

that occurs along the multi-use trails in Calgary today.2  

 

5.1.2. Vehicular Cycling 
	
 In 1976, John Forester wrote a book, titled, Effective Cycling. That book, now in its 7th 

edition, (Forester 2012), has had a tremendous influence on cycling in North America. For nearly 

forty years, Forester has taught (and advocated for) a form of cycling that he refers to as 

vehicular cycling. Vehicular cycling is “the concept that cyclists should practice and obey traffic 

laws applicable to drivers of vehicles, and also should be treated by other drivers and by law as 

drivers of vehicles” (Pucher et al. 1999, 632). Simply put, it is the view that cyclists should 

behave like motorists. Forester justifies this approach by drawing on a discourse of scientific 

knowledge production established by quantitative data, stating, “Traffic engineering knowledge 

says that cyclists should act as drivers of vehicles” (xix, my emphasis). He explains that 

engineering standards and the rules of the road are intentional and effective for all road users: “it 

works for drivers of motor vehicles and it works for drivers of nonmotoried vehicles” (xviii). 

																																																								
2 Alex, for example, told me, “I just ride on the bike paths …  along the river and down into Fish Creek and that 
area kind of thing. Not any particular location. Just sort of ride for the fun of it and go home kind of thing.” Alex is 
passing through aimlessly, simply for the joy of moving. He is using the trail as it was intended to be used. 
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 Forester advocates vehicular cycling to enable and encourage more people to ride bikes. He 

writes: 

Most people start by believing that cycling in traffic is dangerous and threatening and that 
they don’t belong there. Heavy traffic is not one of the joys of life, but once you learn to 
ride in traffic, you will realize that you are a partner in a well-ordered dance, with drivers 
doing their part to achieve a safe trip home. Then traffic ceases to be a mysterious threat 
and becomes instead just one of the conditions that you can handle with reasonable safety 
(xvi). 

	
To help people enjoy cycling, Forester seeks to teach them the correct techniques and procedures 

for cycling amongst automobile traffic. Notice also that his aims have a component of place; he 

seeks, at least in part, to help cyclists feel in-place on the road. 

 Forester’s vehicular cycling message was equal parts education and advocacy. The 

advocacy component was framed in the context of social justice. Forester and his supporters 

argued that cyclists were equal to motorists and deserved a space on the road, not beside the 

road. Anything less than a space amongst the cars would amount to segregation and a 

reaffirmation of cycling’s second-class status. This stance has serious implications for the 

desirability of cycling infrastructure. Pucher et al (1999) write, “Vehicular cyclists believe most 

bikeways are unnecessary for bicycle transportation and instead want existing roads improved 

for cycling through better surface quality, bicycle-detecting traffic sensors, and wider lanes on 

high-speed roads, for example. Vehicular cyclists often oppose sidepaths or designated bicycle 

lanes on the grounds that they make cycling slower and more dangerous, and that they promote 

the belief that cyclists are not legitimate users of ordinary roads” (632). 

 Forester’s advocacy message takes on strong anti-government overtones. In the preface to 

the 1984 edition, Forester wrote, “My original intent was partly political; I intended to 

disseminate the principles, understanding, and practice of proper cycling in traffic in order to 

protect cyclists from bike-safety programs, bikeways, and restrictive laws” (2012, x, my 
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emphasis). In Forester’s view, segregated infrastructure like bike lanes and cycle tracks 

“deliberately discourage safe and competent cycling so [the government] can have a program of 

incompetent, childish, and fearful cycling on bikeways” (xviii). Forester’s argument is 

essentially a ‘nanny-state’ argument implying that overprotective government programs coddle 

citizens (in this cases, cyclists) and restrict freedoms, resulting in more harm than good.   

 Forester’s position, which combines this anti-government stance with an empirical 

background supported by scientifically-informed “engineering knowledge”, was well received 

for several decades after it was first published. Commuter cyclists in North America related to 

Forester’s message of empowerment. Politicians, working in the early years of North American 

neoliberalism (which was still in its rollback phase at the time), embraced his anti-government 

stance. Planners and engineers supported vehicular cycling because it confirmed that the roads 

that they had been planning and building for decades were, in fact, ideal not only for motorists, 

but also for cyclists. Finally, city bureaucrats liked vehicular cycling because it required no 

additional spending on cycling infrastructure. Vehicular cycling was win-win-win-win and, for 

decades, it guided the development of cycling infrastructure (or lack thereof) in North American 

cities.  

 By 1984, the City of Calgary had embraced the principles of vehicular cycling, as 

demonstrated in its Calgary Cycle Plan (Calgary 1984). The 1984 plan is interesting because it 

explicitly differentiates between two different kinds of cyclists: recreational cyclists and 

commuting cyclists. Regarding the former, the plan reported, “It was concluded that recreational 

cycling was generally well served in that the river pathways provide connections to several major 

recreational facilities in the study area” (2). These river pathways are, of course, the same ones 
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developed less than a decade earlier along the South bank of the Bow River. Notice the 

reaffirmation of the river pathways as a place for recreational cycling.  

 The same study also examined commuter cyclists, specifically those riding in the 

downtown and inner-city areas. The study’s conclusions are worth citing at length. The plan 

states: 

The primary concern [of commuting cyclists] related to the issue of separating vehicular 
traffic and cycle traffic. Cyclists suggested the implementation of separate bike lanes. 
Although bike lanes could provide an improved situation in certain circumstances, there 
is no opportunity to give up travel lanes and provide separate bike lanes on 
Downtown/Inner City streets, given the heavy peak hour demand and limited roadway 
capacity. The study concludes that the commuting cyclist is generally more at ease with 
traffic and, given the diverse destinations, cyclists should be free to choose any route that 
serves their needs (2, my emphasis). 
 

This passage raises several interesting points. The first is that, by as early as 1984, cyclists in 

Calgary were calling for separate bike lanes. Second, notice the City’s unwillingness to 

reallocate road space for cyclists (“there is no opportunity to give up travel lanes”). This position 

reflects the unquestioned dominance of automobility in Calgary’s politics of streetspace. Third, 

and more immediately relevant to this discussion, notice the City’s use of vehicular cycling 

discourse to justify the benefits of on-street cycling and, simultaneously, to justify not installing 

bike lanes. The 1984 Plan’s claim that “cyclists should be free to choose any route that serves 

their needs” clearly aligns with John Forester’s anti-government stance on vehicular cycling.  

 The 1984 Plan’s differentiation between commuters and recreational cyclists reveals an 

important insight. With regard to strategies for governing velomobility, the City of Calgary, in 

1984, had two distinct objects of governance: commuter cyclists and recreational cyclists. The 

Plan stated: “Clearly, the Transportation Department review shows that the issue of safety is 

perceived differently between the commuting cyclist and the recreational cyclist. The commuting 

cyclist is generally more ‘at ease’ mixing with traffic and is generally better equipped both from 
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an educational and equipment point of view” (34). As this passage suggests, City planners 

understood commuter cyclists and recreational cyclists as having distinctly different perceptions, 

techniques, and equipment. It is interesting to note that the 1977 Calgary Cycling Plan (Calgary 

1977) did not make a distinction between commuters and recreational cyclists, suggesting that 

these two different objects of governance became institutionally known sometime between 1977 

and 1984. 

 As a result of these dichotomous objects of governance, planners utilized different (spatial) 

techniques of governance for recreational cyclists and commuter cyclists. This strategy is hinted 

at in the plan’s discussion of cycling in the downtown area. It states: “Cyclists who commute to 

the Downtown are generally experienced and should be allowed to choose their own routes. 

Recreational cyclists have the option of using the river pathway systems to pass through the 

Downtown area” (24). Because planners understood commuter cyclists as adopting a vehicular 

cycling strategy, they assumed, by extension, that the spaces around commuter cyclists (that is, 

roadways) require no additional techniques of governance, aside from those already 

operationalized to govern the flow of motor vehicles. They presumed that recreational cyclists, 

on the other hand, perceived a higher degree of danger, rode lower quality bicycles, and lacked 

cycling knowledge and skills (compared to their commuting counterparts). As a result, planners 

recognized that the spaces around recreational cyclists do require additional, cycling-specific 

techniques of governance.   

 Although recreational cyclists were expected to utilize the asphalt-surfaced pathways that 

were recently constructed along the river, they needed a (governed) way to get from their homes 

to the parks. Because no one (neither engineers nor politicians) was willing to take space away 

from automobiles, the City’s Transportation Department developed signed bikeways to guide 
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cyclists along the best available route (primarily determined by the presence of wide curb lanes 

and low traffic volumes) by marking the routes with small signs on the side of the road. As the 

1984 plan explains, the signs “serve to guide cyclists and also to alert motorists of the cycling 

traffic” (11). That plan reported that the bikeways were successful in guiding recreational 

cyclists to the park system. It said, “Bikeways received favorable comments from recreational 

cyclists. It was indicated that bikeways assisted cyclists in locating routes to connect to major 

recreational areas and the river pathway system” (16).  

 Although the bikeways, which were designed primarily to help recreational cyclists access 

the (highly-governed) pathways, demonstrated only a minimalist form of governance, it was 

something, which was more than that developed for commuter cyclists. Of course, many 

commuter cyclists (apparently) liked it this way. As proponents of vehicular cycling might argue, 

bikeways and pathways restrict a cyclist’s freedom to choose a route and, by suggesting that 

cyclists should be ‘here’ and not ‘there’, reinforce cyclists’ second-class status on the road. 

Pathways and signed bikeways were designed to govern the mobility of recreational cyclists (and 

the occasional commuter cyclist), and the remainder of the city, which includes the vast majority 

of its streets, remained ungoverned. This strategy of un-governance aligned with the vehicular 

cycling philosophy that dominated transportation planning at the time. 
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Image 5.1. A multi-use pathway runs parallel to an expressway in Calgary.  

This image demonstrates that the spaces around cyclists on Calgary’s multi-use pathways are 
highly governed. Most obviously, the cyclist depicted here is spatially separated from 
automobiles. For the most part, multi-use pathways like this one also govern cyclists’ sensory 
experiences3 (for another example, see Image 10.2). Cyclists (and other users of the pathway 
system) are led through quiet green spaces, exposing them to the sounds of nature instead of the 
sounds of the city. Surface treatments and yellow lines on the pathways help to organize the 
movement of cyclists, pedestrians, joggers, and other pathway users. In this photo, we see an 
alignment of the planners’ objects of governance (recreational cyclists) and techniques of 
governance (route selection through nature, surface treatments, and, perhaps most importantly, 
separation from automobile traffic). 
 

																																																								
3 For an interesting analysis of the governance of the senses, see Jones (2012). Jones uses audio diaries to explore 
cyclists’ sensory experiences. In so doing, he points out that commuter cycling, which often takes place in loud, 
dirty, smelly places (traffic congested streets) is a significantly ungoverned sensory experience (especially compared 
to, for example, a quiet, air-conditioned automobile). 
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Image 5.2. A signed bikeway in Calgary.  

This image demonstrates planners’ minimalist efforts to govern the movement of recreational 
cyclists on city streets. The bikeway sign, visible in the top right corner, is used to guide cyclists 
along low-traffic roads like this one (the cars are all parked), thereby minimizing cyclists’ 
exposure to moving vehicles and dangerous intersections. Routes like this one were designed to 
guide recreational cyclists from their homes to the pathways. Because the routes marked by 
signed bikeways tend to be winding, indirect routes with few, if any, commercial destinations, 
they are often inappropriate for commuter cyclists, who, understandably, seek to get to work in 
the shortest possible time. The direct routes favoured by commuter cyclists feature no cycling-
specific governance strategies, forcing them (or, as John Forester might argue, enabling them) to 
utilize vehicular cycling strategies. 
 
 
 After 1984, Calgary’s pathway and bikeway networks continued to expand, but the 

underlying assumptions did not change. Recreational cyclists continued to use the pathways for 

leisurely rides and they used bikeways (or their automobiles) to access the trail system. Planners 

continued to design multi-use pathways for cycling, walking, jogging, and, as they emerged, 

other forms of active transportation like rollerblading. Commuter cyclists continued to use the 

pathways when possible and the roadways for the remainder of their trips. Vehicular cycling was 

normalized for commuter cyclists and planners, politicians, and cyclists continued to assume that 
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commuter cyclists were best served by the road network and not by segregated cycling 

infrastructure, like bikes lanes or cycle tracks.  

 It is important to recognize that support for vehicular cycling has become instated as 

provincial law. As stated in Alberta’s Use of Highway and Rules of the Road Regulation: 

“Unless the context otherwise requires, a person who is operating a cycle on a highway has all 

the rights and is subject to all the duties of a person driving a motor vehicle” (Alberta 2014, my 

emphasis). “Highway”, in this context, is a broad term that includes both roads within city limits 

and the provincial highways that connect towns and cities. As this passage makes clear, vehicular 

cycling has a legal basis. That is, under provincial law, cyclists are understood to be no different 

from motorists. Vehicular cycling is expected of cyclists under law. 

 By 2000, little had changed from the vehicular cycling mentality that dominated traffic 

planning in Calgary for the previous two decades. A report from that year, titled, Calgary 

Pathway & Bikeway Plan (Calgary 2000) perpetuated the commuter/recreational cyclist 

dichotomy. It explained that pathways had always been designed with recreation in mind, 

stating: “At its inception, the pathway system was conceived as purely recreational in nature” 

(17). Furthermore, it showed no intention of straying from this conception; when it described the 

“functional criteria” for evaluating proposed pathways, “recreational potential” was at the top of 

the list (Exhibit 2.2). That document also discussed commuter cyclists. It stated: “As a rule, 

commuter cyclists prefer direct, unimpeded routes. The recreational nature of the pathway 

network is such that it can only serve a small number of commuter cyclists” (18, my emphasis). 

This passage reaffirms the recreational nature of the pathway system while drawing on vehicular 

cycling discourse to explain that commuter cyclists “prefer direct, unimpeded routes”. (At the 

risk of getting ahead of myself, it is important to recognize that Dutch planners would agree that 
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commuter cyclists prefer direct, unimpeded routes. They would not, however, use this 

observation as a justification for not introducing cycling infrastructure.) 

 Interestingly, the Pathway and Bikeway Plan refers to the cyclists that utilize bikeways and 

ride on the street as urban cyclists. I interpret the ‘urban’ in this term to be a juxtaposition 

against the ‘nature’ that surrounds the pathways used by recreational cyclists. In any case, the 

report makes clear that urban cyclists (that is, predominantly, commuter cyclists) are expected to 

utilize a vehicular cycling strategy. It states: 

It should be made clear that a basic skill set is required of any urban cyclist. Anyone 
riding in the city on the road should be aware of the rules of the road, and have the ability 
to signal, brake and generally manoeuvre in traffic. … An urban cyclist should use his or 
her own best judgement as to whether he or she can safely and comfortably ride on a 
particular route. (18) 
 

This passage raises a crucial observation. By requiring urban cyclists to have “a basic skill set”, 

city planners absolve themselves of responsibility for governing the safe passage of cyclists on 

roads and bikeways. Put differently, the onus of safety falls on the urban cyclists themselves, not 

on city planners. This absolution of governmental responsibility aligns with the political 

tendencies of many conservative Calgarians and with the anti-government message embedded in 

John Forester’s vehicular cycling model. It also builds on, and reinforces, the production of 

responsiblized actors, a core aspect of governance in advanced liberalism.    

 Because cyclists are presumed to be responsible for their own safety, in the case of 

accidents the blame is typically laid on the cyclist. The 1996 Calgary Cycle Plan (Calgary 1996) 

states: “Most cyclists' injuries result from falls that do not involve motor vehicles, other bikes or 

pedestrians. The cyclist simply loses control of the bike. This suggests that many injury causing 

accidents could be averted through improving basic bike handling skills” (62, my emphasis). To 
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remedy this (tremendously oversimplified4) situation, the Plan’s “Education Objectives” section 

suggests John Forester’s “popular bike education program” which “hits all the important factors 

discussed in the Effective Cycling book with visuals to show you how it's done” (66). 

Importantly, urban cyclists in Calgary are expected to take safety into their own hands by 

utilizing vehicular cycling strategies. In addition to cycling skills courses, cyclists are expected 

to adopt other safety strategies, like wearing helmets and high-visibility clothing.  

 As I will demonstrate in Part 3, the vehicular cycling philosophy described here is directly 

related to many of the practices of velomobility in Calgary, especially the tendency for 

commuter cyclists to wear helmets and bright, reflective clothing. The significant social 

implications of wearing safety clothing will become most apparent in Chapter 14, but, for now, it 

is sufficient to establish a preliminary connection between the institutionalization of vehicular 

cycling in Calgary and certain practices of velomobility, including many cyclists’ perceived need 

for helmets and bright, reflective clothing. 

 

5.1.3. Interested but Concerned Cyclists  
	
 In 2005, Roger Geller, the Bicycle Coordinator in the Portland Office of Transportation, 

developed a new typology that would eventually replace Calgary’s recreational/commuter cyclist 

dichotomy. His report, Four Types of Cyclists, (Geller N.D.) would lay the groundwork for an 

important new object of governance for city planners in Calgary. Geller sought to understand 

what it would take to significantly increase the number of cyclists in Portland and, at the same 

																																																								
4 The claims made in this passage are greatly oversimplified. Although the cyclist may lose control of his or her 
bike, the accident is seldom simple. Claims like this one suggest that accidents happen in a vacuum. They fail to 
account for gravel or glass on the road, uneven road surfaces, obtrusive sewer grates, intimidating drivers that hurry 
cyclists in unsafe conditions by tailing too close or by honking, or myriad other (potentially controllable) conditions 
that might cause the cyclist to lose control. 
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time, to understand why some people rode bikes prior to any significant investment in cycling 

infrastructure. Based on his professional experience in Portland, and drawing on existing 

research, Geller proposed that there are four types of cyclists.  

 Geller noticed that some people rode their bikes no matter what the conditions. He 

explained, “These are the people who will ride in Portland regardless of roadway conditions. 

They are ‘bicyclists;’ riding is a strong part of their identity and they are generally undeterred by 

roadway conditions” (2). He called this group the “strong and the fearless” (2). Like cyclists in 

other North American cities, Calgary included, these are the cyclists who fully embrace the 

principles of vehicular cycling. Geller hypothesized that this strong and fearless group represents 

less than one percent of the population. Notice, also, Geller’s mention of identity. I will discuss 

the significance of self-identifying as a ‘cyclist’ in Chapter 14. 

 Geller recognized a second group, which he referred to as the “enthused and confident” (2). 

He describes that group this way: “They are comfortable sharing the roadway with automotive 

traffic, but they prefer to do so operating on their own facilities. They are attracted to riding in 

Portland because there are streets that have been redesigned to make them work well for 

bicycling. They appreciate bicycle lanes and bicycle boulevards” (2). Cyclists in this group, 

unlike the strong and the fearless, prefer riding in bike lanes and pathways. They prefer the 

protection offered by dedicated bike infrastructure. Importantly, however, they are enthusiastic 

enough about cycling and confident enough in their abilities that they are willing to ride on the 

road with traffic when necessary. Understood this way, the enthused and confident are reluctant 

vehicular cyclists. Geller estimates that about seven percent of the population falls into this 

category.  
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 Based on discussions with people around Portland, Geller identified the majority of people 

as falling into a third category of cyclist: the “interested but concerned” (3). Given the 

significance of this conception, it is worth quoting Geller’s description of the interested but 

concerned at length. He writes: 

These residents are curious about bicycling. They are hearing messages from a wide 
variety of sources about how easy it is to ride a bicycle in Portland, about how bicycling 
is booming in the city, about “bicycle culture” in Portland, about Portland being a 
“bicycle-friendly” city, and about the need for people to lead more active lives. … But, 
they are afraid to ride. They don’t like the cars speeding down their streets. They get 
nervous thinking about what would happen to them on a bicycle when a driver runs a red 
light, or guns their cars around them, or passes too closely and too fast. … They would 
ride if they felt safer on the roadways—if cars were slower and less frequent, and if there 
were more quiet streets with few cars and paths without any cars at all (3). 
 

Geller suggests that the majority of people, about 60 percent, fall into this category. That is, over 

half of the city’s population, by Geller’s estimates, recognized the benefits of cycling and are 

interested in using a bike for transportation purposes, but are deterred by their perception of 

danger on the roadways. They simply don’t feel safe enough to ride a bike.  

 According to Geller, the remainder of people, about 33 percent of the population, falls into 

a fourth group that he calls, “no way, no how”. He writes, “Perhaps one-third of the city’s 

population falls into the last category of ‘cyclist.’ This is the ‘no way, no how’ group that is 

currently not interested in bicycling at all, for reasons of topography, inability, or simply a 

complete and utter lack of interest” (3). Some people, he argues, will simply never ride a bike. 

 The most important aspect of Geller’s analysis is his recognition of the potential cyclists 

who are currently too afraid to ride a bike. He explains that bike-friendly cities have alleviated 

the fear associated with cycling: 

There are many cities in modern, industrialized nations around the world with a high 
bicycle mode split. They have achieved these high levels of bicycle use through 
adherence to various cycling-promoting policies and practices. But, one thing they share 
in common is they have substantially removed the element of fear associated with 



Chapter 5: Building Places for Velomobility 209 

bicycling in an urban environment. They have created transportation systems in which 
bicycling is often the most logical, enjoyable and attainable choice for trips of a certain 
length for a wide swath—if not the majority—of their populace. For residents of these 
cities, concern about personal safety associated with bicycling is rarely a consideration, 
and certainly not to the levels we experience here. In these “fearless” cities 
septuagenarians are able to ride alongside seven-year-olds safely, comfortably, and with 
confidence throughout the breadth of the cities. (1) 
 

Here, Geller draws on his observations from other bike-friendly cities (like Amsterdam). Using 

language that has since become popular with planners throughout North America, he suggests 

that these bike-friendly cities plan for cyclists aged eight to eighty.  

 Geller’s analysis led him to conclude that planners should concentrate their efforts on 

removing the element of fear from cycling. He writes: 

Riding a bicycle should not require bravery. Yet, all too often, that is the perception 
among cyclists and non-cyclists alike. No person should have to be ‘brave’ to ride a 
bicycle; unfortunately, this is a sentiment commonly expressed to those who regularly 
ride bicycles by those who do not.  … Making bicycling a more widespread and 
mainstream means of transportation in Portland will require substantially addressing 
concerns about personal safety. (1) 
 

It is important to know that bravery is attributed to cyclists in Calgary as well. Nicole, for 

example, a recreational cyclist in Calgary, told me about her impressions of a commuting co-

worker. She said, “I had a co-worker ride to work and I thought, ‘Boy, they must be fit and brave 

and good for them for getting their exercise at the beginning of the day by riding’” (my 

emphasis). Similarly, Darren Bender, a CAN-Bike instructor, described cyclists who ride to 

commercial destinations (like supermarkets) by telling me, “You really have to be a brave and 

confident cyclist” (my emphasis). 

 Like virtually every other North American city (including Calgary) planners in Portland 

(prior to Geller) embraced vehicular cycling philosophy. Geller recognized that by governing 

cyclists as vehicles, planners were shaping cycling into an activity that most people interpreted 

as being inherently dangerous. Therefore, Geller suggests that instead of governing space for 



Chapter 5: Building Places for Velomobility 210 

existing cyclists (specifically the strong and fearless cyclists and the enthused and confident 

cyclists, which together comprise about 8 percent of the population) planners should govern 

space for potential cyclists (the interested but concerned cyclists, 60 percent of the population, 

who are too afraid to ride a bike).  

 The interested-but-concerned cyclist discourse is an interesting example of policy mobility. 

Müller (2014) suggests that there are three aspects to policy mobility: transportation, 

transformation, and translation. When Geller developed his typology in 2006, he was certainly 

aware of the innovative policy and infrastructure in cities like Amsterdam and Copenhagen, and 

likely had those cities in mind when he mentioned “cities in modern, industrialized nations 

around the world” that have “achieved these high levels of bicycle use through adherence to 

various cycling-promoting policies and practices” (1). One could examine how Dutch policy was 

transported to Portland before being transformed to align with the local situation and then 

translated into infrastructure projects in that city. Unfortunately, such an analysis falls beyond 

the scope of this dissertation.  

 Portland’s resulting policy was then transported, transformed, and translated into policy in 

Calgary. Calgary’s Cycling Coordinator, Tom Thivener, mentioned Geller’s typology, displaying 

an awareness of the discourse’s origins. He told me: 

That typology's from the City of Portland, and Portland has been the city in North 
America leading the way towards getting more cyclists on the road. And it's not just one 
type, it's all types of cyclists. But they've figured out that if you focus on building 
facilities for the less confident riders, that once that's there you'll attract that group and 
you'll attract all the others as well. So, it's really just to set the bar lower [for less 
confident and potentially less skilled cyclists] in terms of, if you build it everybody will 
come. But if you build it too aggressive [for confident, highly skilled riders], you're not 
going to see that many people use it.  
 

As Mr. Thivener’s comments suggest, cycling policy, especially that emphasizing the importance 

of segregated cycling spaces, somehow made its way from cities like Amsterdam, to Portland, 
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and then to Calgary. Again, the story of how the Portland policy was transported, transformed, 

and translated into policy in Calgary will have to fall on other researchers. It is clear, however, as 

I will demonstrate shortly, that this process did happen sometime between 2006, when Geller 

produced his typology, and 2011.  

 By 2011, planners in Calgary had heard Geller’s analysis and embraced his typology. In 

June 2011, the City released its Cycling Strategy (Calgary 2011), a council-approved mandate 

for planners to improve cycling in Calgary. It explained, “There is an increased understanding of 

greater inclusivity in cycling. That is, it is not just for younger men and athletes, but also for 

women, older adults and children” (29). This “increased understanding” marks an important 

point of departure from the old recreational/commuter cyclist dichotomy that was informed by 

vehicular cycling.  

 The 2011 Cycling Strategy explicitly drew upon Geller’s typology and used it to move 

away from vehicular cycling and to develop a new object of governance for planners in Calgary. 

Drawing on Geller’s typology, the document explains that “Calgarians can be grouped into four 

categories of cyclists: fearless, confident, interested and reluctant” (37)5. It makes clear that it 

intends to plan for confident and interested cyclists, stating: 

																																																								
5 Like Geller did, the report estimates the prevalence of each type amongst Calgary’s population. Drawing on 
surveys conducted by City staff, the report estimates that fearless cyclists make up about 2 percent of the population; 
confident cyclists make up 20 percent; interested cyclists represent the majority of people at 51 percent of the 
population; and, finally, reluctant cyclists make up about 28 percent of the population.  
 The document describes fearless cyclists as being “[g]enerally undeterred by motor vehicles” and willing to 
“consider cycling even in the absence of any visible bike facility” (37). Fearless cyclists fully embrace vehicular 
cycling. Confident cyclists are “[s]lightly or moderately comfortable sharing the road with motor vehicles” and 
“[w]ill consider cycling if the route is mostly on a bike facility” (37). As described in discussions throughout 
Chapter 3, many of the commuter cyclists that I interviewed in Calgary would fall into this category of confident 
cyclists. Confident cyclists reluctantly utilize vehicular cycling strategies. Interested cyclists are “[n]ot comfortable 
sharing the road with motor vehicles without a visible bike facility” and are “[i]nterested in cycling if the route is on 
a bike facility” (37). Importantly, interested cyclists appear to reject the principles of vehicular cycling. Finally, 
reluctant cyclists are “[n]ot comfortable sharing the road with motor vehicles without a visible bike facility” and are, 
in general, “[n]ot interested in cycling” (37). Notice the shift in terminology to “reluctant” from Geller’s “No way, 
No how.” The reluctant category more accurately describes cyclists who may be convinced, once or twice a year, to 
take a recreational ride with a friend or partner along the pathways.  
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The fearless and reluctant cyclist have entrenched cycling identities unlikely to change in 
response to City initiatives. These groups make up only 30 per cent of the surveyed 
population. In contrast, the confident and interested cyclists make up 70 per cent of 
survey respondents. They are not comfortable sharing the road with traffic and want 
dedicated bicycle facilities. … The City needs to start planning for the confident and 
interested groups to get more people cycling. (37) 
 

With this typology, the City of Calgary presents a new object of governance: interested cyclists. 

Although they mention planning for both interested and confident cyclists, I will collectively 

refer to this new object of governance as ‘interested’ cyclists because it includes the confident 

cyclists that are somewhat uncomfortable riding on the roads and are interested in accessing 

more destinations and completing more tasks on a bike. Alternatively, I might refer to this new 

object of governance more accurately as fearful cyclists, but, for the sake of consistency with 

established writings (including the Cycling Strategy and Geller’s typology), I will continue to 

refer to them as interested cyclists.  

 Josh White described the shift away from planning for vehicular cycling and the City’s 

recent embrace of interested cyclists as a new object of governance. It is worth pointing out that 

he specifically, and without prompt, uses the interested cyclist discourse from Geller’s typology. 

Because he so clearly describes such an important shift, the passage is worth presenting in its 

entirety. Mr. White told me: 

 There's been a movement, a bit of a trend towards viewing cycling as a more 
fundamental component of commuting and basic transportation through the city. Fuel 
costs have risen, geographies have expanded, commutes in vehicles are getting longer 
and more congested, and people just naturally turn to alternatives that are more cost 
effective and more convenient. They make that rational choice in their mind: "How can I 
most quickly and cheaply get to work?" And when other factors around other 

																																																								
 Importantly, the document includes an element of identity in its typology. In fact, identity is mentioned 
first, before willingness to ride amongst traffic. It explains that for fearless cyclists, cycling is “a strong part of their 
identity” (my emphasis) and that for the confident group, cycling is “a part of their identity” (37). It explains that 
cyclists in both the interested and reluctant groups, “[d]o not identify as a cyclist” (37). During my interviews, I 
asked participants if they identify as “cyclists”. My findings generally align with the claims made in this typology. I 
will describe these findings, and their significance, in much greater detail in Chapter 14. 
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transportation modes becomes more expensive and more time consuming, people shifted 
their minds towards bikes as a viable alternative.  
 The problem they faced, of course, is that, sure, the infrastructure on pathways is 
great … but when they got into downtown or they got into other employment areas in the 
city, etc, they were finding an unsafe and dangerous environment where roadways were 
not designed safely for cyclists to be on that space, even though that's technically where 
they're allowed to be. Cyclists are allowed to share the road with motor vehicles. They 
just don't do that unless they're that hard-core variety of spandex-wearing, forty-year-old 
men. That's the big cohort of, they're called, sort of, the fearless in our work. Like, trying 
to analyze the cycling community there's sort of the fearless: that's the hard-core, mostly 
men. Almost all men. Usually fairly high-earning men that will cycle no matter what the 
condition. They're not afraid of that condition.  
 But the larger group of people that are interested, they're called "interested but 
concerned”, if you read the Cycling Strategy. That's the big middle chunk of people that 
would bike, or are interested in biking, but for the fact that they don't feel safe on the 
roadway. They'll often cycle for recreational purposes, on pathways. … But, they won't 
cycle commute because they feel it's too dangerous.  
 So, what the Cycling Strategy did was to understand that there's this group of people. 
There's more and more interest in people wanting to cycle, knowing that infrastructure is 
the key element that we needed to create separated, safe space for cyclists. The new 
direction for the city over the past couple of years has evolved to say, "We need to 
prioritize this infrastructure. It's relatively inexpensive. We can do it thoughtfully without 
taking away a ton of capacity for motor vehicles. We can be strategic about where we put 
it and we can encourage that cohort of people, that large group of people that are 
interested but concerned, onto the roadways." And, I was out there the first day of the 7th 
Street Cycle Track and I saw a ten-year-old child, on his bike, with his mom, riding on a 
downtown street. That's, to me, a monumental shift.  
 

Here, Mr. White describes an increase in the popularity of commuter cycling, attributing the 

increase to pragmatic factors such as fuel costs and time savings. Alluding to vehicular cycling 

strategy, he explains that commuters have traditionally been expected to ride alongside motor 

vehicles to get to their destinations. Then, drawing on interested cyclist discourse, he clearly 

states that only the fearless cyclists, “that hard-core variety of spandex-wearing, forty-year-old 

men,” are willing to embrace vehicular cycling strategy. He lauds the 2011 Cycling Strategy as 

the breakthrough of a new kind of thinking that recognizes the interested cyclists, and that it, 

subsequently, calls for “separated, safe space for cyclists”. This new form of thinking has 

resulted in a “new direction for the city”. He describes the shifting emphasis away from 
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commuter cyclists to interested but concerned cyclists, like the ten-year-old child and his mom, 

as “a monumental shift”. Mr. White’s description of the City’s shifting gaze of governance away 

from “that hard-core variety of spandex-wearing, forty-year-old men” to “a ten-year-old child, on 

his bike, with his mom, riding on a downtown street” is highly significant and representative of 

the City’s newly emerging governmentality. (As I will describe later in this chapter, a similar 

shift occurred in the Netherlands several decades ago).  

 Don Mulligan made similar comments during the photo elicitation portion of my interview 

with him. When he saw Image 11.3, which depicts a middle-aged, lycra-clad man commuting 

home from work on a high-end hybrid, Mr. Mulligan said, “This is the Lance Armstrongs of the 

world. And that's what we mostly have. We've done surveys in 2000, and again in '06, and it was 

clear then that most people are males, 75 percent both years.” Mr. Mulligan then peeked at the 

next photo, presented later as Image 11.6, which depicts a man and a woman riding side by side, 

the woman wearing a cowboy hat instead of a helmet. Referring back to the lycra-clad man in 

Image 11.3, Mr. Mulligan said, “So, that’s who we had,” then, pointing at the woman in the 

cowboy hat he continued, “and this is who we want to attract. … That’s where we want to get 

to.” Josh White made a very similar comment when he saw Image 11.6, saying, “This is 

interesting. This shows that, you know, we have a girl in a cowboy hat, riding her bike with her 

backpack, riding with another guy with a backpack, maybe riding to SAIT [The Southern Alberta 

Institute of Technology, a technical college] or something like that. Exactly the type of rider that 

we want to attract with this type of infrastructure” (my emphasis). It is significant that Mr. 

Mulligan and Mr. White independently used the same language to describe the photo, both 

stating that the woman in the cowboy hat is the type of rider that they “want to attract”. 
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 In effect, the City’s shifting governmentality is marked by a shift away from governing 

anyone who happens to be on a bike and towards governing a specific target group amongst the 

general population. Gian-Carlo Carra used the notion of population to describe the City’s new 

object of governance. He told me: 

That's part of the idea behind the cycle track strategy is the understanding that, right now 
the people who are cycling are the hard-core spandex guys. And there's always going to 
be the hard-core spandex guys, but they represent a small portion of the population. The 
sensitivity analyses that we've done suggest that if you could actually deliver safe bicycle 
movement, at least around the inner city, you would have way more people cycling than 
you do now because that next group—who just doesn't feel comfortable dodging through 
traffic like a bike messenger, or dressing up in spandex—is a huge part of the population. 
 

Here, Mr. Carra draws upon Geller’s typology, implicitly referencing the strong and fearless 

cyclists and the interested but concerned cyclists, to suggest that the city’s new object of 

governance, interested cyclists, should be understood abstractly, as a part of the population.  

 From a Foucauldian perspective, the notion of attracting a certain part of the population is 

highly significant and represents a shifting governmentality. By 2011, drawing on Geller’s 

insights, the City of Calgary had shifted its object of governance away from the 

commuter/recreational cyclist dichotomy used for the better part of three decades. That 

dichotomy was largely informed by a normative position used to govern individual cyclists (i.e., 

cyclists should ride on the road and act as vehicles). Although vehicular cycling continues to be a 

consideration for traffic engineers (and, as I will discuss in Chapter 14, continues to dominate the 

practices of commuter cyclists in Calgary), it no longer informs the City’s primary object of 

governance. Instead of governing individual bodies (motorists and cyclists), through this new 

object of governance (interested cyclists) the City of Calgary seeks to govern a population. 

Whereas the ideal outcome of governance strategies rooted in vehicular cycling discourse 

(however ill-informed) was essentially the safe travel of individual cyclists, the ideal outcome of 



Chapter 5: Building Places for Velomobility 216 

governance strategies rooted in this interested cyclist discourse is an increase in the proportion of 

the population that uses a bicycle for transportation.  

 This new emphasis on the population is explicitly stated in the 2011 Cycling Strategy, 

Vision statement. It states: “The City has a vision to become one of the premier cycling cities in 

North America and is looking to make changes that will encourage more people to cycle in 

Calgary” (2). Also included in the Vision statement are four measurable outcomes that would 

demonstrate the City’s achievement of its vision. It says: 

There are four specific and measurable goals that indicate a shift towards a more bicycle-
friendly city:  
 1. More people cycling.  
 2. More bicycle infrastructure.  
 3. Safer cycling.  
 4. Increased satisfaction with cycling in Calgary. (2) 
 

The City’s goal of more people cycling reflects the new population-based object of governance 

described earlier. The other three goals (more bicycle infrastructure, safer cycling, and increased 

satisfaction) reflect new techniques of governance. In other words, the City acknowledges that 

with this new object of governance comes the need for new techniques of governance.  

 The interested cyclist discourse implicitly (and, at times, explicitly) rejects John Forester’s 

claims about optimal techniques of governance. While Forester claimed that the best space for 

cyclists is the place in which they are safest (which, he believed, was amongst automobile 

traffic), the interested cyclist discourse claims that the best space for cyclists is the place in 

which they feel safest. The subtle differences in these arguments is worth pointing out. 

Proponents of vehicular cycling typically make objective, statistically-informed claims about 

safety. Proponents of the interested cyclist discourse, on the other hand, tend to make subjective 

claims about the more experiential aspects of cycling.  



Chapter 5: Building Places for Velomobility 217 

 Claims about Calgary’s pathways are an excellent example of this discrepancy. The 1996 

Calgary Cycle Plan (which, as you will recall, came out during the vehicular cycling governance 

regime) cites the 1984 edition of Forester’s book to highlight the (statistically-informed) dangers 

associated with riding on the pathways (derived from data from American cities). It states, “The 

close proximity between cyclists travelling in opposite directions (sometimes at considerable 

speed) on dedicated bike paths has created a level of danger possibly three times greater than that 

which exists on the roadway” (68). The 2011 Cycling Strategy, on the other hand, which 

embraces the interested cyclist discourse, utilizes subjective claims about safety to praise the 

pathways. It reports that “[d]edicated bicycle space is needed to encourage Calgarians to cycle 

more often” (41), noting that “[b]etween 92 per cent and 97 per cent of cyclists who use 

pathways feel safe on the pathways in general” (42, my emphasis). (Of course, as I will explain 

when I return to the story of Amsterdam’s cycling infrastructure, there needn’t be a discrepancy 

between statistical measures of safety and subjective feelings of safety; cyclists can 

simultaneously be safe and feel safe.) 

 Feeling in-place is an important element of feeling safe. Understanding this connection, 

Calgary’s city planners, now taking a population of interested cyclists as their object of 

governance, are tending to advocate for techniques that govern place. Put more simply, to grow 

the numbers of cyclists in their city, planners have started building bike places. Drawing on 

surveys with Calgarians6, planners have started advocating for bike lanes and cycle tracks.  

 With their new object of governance (interested cyclists) city planners began implementing 

new techniques of governance (on-street cycling infrastructure that was designed to help cyclists 

																																																								
6 The Cycling Strategy states: “Over eighty percent of Calgarians said that dedicated space for cycling—such as 
bicycle lanes next to or physically separated from moving traffic—would help them feel safer while cycling on 
streets” (39). 
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feel safe). In 1999, apart from the signed bikeways described earlier, there was no on-street 

infrastructure in Calgary. By 2010, Calgary had 12 kilometres of bike lanes (a modest amount by 

Dutch standards, but a significant increase nonetheless). Three years later, in 2013, that number 

had more than doubled, to 26 km of bike lanes and 1.3 kilometres of cycle tracks, with ambitious 

plans for expansion7. The introduction and embrace of interested cyclist discourse has enabled 

discussions around implementing new techniques of governance like bike lanes and cycle tracks, 

but two major barriers remain: outdated North American engineering standards and the city’s 

automobile-centric politics. 

 

5.1.4. TAC and NACTO 
	
 Transportation infrastructure is consistent across Canada because engineers across the 

country design roads according to the same standards. The Transportation Association of Canada 

(TAC) publishes the documents that state those standards. TAC is a non-profit, non-

governmental organization that essentially curates the results of quantitative research and 

publishes a number of technical documents, guidelines, and manuals for use by transportation 

engineers. The TAC guidelines represent the best practices in transportation engineering and 

serves as the definitive set of guidelines for Canadian transportation engineers.  

 One of TAC’s documents, for example, the Manual of Uniform Traffic Control Devices 

(MUTCD), describes the usage of design elements like signage and road markings. I interviewed 

Ryan Martinson, a transportation engineer working for Stantec, a major North American 

engineering firm that operates out of 250 locations, including Calgary. Mr. Martinson mentioned 

																																																								
7 By 2020, the City of Calgary plans to have installed 180 km of bike lanes and 30 km of cycle tracks (Calgary 
2014d, 7). 
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the MUTCD, telling me, “We have what's called the Manual of Uniform Traffic Control 

Devices, or the MUTCD. And that's kind of what makes, well, uniform traffic control devices. 

So, making sure that a stop sign looks the same across Canada.” As I learned throughout my 

interviews, these kinds of engineering standards play a major role in shaping bike infrastructure 

in Calgary. For example, engineers design 4.3-metre-wide road lanes because they are 

recommended in TAC’s guidelines.  

 Throughout the vehicular cycling regime8, cyclists were accommodated by developing 

wide curb lanes, as outlined by TAC. The 1996 Calgary Cycle Plan describes a wide curb lane 

this way: 

On major roads a lane width of 4.3 metres from the face of the curb to the centre line 
should be sufficient for bikes and automobiles to proceed together. Lanes wider than 4.6 
metres would only encourage the operation of two automobiles in the one lane. … A 
width of 4.3 metres allocates 0.6 metres to the travelling bike, 0.15 metres from the bike 
to the "lip of gutter", and 0.25 metres from the area in which a vehicle would travel, 
leaving 3.3 metres of manoeuvring space for a car. … Studies indicate that curb lanes 4.3 
metres or wider result in bikes having no impact on the capacity of the road, and do not 
impede the safe operation of the road. (31) 
 

For as long as vehicular cyclists were one of road engineers’ objects of governance, wide curb 

lanes were understood to be adequate (or, even, ideal) facilities for cyclists. Throughout Calgary, 

and across Canada, lanes were built to be 4.3 metres wide, allowing 0.6 meters for a travelling 

cyclist. It is important to recognize that this standard lane width enabled the proliferation of 

increasingly large automobiles, including the SUVs and pick-up trucks that dominate Calgary’s 

streets today. 

																																																								
8 As I explained earlier, under Alberta’s Traffic Safety Act, bicycles are understood to be vehicles. This legal 
definition of bicycles as vehicles has had major implications for how engineers design roadways in Calgary. Josh 
White told me that provincial traffic acts, like the Traffic Safety Act, “dictate design standards that we must apply in 
Calgary.” The Traffic Safety Act, which should be understood as an artifact of the vehicular cycling regime, 
continues to reinforce vehicular cycling by forcing engineers to consider on-street cyclists as vehicles. 
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 Engineers use TAC guidelines in their designs because, in essence, they represent 

acceptable levels of risk. Tom Thivener explained it to me this way: 

Risk is always analyzed during design, the engineering portion of the project. So, you 
want to design a facility that will be as safe as possible—that's where standards and 
guidelines come in—and you follow them to the best of your ability and that helps to 
mitigate the risk. So, the TAC manual is the one that's followed up here [in Canada] … 
You don't want to stray too far from those because then it opens you up to risk and also to 
unsafe facilities. The only downside to those is that those manuals are only updated every 
10 years. So, they're a little slow.  
 

As Mr. Thivener explains here, engineers “don’t want to stray too far” from the TAC guidelines 

because it “opens you up to risk and unsafe facilities”. Engineers use the TAC guidelines to 

mitigate risk. Unfortunately, however, the guidelines are updated infrequently, a problem that I 

will return to shortly.  

 Mr. Martinson explained that, understandably, the TAC guidelines can result in fairly 

conservative design. Because the guidelines represent an acceptable level of risk, engineers are 

reluctant to stray from those guidelines (as Mr. Thivener pointed out). Mr. Martinson carefully 

said: 

I think that risk management, it does need to be given a lot of thought and, I think it is 
given a lot of thought in a lot of these things. Sometimes, it's very risk adverse too 
though. … So, a lot of designers—this is where these kind of standards come into play—
are, like, “The standards don’t say that I can do that, so therefore I'm not going to do it,” 
because there's a level of comfort. Or, I guess they feel like they're not responsible if 
they've gone with the design standards, like with the TAC guidelines. Like if they use 
those guidelines, there's almost, some designers feel like they have some immunity to any 
kind of responsibility and so if the standards don't address a certain issue specifically, 
then there's a lot of risk aversion to doing anything.  
 

Here, like Mr. Thivener, Mr. Martinson explains that engineers are risk averse. In other words, if 

the TAC guidelines do not specifically address a particular scenario or include a specific design 

element, then engineers are reluctant (or, more often, unwilling) to utilize those design elements. 

 It is important to think carefully about which risks are being averted, and for whom. Mr. 
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Martinson suggests that an engineer might say, “The standards don’t say that I can do that, so 

therefore I’m not going to do it.” Importantly, this comment suggest that a Canadian engineer’s 

risk aversion has little to do with minimizing risk for cyclists, and everything to do with 

minimizing his or her own personal or professional risk. In other words, an engineer is unlikely 

to suggest a design that makes cycling safer for cyclists (for example, a cycle track) if it is not 

outlined in TAC guidelines, because doing so would impart unnecessary personal and 

professional risk in the case of an accident. In essence, this is not risk aversion; this is 

conservatism.  

 TAC’s authoritative document on cycling infrastructure is its Bikeway Traffic Control 

Guidelines for Canada (Canada 1998). A new version was published in 2012, but, at the time of 

my field work in 2013, the 1998 edition was the most influential and, therefore, analytically 

significant9. For this reason, unless otherwise specified, I will refer to the 1998 edition of TAC’s 

bikeway guidelines. Because it was published fifteen years prior to my field work, it did not 

address several situations or design elements that are common today. While mentioning the 

usefulness of the TAC guidelines, Mr. Martinson commented on some of the missing content: 

There's a chapter in [one of the TAC guidelines] that deals with bike design, but there’s 
not a lot of innovation. It's a way to kind of address the MUTCD requirements and give 
designers specifications on how to do pavement markings and things like that. So, it's 
good for that kind of purpose. Like, I know where to look up to find how wide a paint 
line needs to be, or how spaced the dashed lines need to be, and that kind of stuff. Or, 
spacing and placement of sharrows or how to deal with conflict zones. Like, there's some 
good tidbits in there, but it doesn't deal with, I don't think bike boxes are in there. … 
Cycle tracks are [not included]. I don't think buffered bike lanes are in there. 
 

																																																								
9 Because of the length of time needed to design, approve, and build a complex engineering project like a roadway, 
at the time of my research, in 2013, the 1998 edition was the most influential version. Although many of the people 
that I interviewed were aware that a new version was had been published, the 2012 edition of the guide was not yet 
influential. For all intents and purposes, at the time of my research, the 1998 edition was the document that shaped 
roadways in Calgary. 
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As Mr. Martinson explains here, relatively new design elements, like bike boxes, buffered bike 

lanes10, and cycle tracks are not included in the TAC guidelines. Because of the conservatism 

inherent in the engineering process, engineers are unwilling to take unnecessary personal or 

professional risks by doing something not explicitly addressed by the guidelines. Therefore, most 

traffic engineers have been unwilling to utilize these new forms of bike infrastructure design 

elements. 

 With the rise of interested cyclist discourse, planners in Calgary have been seeking new 

ways to help cyclists to feel safe on the city’s streets. As explained earlier, the new object of 

governance, interested cyclists, requires new techniques of governance, like bike boxes, buffered 

bike lanes, and cycle tracks. Because the engineering standards laid out in the TAC guidelines do 

not include these new forms of infrastructure, engineers are reluctant, or, unwilling, to 

implement them. The TAC guidelines remained firmly rooted in the vehicular cycling regime, 

leaving planners and engineers without the tools they need to govern cyclists in the emerging 

interested cyclist regime.  

 The people that I spoke with recognized that the guidelines are lagging behind. This is why 

Tom Thivener, quoted above, told me, “The only downside to those is that those manuals are 

only updated every ten years. So, they're a little slow.” Similarly, Don Mulligan said, “We don’t 

have good standards in Canada. It’s too slow to react.” So, even though many planners in 

Calgary have embraced the new interested cyclist discourse, the techniques of governance 

necessary to advance this new regime remain largely unavailable to planners.  

																																																								
10 Buffered bike lanes are bike lanes that are spatially separated from traffic, but not physically separated. Unlike 
regular bike lanes, which are separated from vehicle traffic by only a few inches of paint, buffered bike lanes are 
separated from traffic with a few feet of paint, making them a relatively safe, but low cost, form of bicycle 
infrastructure.	
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 Despite working within a conservative professional milieu with outdated guidelines, 

planners in Calgary have been able to identify acceptable workarounds and develop a few new 

pieces of infrastructure. Tom Thivener is a planner by training, but explained that he must also 

be an expert in engineering so that he is able to recognize an engineer’s concerns and help him or 

her to find innovative solutions. Our conversation unfolded like this: 

Mr. Thivener: I’ve got to know good bike design. I also have to know the softer side of 
planning and how to deal with the public and stuff like that. So, the planning came more 
naturally to me, that was my background in school, but I quickly realized that I have to 
become an expert in the engineering as well. I have to understand why engineers will be 
hesitant to do something. I have to understand that so I can come up with a solution to go 
around, find something better.  
 
Jason: So, why would they be hesitant to do something? 
 
Mr. Thivener: Because it's something that falls in the grey area. It's not in the manual, to 
fall into. But maybe I can bring in an example and say, “This works elsewhere. I think it 
will work here.” And they're worried about a lot of things. They want to make sure that 
we're not opening ourselves up to risk, that we're not doing something unsafe. I'm doing 
the same thing in my mind, but also I have to let them know what else is happening out 
there in the world, because they do have engineering judgement that they can use so it's 
not always, the manual doesn't cover everything. When you get these grey areas you have 
to make a decision, and they have to be comfortable doing that, so it's a lot of working 
with them to find new solutions that make them comfortable.  
 

Notice, again, that the engineer’s primary concern is “opening ourselves up to risk” (my 

emphasis). However, as Mr. Thivener explains here, when engineers are reluctant to implement a 

particular design element, he tries to present them with an example that has been successfully 

implemented in other cities.  

 Ryan Martinson was a part of the design team that worked on Calgary’s 7th Street Cycle 

Track. Because cycle tracks are not included in the TAC manual, I asked Mr. Martinson what he 

does in the case that a desired design element, like a cycle track, is not included in the Canadian 

guidelines. He told me: 
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 There are other guidelines that we could look to as well, kind of the current practice. 
So, the [United] States, they have their AASHTO [American Association of State 
Highway and Transportation Officials] guidelines, which is kind of, it’s similar to the 
TAC one, but it's a bit more comprehensive, so you can go there. It does an OK job of 
innovative bike facilities, but basically the one that we look to is the NACTO guidelines. 
…  
 NACTO is the National Association of City Transportation Officials.11 They were 
formed in a subgroup of like seven or eight cities that weren't getting enough guidelines 
from the federal government in the States. … They weren't getting the guidelines on bike 
facilities so they formed these guidelines themselves just looking at best practices. It's a 
lot of examples too of where these treatments have been done elsewhere, to try to get 
people's thought juices flowing. So, it's a good guideline to go to and it has a lot of 
credibility to it, as well. Instead of going to TAC, like when TAC kind of falls off the 
map, we can go to NACTO and look at that. And that's kind of the furthest that people 
are willing to push it right now, it seems, is to NACTO. In terms of crossing the ocean, so 
to speak, the CROW guidelines, it’s kind of like, "Oh, that's [too] European." 
 

Mr. Martinson’s comment is interesting for several reasons. He explains that just as planners in 

Calgary are constrained by inadequate national standards for innovative on-street cycling 

infrastructure, so too are planners in American cities. In order to implement effective cycling 

infrastructure, experts from a group of American cities came together to develop their own set of 

standards. The resulting NACTO Urban Bikeway Design Guide, which Mr. Martinson describes 

as having “a lot of credibility to it”, has since become the new standard for on-street cycling 

infrastructure across North America. Interestingly, Canadian engineers are willing to accept the 

American NACTO guidelines, but are unwilling to accept the Dutch CROW guidelines (which I 

will describe in detail later in this chapter). Mr. Martinson suggests that North American 

engineers dismiss the CROW manual as being too “European”, as if somehow European road 

design is inapplicable in cities like Calgary.  

 The above passage suggests an interesting example of policy development and policy 

(im)mobility. NACTO represents the development of new policy that, presumably, drew upon 

																																																								
11 NACTO was established in 1996. As an association of city transportation officials, it emphasizes solutions to 
urban transportation issues. Its mandate is not cycling-specific, but because of its urban emphasis, it is more attuned 
to cycling issues than the federal government, which tends to emphasize highway traffic designs.  
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existing (likely, European) policy in its formation. That policy, after being tested via pilot 

projects in important American cities, was eventually transported, transformed, and translated 

into policy in other North American cities. Again, a detailed discussion of this policy 

development and mobility is beyond the scope of this study, but I encourage other researchers to 

investigate the development and mobility of cycle track policy in North America. During my 

interview with Don Mulligan, he suggested that planners and engineers in Calgary have learned 

from other North American cities. While describing cycle tracks, he told me: 

We're also learning from Vancouver, who are ahead of us. And we've talked a lot with 
them, got some confidence because they've done what they've done. I think Vancouver's 
got a confidence and all of North America's got a confidence from New York City—
[Mayor] Bloomberg being a billionaire whose been able to bring in consultants—and say, 
"If they can do it in New York City, surely we can do it anywhere in North America.” 
There, I think, an influence in all the cities. They've done it in Montreal for years. We've 
always discounted them as just being different. But now, we're realizing, we can all do it. 
Toronto's doing it. Ottawa's done it. In terms of cycle tracks, there's a culture where it's 
catching on. It's becoming cool.  
 

This passage indicates that the development of Calgary’s cycle track did not result simply from a 

one-to-one incidence of policy mobility, but, instead, results from a policy network whose 

knowledge has become institutionalized through the NACTO guidelines. He also suggests that it 

is not just a matter of accessing knowledge, but also suggests that it is important that the 

knowledge is “cool”. In other words, technical knowledge requires social support for its 

implementation.  

 There are planners and engineers (like Mr. Thivener and Mr. Martinson) that are willing to 

look beyond Canada’s outdated TAC guidelines for more progressive design options, but it is 

important to recognize that the vast majority of the City’s engineers were trained in an era 

dominated by automobility and the vehicular cycling mentality. Josh White made this clear: 

And then, yes, internally, within, Transportation has a bit of an old-school culture, often. 
It's a lot of engineers, and the way they're educated as transportation engineers is often all 
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about moving vehicles, and everything else is an impediment to that, not a part of a 
comprehensive mobility system.  
 

With the Transportation Department’s “old-school culture” in mind, Mr. White told me that an 

important aspect of the City’s 2011 Cycling Strategy was hiring people with a knowledge of 

emerging engineering standards, like the NACTO guidelines. He explained: 

And what the Cycling Strategy—the thing that was approved two years ago—did, was it 
actually allocated operating dollars for staff that are knowledgeable, that are experts in 
cycling. So, the first position that we hired out of that was our cycling coordinator, Tom 
Thivener, who you should talk to. And just having that knowledge and that expertise 
embedded within the department: we have a cycling engineer that understands how to 
build cycling infrastructure embedded in the roads department. So, whenever there's a 
road being built and there's cycling infrastructure being considered, that expertise is in 
the room, saying, "Ok, this is how we need to design for this mode." Right? Whereas that 
voice was absent previously. It was a bunch of traffic engineers who never thought about 
that, didn't care about that necessarily, didn't believe it was their purpose, but that's 
changing. And that happens through intentionally hiring that expertise and embedding 
that expertise within the department. So we have a fairly robust staff of individuals within 
the transportation department that are involved in the planning of our transportation 
network now. That's how that change occurs over time.  
 

As Mr. White clearly explains here, it was important for the City to hire planners and engineers 

knowledgeable of emerging standards. That is, for the City to find success in governing its new 

object of governance, interested cyclists, it had to hire staff with expertise in appropriate 

techniques of governance (on-street cycling infrastructure). As Mr. White explains, “That’s how 

that change occurs over time.” In other words, the City is consciously shifting its own 

governmentality.  

 

5.1.5. Design Speeds, Posted Speeds, and Operational speeds 
	
 One example of this shifting governmentality is the development of a Complete Streets 

guide. In 2014 (after my field research was completed), Calgary’s City Council approved the 

Complete Streets Guide (Calgary 2014b). That document states: “Complete Streets aim to 
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increase the attractiveness, convenience and safety of all modes of transportation by creating a 

new selection of multi-modal streets that emphasize walking, cycling and transit, incorporate 

elements of green infrastructure and function in the context of surrounding land uses” (2). It 

adds, “A Complete Street is a street for which the needs of all users (all ages, income levels, and 

levels of physical ability) have been considered in its planning and design (or redesign)” (2). By 

explicitly calling for streets that emphasize cycling (among other modes) for people of “all ages, 

income levels, and levels of physical ability”, the Complete Streets Guide demonstrates 

discursive compatibility with the interested cyclist discourse outlined in the 2011 Cycling 

Strategy. Understood more generally, the Complete Streets Guide represents the 

institutionalization of the interested cyclist discourse within the broader context of transportation 

planning in the City of Calgary. Governing cyclists by building safe spaces for cyclists of all 

ages and all abilities is a far cry from the un-governance of vehicular cyclists (predominately fit 

men) in previous decades.  

 Although the Complete Streets Guide had not yet been released during my fieldwork, it did 

come up during my interviews. Don Mulligan told me, “We have Complete Streets, another 

whole initiative, where the new roads will have built-in bike lanes, and that's, we spent two and a 

half years doing that, and we're close to getting that as a standard. It is the standard internally.” 

Josh White was also aware of the imminent emergence of the Complete Streets Guide. He 

interpreted the development of Complete Streets as “a real shift” in the culture of the City’s 

Transportation Planning department. He said: 

Now, there's a real shift in the culture of that discipline [transportation engineering], as 
well, to looking at Complete Streets, where we see streets of different types playing 
different roles within the network. They're not all for vehicles. We can prioritize other 
modes of transportation depending on how they fit within the network. And it's just been 
elevating cycling to this status where it warrants consideration as part of that network. So, 
you'll see that we've developed new engineering standards for our roadways now. For 
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various types of roadways, a cycling lane is a part of that right of way of allocation. So, 
it's just become part of that shift in culture.  
 

Here, while describing an important “shift in culture” that I interpret as a shifting regime of 

governance, Mr. White explains that cycling has been elevated to “this status where it warrants 

consideration as part of that network”. (Of course, this implies that before the complete streets 

movement and the embrace of interested cyclist discourse, cycling did not warrant consideration 

as part of that network. I will return to this important topic when I discuss Calgary’s politics of 

automobility in the next chapter.) 

 For reasons that will become apparent later in this chapter when I discuss Dutch 

transportation philosophy, I will describe a specific aspect of the Compete Streets Guide: design 

speed vs posted speed. I interviewed Tony Churchill, the leader of Traffic Safety Operations in 

the City of Calgary’s Road’s department. Mr. Churchill, a transportation engineer, helped 

develop the Calgary Safer Mobility Plan (Calgary 2014a). Interestingly, Mr. Churchill also 

worked in the Netherlands as a transportation engineer.  

 During my interview with Mr. Churchill, I mentioned a graph that I saw in the Calgary 

Safer Mobility Plan that depicted the relationship between the velocity of vehicles and the 

likelihood that a pedestrian or cyclist will survive an impact with that vehicle12. As one might 

expect, the faster the vehicle is travelling, the less likely the cyclist/pedestrian will survive a 

collision. As the graph shows, however, the relationship between velocity and survivability is 

non-linear. Mr. Churchill explained: 

So, that last curve that you're talking about in the Safer Mobility Plan is the survivability 
curve, and that is basically a function of our body's basic capability for accepting or 
accommodating forces of impact. And so for an impact of 30 km/h, the survivability is 
about 90 percent. So, there's only about a 10 percent chance that you'll die if you actually 
get hit when a vehicle's going 30 km/h. So, that's if someone's driving through a 

																																																								
12 The figure, titled “Figure E1: Fatality Risk for Three Major Crash Types and Different Impact Speeds”, appears 
in Appendix E (Calgary 2014a, A-6) 
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playground zone and they're going the speed limit, but they don't see you or, if, for 
whatever reason, they don't even touch the brakes, if they hit you at 30 km/h, there's 
about a 10 percent chance that you'll die. Whereas, if they hit you at 50 km/h, so if they're 
going 50 and they don't touch the brakes and you get hit, physically hit, by a vehicle 
going 50 km/h, it's only about a 10 percent chance that you'll live.  
 

As this vivid example makes clear, for cyclists to be safe (and to feel safe) it is very important to 

control the speed of automobiles. In the case of a collision, an increase of only 20 km/h in 

vehicle speed (from 30 to 50) decreases a cyclist’s chance of surviving the accident from 90 

percent to 10 percent. 

 With this information in mind, Mr. Churchill explained that it is important to encourage 

motorists to drive their vehicles at lower speeds. Echoing the interested cyclist discourse, he 

explained that lower speeds are especially important “in an urban environment where you're 

trying to accommodate vulnerable road users.” The Complete Streets Guide seeks to encourage 

lower speeds by ensuring that design speeds are the same as posted speeds. That is, planners and 

engineers should design the road to be used at the posted speed limit. Mr. Churchill explained: 

So, what we're doing now, actually, with the Complete Streets Guide, which is coming 
out, is …  we're saying, if we want to have people going 50 km/h, we need to give them 
credible speed limits. They need to be able to understand, from the roadway, why they 
should be going that fast. So, we actually have to design it for 50 and post it for 50. So, 
now, for all roadways under 70 km/h, we're doing that. So, all of our design criteria, that's 
the information that drivers get in terms of what they should or shouldn't do, that's all 
being based on the design speed being the posted speed. 
 

As Mr. Churchill explains here, the Complete Streets Guide seeks to protect pedestrians and 

cyclists by ensuring that design speeds match the posted speed limits. Of course, this prompts the 

question: How were streets designed before the Complete Streets Guide? 

 Mr. Churchill explained that design speeds are based on a normal distribution curve of 

expected velocities. He explained that, based on transportation engineering research, “speeds 

generally follow a regular distribution bell curve.” He then drew a bell curve representing 
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vehicle speeds and marked the peak of the curve as the mean velocity (the 50th percentile) and 

the inflection point on the right-hand side of the curve as the 85th percentile. He explained that 

the average velocity coincides with the posted speed limit. To ensure public safety, however, 

engineers design roads to be safe at speeds that exceed the posted speed limit. He explained, “We 

don't want to design for [the 50th percentile; the average speed], because we know that half of the 

drivers are going to be exceeding that speed limit. So, we design it for the 85th percentile.” He 

continued, 

So, just for example on a typical roadway, if we have a posted speed limit of 50 km/h we 
would generally design that for 60 km/h, which is approximately the 85th percentile. … 
So, then, that's, if we post it at 50 km/h, then we expect that about 85 percent of drivers 
are going to be less than 60. And hopefully about 50 percent will be going less than 50. 
 

In other words, engineers intentionally over-design roads to safely accommodate speeding 

automobiles. I summarized what Mr. Churchill explained to me with an anecdote that I had heard 

from another engineer during my fieldwork; I said, “An engineer told me that his mentor or boss 

from the 1970s taught him to design roads for somebody going twenty over the speed limit at the 

legal alcohol limit, and that's how they plan roads.” Mr. Churchill laughed and responded, “Well, 

it could be! Some of it is so conservative that I would say that that's probably not too far off.” 

 As the Complete Streets guide implicitly recognizes, by over-engineering roads (that is, by 

designing roads to be safe at speeds that exceed the posted speed limit), engineers actually 

encourage speeding, thereby increasing the risks of non-motorists. Several of the cyclists that I 

interviewed have noticed the discrepancy between posted speed limits and operational speed 

limits. When I interviewed Walter and Mary, for example, Walter told me: “We were out in 

Airdrie [a city just North of Calgary], just visiting her mom, and we were commenting just 

coming in, where the speed on the Stoney [Trail] is 100 km/h, and I was keeping up with traffic 

and I was doing about 115 and people were passing me like I was standing still. And that is 
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common throughout the city. If it's 50, then it's 70. And, you know, when you're riding your 

bike, you don't have a whole pile of protection.” As Walter points out here, if the speed limit is 

50, then the operational speed is 70. Based on Mr. Churchill’s insights, this discrepancy in speed 

between posted speeds and operational speeds results directly from the intentional over-

engineering of roadways. So, not only are roadways in Calgary designed to be wide enough to 

easily accommodate large SUVs and pickup trucks, they are designed in a way that encourages 

the drivers of those large vehicles to exceed the posted speed limit! 

 I frequently rode my bike up a bike lane on 10th Street NW in Calgary. Because the bike 

lane is not physically separated from the automobile traffic, cyclists are always within a few feet 

of fast moving vehicles. (Image 12.2, presented in Chapter 12, depicts cyclists riding in this 

space). I had this space in mind when I posed a fairly direct (and critical) question to Mr. 

Churchill. Our conversation, which highlights the lasting legacy of the vehicular cycling 

mentality, unfolded like this: 

Jason: [This is] kind of a contentious question, but, with the Dutch perspective in mind13, 
if you take a street like 10th Street and the bike lane, I don't know if [the speed limit is]—
what is it, 50 or 60 [km/h] on that road? 
 
Mr. Churchhill: Uh, 50. Yeah. 
 
Jason: But you've got this big wide hill with a curve and people are going up there at 60, 
65. And then with that—the survivability curve [which shows that a collision between an 
automobile and a cyclist would almost certainly be fatal]—how can you justify having no 
physical separation between bikes and cars? What's the institutional logic that that's OK? 
 
Mr. Churchill: Well, you know what? I think that the institutional logic that that's OK is 
that bikes are legally able to operate on roadways. So, as a cyclist you are legally able to 
occupy a lane. So, they're already there. So, I think that it's saying, "If we dedicate space 
to them, even though it's not physically separated, that's already giving them an added 
level of protection, as opposed to mixing with a lane of traffic.” So, “something is better 

																																																								
13 As I will explain later in this chapter, Dutch engineering standards call for physical separation between traffic that 
moves at significantly different speeds. For example, if the posted automobile speed limit is 30 km/h, cyclists are 
allowed to mix with automobiles, but if the posted speed is 50km/h, a physically protected space is provided for 
cyclists. 
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than nothing”, I guess, is the rationale. But definitely I agree with the statement that, at 
those higher speeds, it makes sense to have it physically separated. And at the same time, 
there is some resistance to physical separation by the cycling community.  
 
Jason: Really? 
 
Mr. Churchill: Yes. So, the cycling community, from many of the interactions that I've 
had with them, has been that they want options. They want options for travel. So they 
want the opportunity to—I’m going to give a specific example. … 
 
 [He describes the situation. A regional pathway ends near a steep hill and planners 
wanted to develop an on-street bike facility.] 
 
 … Anyhow, we wanted to, for pedestrians and cyclists, give them a safe spot to come 
up this hill. But then the cycling design group also said, “Well, we also want cyclists to 
have the opportunity to come out onto the street to come up the hill." And their only 
rationale is that they wanted cyclists to have options. And so I was trying to communicate 
with them that cyclists do have the option if they want to, they could legally come out 
into the roadway and share that traffic lane. But we don't need to mark it for them. If 
they're the strong and fearless cyclists that are comfortable sharing a lane of traffic, that's 
fine. But what we don't want, is that we don't want cyclists who don't want to be on the 
road to make a mistake at this decision point and end up on the road because they see 
road markings, and so they go out there when we have a safer facility that's separated. So, 
there are even some barriers to implementing safe facilities for cyclists, because the 
cyclists themselves want to have on-street facilities.  
 

This passage demonstrates that, even though there is a decided move towards catering to 

interested cyclists, vehicular cycling continues to influence cycling in Calgary. It does so in two 

different ways. 

 First, the passage shows that even as planners try to plan for safe, cycling-specific spaces, 

the baseline of acceptable levels of safety continues to be derived from vehicular cycling 

standards. As Mr. Churchill mentioned above, “as a cyclist you are legally able to occupy a lane. 

…  So, ‘something is better than nothing’, I guess, is the rationale.” Despite recognizing the 

dangers of high-speed vehicles moving in close proximity to cyclists, planners and engineers 

seem to suggest if doing “nothing” was good enough for the past several decades, then 

“something” (in this case a bike lane) is an acceptable improvement. As this logic implies, 
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planners are not asking the question, “What would be safest for cyclists?” but, rather, “What 

would help cyclists to feel more safe?” Although bike lanes do offer a marginal increase in 

safety, the onus of safety continues to lie primarily with the cyclist. Even though riders on bike 

lanes have their own space, they must continue to ensure their visibility to motorists by wearing 

bright, reflective clothing. They must continue to utilize vehicular cycling strategies, especially 

at intersections.  

 The second way that the above passage demonstrates the continued influence of vehicular 

cycling is by highlighting the continued influence of vehicular cycling discourse, both politically 

and socially. As Mr. Churchill concluded, “there are even some barriers to implementing safe 

facilities for cyclists, because the cyclists themselves want to have on-street facilities.” Like John 

Forester over three decades ago, some vehicular cyclists in Calgary continue to resist physically-

separated cycling infrastructure, instead favouring the more direct routes provided by on-street 

cycling. I will elaborate on the influence of vehicular cyclists in Calgary in Chapter 14. 

 Planners are increasingly attempting to embrace a new object of governance, interested 

cyclists, and to utilize new techniques of governance, like bike lanes and cycle tracks. They are 

building new cycling places. This new object of governance has not been accepted throughout 

the engineering profession, however. Transportation engineers continue to measure safety and 

risk levels within a vehicular cycling framework, using vehicular cycling as the acceptable 

baseline of safe cycling. Moreover, the message contained within the interested cyclist discourse 

has not yet been fully taken up within the vocal group of vehicular cyclists that tend to advocate 

for cycling infrastructure. In short, vehicular cycling continues to influence planning and 

engineering practices. The transition to a new regime of mobility is not yet complete.  
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5.2. Building Bike Places in Amsterdam 
 

5.2.1. Stop the Child Murder 
	
 Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Dutch transportation engineers were planning almost 

exclusively for automobiles. I interviewed Tom Godefrooij, a senior policy analyst with the 

Dutch Cycling Embassy. He described the Dutch Cycling Embassy as “a public-private 

partnership to promote Dutch cycling culture world-wide.” Mr. Godefrooij has been involved in 

the development of Dutch cycling policy from the outset and proved to be a wealth of 

information. Regarding transportation planning practices prior to 1970, Mr. Godefrooij told me: 

“In the 1950s and 60s, the profession of traffic planning developed very much in a way as it did 

everywhere in the world: typical transport planning is planning for cars, for private motorization. 

Even public transport was suffering from that. And certainly cycling was looked upon as 

something which was bound to disappear.” Although people in the Netherlands continued to ride 

bicycles, it is important to recognize that, in the 1960s, transportation planners understood 

cycling as a dying relic from an earlier age. The Netherlands was modernizing, and the 

automobile was the most modern form of transportation. Recall from my earlier discussion about 

urban planning that this planning occurred during the era of concentrated deconcentration, a 

policy that resulted in a sharp increase in automobile traffic.  

 The increase in automobile traffic also led to an increase in traffic fatalities. Between 1950 

and 1972, the annual number of traffic fatalities in the Netherlands had tripled, from about 1000 

per year to over 3000 per year (SWOV 2016).14 Mr. Godefrooij explained the significance of 

these fatalities: 

																																																								
14 For comparison, traffic fatalities in the United States increased by a factor of about 1.6 (from 33,186 to 54,589) 
over the same period (Wikipedia Contributors, 2017). So, although traffic fatalities rose sharply in both countries, 
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Very importantly, road fatalities were peaking at that time. And mainly people started to 
dislike the way the cities developed. Well, [there were] much more cars than cities could 
handle, more road fatalities than we liked, and very influential at that time—and probably 
you've heard this before—was the situation of the Stop the Child Murder, which was very 
significant in the paradigm shift in the minds of people, because this group claimed that 
we should not try to adapt kids to the traffic, but the other way around. 
 

As I mentioned earlier, one of the many social justice movements occurring in the Netherlands in 

the 1970s was concerned with increasing levels of traffic fatalities, especially child fatalities. 

One group, Stop de Kindermoord, whose name translates to “Stop the Child Murder”, led the 

way in re-thinking automobile-centric transportation planning practices in the Netherlands. Mr. 

Godefrooij described the group, Stop the Child Murder, as a “pressure group”, explaining that, in 

1973, it was “officially registered as an organization by the Chamber of Commerce”. By 

suggesting that planners should design streets for children instead of governing children for life 

amongst the cars15, the group “was very significant in the paradigm shift” that eventually led to a 

re-thinking of transportation planning practices.  

 One of the first examples of planning streets for people instead of for automobiles came 

from the development of infrastructure designed specifically for residential neighbourhoods. 

Planners and concerned citizens recognized that the traffic on quiet residential streets should be 

governed differently than the traffic on busy arterial roads. Mr. Godefrooij explained: 

Mr. Godefrooij: There came into existence a kind of discussion that we should rather 
design our cities and streets for people than for cars. And the content that was created in 
those days was the distinction between arterials and residential areas and kind of habitant 
areas. The concept was that the arterials were for flowing traffic and the residential, or 
habitant areas, were for, well, just being there: moving around quietly, slowly, but other 
users of the streets would have the same reasons for existence than just the flow. And that 
resulted in the content of woonerfs—or, residential street, is the translation. And it's 
traffic calming, the invention of the road humps, the chicanes, the speed reducers.  
 

																																																								
the rate of traffic fatalities in the Netherlands increased nearly twice as fast in the Netherlands as it did in the United 
States. 
15 For an interesting account of governing pedestrians in American cities, see Norton’s (2008) discussion of 
jaywalking. 
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Jason: Was that developed—the road humps—was that developed domestically or did 
those ideas come in from other countries? 
 
Mr. Godefrooij: As far as I know, it was invented by two municipal officers in Delft16. 
And they just started to throw out planters into the middle of the road, road humps, etc, in 
quiet residential streets. And people liked it. Those two officers have then moved to 
[another Dutch city] and did the same trick, [then] moved to Lelystad, where they did the 
same trick. And they were also influential on this group, Stop the Child Murder, that I 
mentioned before. So, their invention was picked up very quickly, copied elsewhere. And 
at first it was an informal municipal initiative, and in the later stages it was legally 
endorsed.  
 

This passage highlights the emergence of home-grown solutions to transportation planning 

problems in the Netherlands.  

 The above passage also shows that, beginning in the early 1970s, planners started thinking 

differently about transportation planning. While the object of governance on busy arterial roads 

continued to be automobiles and traffic flows, a new object of governance emerged for 

residential streets: citizens. Planners recognized that on a woonerf, a living street, the object of 

governance should be people. By asking “How do we keep people safe?” instead of “How do we 

maximize automobile flows?”, planners established new techniques of governance like vertical 

deflections (speed bumps) and horizontal deflections (chicanes).  

 By the early 1980s, Stop the Child Murder had become an influential group, not only in 

terms of drawing attention to transportation as an issue of social justice, but also as a 

disseminator of innovative policy. Advocating for new techniques of governance, like speed 

bumps and chicanes, that group worked with another influential group, the Cyclists’ Union, to 

advocate for traffic calming solutions. (I will outline the development and influence of the 

Cyclists’ Union in much more detail in the next section.) Mr. Godefrooij told me that Stop the 

																																																								
16 I cannot verify Mr. Godefrooij’s claim that the speed bump was invented in the Netherlands. A patent for a 
“speed bump” (US 4362424 A) was filed in the United States in 1980, which at least partially supports Mr. 
Godefrooij’s claim (Barber 1980). 
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Child Murder, working with the Cyclists’ Union and a pedestrian association, wrote a book 

designed to help citizens engage with municipal officers about traffic calming techniques. He 

explained: 

 [T]he Cyclists’ Union, together with Stop the Child Murder and the pedestrian 
association, had already written a book on traffic calming. … They, together, did a 
campaign called "50 is too much", and that was a campaign to get lower maximum 
speeds in built-up areas. So, they were advocating a 30 km/h regime. And this was again 
at the early 1980s. In fact, it was the reason that I started to work there professionally [for 
the Cyclists’ Union], because I wrote that book. … 
 The traffic calming manual was not for professionals. It was for residential groups 
who would like their neighbourhood to be traffic calmed. So, the book was meant for 
residents that would go to the municipality and say, “We want to have a traffic calmed 
environment.” And the expectation was that municipal offices would say, in many cases, 
“No, we cannot do that.” And the book would provide those arguments and the 
interventions that were feasible. So, it was empowering the residents who wanted their 
neighbourhood to be traffic calmed, provid[ing] them with arguments and information so 
that they could negotiate with municipalities to get what they wanted.  
 

As this passage demonstrates, Stop the Child Murder and the Cyclists’ Union played a role not 

only in drawing attention to traffic fatalities as a social justice issue, but also as curators and 

disseminators of information. Their message was not only reactionary (expressing the desire for 

safer streets) but prescriptive (they helped to develop policy designed to effect change). By 

writing a book that outlined the best practices of newly emerging traffic calming strategies, Stop 

the Child Murder and the Cyclists’ Union actively participated in the introduction of new 

techniques of governance (speed bumps and chicanes) designed to accommodate street goers. 

Importantly, however, the book empowered residents to propose these relatively radical street 

designs to municipal officers that might not have otherwise introduced (or accepted) those 

designs. Stop the Child Murder and the Cyclists’ Union were grassroots organizations that 

affected governmental change from the bottom-up. Both organizations were undoubtedly 

important in changing streetscapes, but because of the lasting influence of the Cyclists’ Union, I 

will tell its story more comprehensively.  
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5.2.2. Fietsersbond: The Cyclists’ Union 
	
 By 1975, after several years of public rhetoric about the automobile’s dangerous and 

polluting nature, a group of activists formed de Eerste, Enige, Echte Wielrijders Bond (ENWB). 

The group’s name can be translated literally as “the First, Only, Real Wheel Riders’ Union.” 

This somewhat convoluted name was intentionally meant to playfully establish a parallel 

between it and another, more powerful organization, the Algemene Nederlandse Wielrijders 

Bond (ANWB). That group’s name translates literally to “The General Dutch Wheel Riders’ 

Union” or, more commonly, as “the Dutch Automobile Association”. After the ANWB 

successfully challenged the ENWB’s name in court, the ENWB changed its name to the Enige 

Echte Nederlandse Fietsers Bond (“Only Real Dutch Cyclists’ Union”). Known thereafter 

simply as the Fietsersbond, or “Cyclists’ Union”, the organization has played an enormous role 

in shaping cycling in the Netherlands. Today, the Cyclists’ Union has one hundred and fifty 

branches in the Netherlands and over 35,000 members (Fietsersbond 2015). 

 Mr. Godefrooij explained that the Cyclists’ Union was created locally, but quickly became 

a national-level organization. He described the organization’s expansion and aims: 

 Initially they were local activists, but by ’75 those groups came together on a national 
level and they created the Cyclists’ Union. And the creation of the Dutch Cyclist Union 
had the most immediate affect that suddenly, everywhere in the country, local branches 
came into existence. … Becoming a national organization resulted in the creation of local 
groups in all large municipalities. I guess there were 100 local groups or so. I don't know 
exactly the number, but that is my estimate.  
 At first, the activists were just shouting that municipalities did everything wrong that 
they could do wrong. That there was no attention and that it was high time that cyclists 
got recognized as a mode of transport, and the right to road should be defended, etc. And, 
at first, the main emphasis was on road safety, which is not surprising because, like I told 
you, the mid-70s was also, if you look at the Dutch road safety statistics and fatalities 
were peaking in the 1970s. At first, road safety was the primary goal of the activities. 
And everyone, every demand, every requirement, every claim was that cycling should 
become safe again.  
 In the years after that, the Cyclists Union, the activists at first, started to go into 
consultations with the politicians, and offices and things like that. At first, you could see 
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that all they asked for was against the professional condition of planning for cars. So, 
“Yes, we can do something for cycling, as long as it doesn't take any space from the 
cars.” But you probably see that, still see, in large parts of the world. But, the Cyclists’ 
Union immediately started to claim that it was not only by giving space if it was 
available, but also reallocation of that space. That has always been an important issue for 
them, because, and that was the environmental part of the whole thing. The Cyclists’ 
Union immediately said, “We don't only defend the interests of the current cyclists, but 
we also think that cycling should get a larger share of the total motorscape, because we 
see the problems with the car traffic, and we should discourage unnecessary use.”  
 

Here, Mr. Godefrooij explains that the Cyclists’ Union’s first, and foremost, concern was with 

cyclist safety. Secondarily, they aligned themselves with the broader environmental movement 

and made the case for discouraging automobility and giving cyclists more space on the street.  

 Ria Hilhorst, a policy advisor for the City of Amsterdam’s Department of Infrastructure, 

Transport, and Traffic (IVV), also mentioned the Cyclists’ Union’s historical significance. She 

told me: 

 [The Cyclists’ Union] started at the same time when the protest was against the car 
and the cycling was promoted. That was the start of the Fietsersbond, of course. There 
was nothing [for cycling]. How should you make a spatial infrastructure for cyclists? 
Because the city was existing and the city was made ready for cars—or not17. Nothing 
changed since the 17th Century or something. 18th Century. And it was prepared to make 
the city fit the car traffic, and then it stopped.  
 And then it was, “Well, how do we do this?" The city, the traffic was all mixed at 
that time. Only on very busy roads there were already bicycle paths. Everywhere in the 
Netherlands were bicycle paths along provincial roads or national roads. Also, we cycled, 
so we cycled everywhere so there were those kinds of facilities. But in the existing city, it 
wasn't there. There were [sidewalks] for the pedestrians, and then there was a road.  … 
 There was beautiful infrastructure already built in the ‘50s and ‘60s and ‘70s. … 
After the Second World War, we built a lot of new areas for people to live. A lot of this, 
the Western part and the Northern part and the Southeast part, this is rather newly built. 
And then it was normal to have special facilities for cyclists. … So, that's what we knew: 
how to make [bike paths along rural roads]. But then, what more can we do? That's not 
enough. So, we have to make this into the city, but the inner city was full of cars. Well, 
that can't be any longer so the cars should be reduced. They were parking everywhere. So 
there was a process, for years, to change that. A lot of regulations introducing the parking 
tariff for cars. All little steps, and just thinking about how to realize: What is important 

																																																								
17 Here, Ms. Hilhorst presented a clever double meaning. She suggests that the city was already made for cars. That 
is, she explains that the city’s roads were built with cars in mind. Then, alluding to the problems that Dutch cities 
faced during the automobile’s peak in popularity, she suggests that because the city was built before the automobile 
was invented, it was not made for cars, but, rather, for people. 
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for the bicycle path? What is safe? What are the widths? What is the colour of the 
asphalt? What should be the material? Everything was [thought about]. So, they just 
thought about that and they made a manual for cyclists.  
 

As Ms. Hilhorst explains here, the new communities built during the era of concentrated 

deconcentration were linked by rural roads lined with cycle paths. Significantly, there was a 

precedent for building cycle paths before the 1970s. The problem, however, was finding a way to 

build cycle paths in urban areas, especially in urban areas built long before the invention of 

automobiles, like Amsterdam’s city centre. 

  Drawing on the success of the traffic calming manual co-written with Stop the Child 

Murder, the Amsterdam branch of the Cyclists’ Union sought, as Ms. Hilhorst mentioned, to 

develop a manual of its own. Tom Godefrooij explained: 

 Then, five or six years later [after the release of the traffic calming manual], the 
activists of the Cyclists’ Union said, “We would like to have such a book for cycling 
infrastructures—specifically for cycling—which is different from traffic calming because 
traffic calming is much more of a place-making kind of activity whereas cyclists want a 
connected network. … So, the Cyclists’ Union took the initiative to write a handbook on 
what the Cyclists’ Union wanted from cycling infrastructure and which requirements they 
wanted to get. …  
 [The book] was called, it had a kind of—how do you say that?—a title that can be 
read in two ways. An ambiguous title called, "Wijken voor de Fiets", which means both 
“Make Place for Cycling", but also means, “Neighbourhoods for Cycling". Wijken is both 
a verb, “making place for”, and is also a substantive, “neighbourhood”. So, that was the 
nice name of the title.  
 

That manual, written by activists in Amsterdam, was published in 1987. As Mr. Godefrooij 

explains above, the manual emphasized the need to develop networks of cycling infrastructure 

that were both safe and comprehensive. With sociospatial theory in mind, we can interpret the 

development of this cycling manual as having roots in place-making (it drew heavily on the 

traffic calming manual developed a few years earlier) and in network formation. Its real 

innovation, however, came from combining the two. In essence, the manual called for extensive 

networks of cycling places throughout the city. 
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 The full impact of that manual would not be realized for several years. As Mr. Godefrooij 

continued to explain the development of cycling policy in the Netherlands, he explained that the 

national body for the Cyclists’ Union approached the Amsterdam branch about developing a 

cycling manual for use across the Netherlands. His story continues: 

 At that time, I worked at the national office of the Cyclists’ Union. In fact, we said if 
the local branch could make such a book, then we, as a national organization, should 
make a national version of the book. So, we asked the persons involved in the 
Amsterdam book to join a national committee of the cyclist union and we started with 
five people. … And we started this project in early '88, I guess. … 
 And at some point, we realized that if this manual was going to be authoritative, it 
should not be the Cyclists’ Union publishing it, but the organization who usually was 
publishing these kind of manuals, which was the organization which is now called 
CROW18. At that time, it had not a name because CROW is the organization that 
emerged from the merger of three similar organizations.  
 One of those three that merged into CROW, we approached and said, "Well, we have 
this idea for a manual on bicycle infrastructure. Would you like to take over the project?" 
… At first, they said no. They said, “Well, you are way too biased in favour of cycling. 
You will come up with ideas of having seven-meter-wide bike lanes!" And we said, 
"Why should we do that if it is not needed?"  
 Anyway, they didn't like the idea. At first. Because the second thing which was very 
significant in the development of cycling policies in the Netherlands was the national 
transport strategy of '89. …  The national strategy of '89 was claiming that the transport 
policies should get the right balance of improved accessibility, liveability of cities, and 
environmental protection.  
 

To summarize, cyclists in Amsterdam developed a cycling manual intended to facilitate 

innovative cycling infrastructure in Amsterdam’s inner-city. After working with members of the 

Amsterdam branch, the Cyclists’ Union’s national body approached the organization responsible 

for curating and institutionalizing engineering standards in the Netherlands about the potential 

for developing a manual that would standardize cycling infrastructure. Initially, that body refused 

to collaborate but, after a shift in national transportation politics, agreed to develop a cycling 

manual that outlined engineering standards for cycling infrastructure across the Netherlands. I 

																																																								
18 CROW is a non-profit, non-governmental organization that publishes guidelines and engineering standards. It is 
the Dutch equivalent of TAC in Canada. I will discuss CROW in more detail later in this Chapter. 
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will return to the resulting manual, CROW’s highly influential book, Design manual for bicycle 

traffic, later in this chapter. Before doing so, however, I must describe the shift in national 

politics that made the manual possible.  

 

5.2.3. The Bicycle Master Plan 
	
 In 1988, the Dutch government launched the Tweede Structuurschema Verkeer en Vervoer 

(SVV-II), the “Second Transport Structure Plan”. The SVV-II was a part of the broader efforts to 

combat the transportation demand induced by the policies of concentrated deconcentration. As a 

part of the compact city policy, discussed earlier, the SVV-II sought to decrease automobile 

traffic by reducing the demand for automobility. Struiksma, Tillema, and Jos (Struiksma et al. 

2008) write, “The focus of the SVV-II plan was on the source, on reducing (car) mobility 

(behaviour, public transport), alternatives for car use and selective accessibility (main ports, 

hinterland connections). A clear shift from supply to demand focused policy” (4). Critics of the 

SVV-II, including members of the Cyclists’ Union, were quick to point out that, while the plan 

laid some groundwork for reducing automobile traffic, it did not explicitly mention cycling as an 

alternative to the automobile.  

 After hearing complaints about the lack of attention to cycling in the SVV-II, the Ministry 

of Transport decided to explicitly include cycling in future amendments to the plan. A 

“brainstorming session”, held in November 1989, was attended by “representatives of interest 

groups [including the Cyclists’ Union], ministry officials, and a number of consultants” 

(Ministry of Transport 1999, 47). The resulting amendments to the SVV-II, released in June of 

1990, came in Part D (SVV-IId). The SVV-IId emphasized “sustainable society as a standard for 

the policy to be executed” (quoted in Ministry of Transport 1999, 47). It specifically outlined a 
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package for “[p]romoting bicycle use while simultaneously increasing bicycle safety and appeal” 

(quoted in Ministry of Transport 1999, 51).  The resulting package was eventually known as the 

Bicycle Master Plan (BMP). As I will explain shortly, this comprehensive plan resulted in 112 

cycling projects, including research studies, pilot projects, instrument development, and 

information exchange. Before describing this important plan’s outcomes, however, I must outline 

its development. 

 The SVV-IId called for the establishment of a project group to move the project forward. 

The working group, which was “comprised of individuals with relevant knowledge and 

experience from the various divisions in the Ministry of Transport”, regularly consulted with a 

“sounding board” group that “consisted of representatives of the umbrella organizations of 

municipalities and provinces; the consumer groups the Dutch Cyclists' Union enfb and the 

ANWB; organizations of bicycle industry, bicycle trade and bicycle parking facilities; the 

Vereniging Veilig Verkeer Nederland (Dutch Traffic Safety Organization) and the Stichting 

Landelijk Fietsplatform (National Bicycle Platform Organization)” (Ministry of Transport 1999, 

48). The resulting policy document, the Bicycle Master Plan Policy Document, was released in 

June of 1991 and gained parliamentary approval in March of 1992. 

 The Cyclists’ Union was an important partner for the Dutch government in the early 1990s 

because, as Mr. Godefrooij explained to me, it had slowly recognized its own significance and 

had recently asserted itself as an organization with the expertise necessary to solve some of the 

Dutch government’s problems. He told me: 

 There's another significant recognition within the Cyclists’ Union, because within the 
first ten years of the Cyclists’ Union, that is between 1975 and 1985, the approach was 
rather defensive. So: “We deserve to be there,” something like that. The Cyclists’ Union 
also developed the concept of creating a cycling public transport system for an alternative 
to the car. There's a reasoning that cycling is only competitive with the car for short 
distances, and public transport for the long distances, that the combination makes the 
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perfect alternative. I'm telling this because, although this theory is still very valid, it also 
was a sign of a kind of lack of self-awareness, so to say, of the importance of cycling. 
The Cyclists’ Union in those days thought that they had to justify the importance of 
cycling by referring to public transport: “We are important because we are important for 
public transport.” …  
 The change that the Cyclists’ Union made in the mid-80s was that we said, "Hey, but 
cycling is important in its own right." If you look at the statistics in the Netherlands we 
clearly see that cycling in the number of trips is much more important than public 
transport is, in Dutch cities. So, in fact, the Cyclists’ Union became much more self-
conscious. We're no longer promoting cycling as a problem that needed to be solved, but 
as an opportunity for the government to solve other things. … So, we made, so to say, 
this change over from, “We have a problem, please help us,” to “You have a problem, we 
can help you!” … 
 The whole thing of the Bicycle Master Plan is also a manifestation of that change of 
attitude. … In fact, the bicycle was promoted because it would help to get to the strategic 
goal to get to the equilibrium between accessibility, liveability, and safety. … So, cycling 
was not a goal in itself, but a means to get the higher strategic goals. 
 

After this shift in self-consciousness, through the Bicycle Master Plan, the Cyclists’ Union did, 

indeed, play a significant role in helping the Dutch government to promote accessibility, 

liveability, and safety through velomobility.  

 The Ministry of Transport has published an extensive history of the Bicycle Master Plan. 

(Ministry of Transport 1999). Their insight into the BMP’s assumptions and objectives is vital to 

understanding the governmentality that would eventually drive the governance of cycling in 

Amsterdam. They explain: 

The BMP project group chose an integrated framework from the outset. The bicycle 
policy was regarded as an inextricable part of traffic and transport policy as a whole and 
cycling as a mode of transport amidst other modes. Cycling and bicycle policy were 
expressly not conceived as objectives in themselves but rather as a means of contributing 
to solving traffic and transport problems and/or restricting the growth in car use. This 
notion was based on the efficiency of the traffic and transport systems as a whole and the 
facilitation of the cyclist within it. Mobility was conceived as the degree to which 
individuals, companies and organizations are capable of taking part in economic and 
social activities. This was to be seen in terms of the numbers and types of trips, 
distinguished by distance and reason and not necessarily by the numbers of kilometres 
travelled. The question at the centre of decision making was therefore: “Which mode of 
transport is the most efficient for which type of trip?” Instances in which the bicycle is 
the obvious choice should be met with facilities that facilitate bicycle use. Instances in 
which the car causes too much nuisance at certain places and times should be met with 
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measures for curbing car use, measures which are physical, financial or regulatory. An 
integrated package of "pull" as well as "push" measures of this kind ("carrot and stick 
measures") is necessary for curbing car use and stimulating bicycle use. At the same 
time, the spatial planning of functions and activities, and the trip distances that peoples' 
participation in these functions and activities entails, must be taken into account. These 
are significant in determining the possibilities of influencing the choice of mode of 
transport by traffic and transport policy - and therefore by bicycle policy. After all, the 
shorter the trip distance, the greater the possibilities for stimulating bicycle use; in other 
words, the more spatially concentrated the functions and activities are, the greater the 
chance of bicycle use. (49-50, my emphasis).  
 

The highlighted portions of this passage reveal several key insights.  

 First, cyclists were not explicitly construed as objects of governance in and of themselves. 

Cycling was understood as “an inextricable part of traffic and transport policy” and, as such, 

contributed to “solving traffic and transport problems”. Dutch spatial planners tend to take a 

holistic approach to governance and cycling was just a part (albeit a key part) of a governance 

regime that includes, among other things, spatial planning and mobility management.  

 Second, notice that the policy calls for “an integrated package of ‘push’ as well as ‘pull’ 

measures … for curbing car use and stimulating bicycle use”. It is not enough, they noticed, to 

only promote cycling. To affect broad changes to mobility patterns, policy makers would have to 

discourage automobile use through measures like parking policy while simultaneously 

encouraging cycling through safe and comprehensive infrastructure.  

 Third, notice that mobility policy is bound up in spatial planning policy. The document 

above states, “the more spatially concentrated the functions and activities are, the greater the 

chance of bicycle use”. To increase the number of trips made by bike, local planners should (and 

would) increase the density of destinations, including schools, grocery stores, cafes, and 

workplaces. This observation re-emphasizes the significance of the policies that affect urban 

form described in the previous section.  
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 Relatedly, fourth, and finally, it is important to recognize that mobility was “conceived as 

the degree to which individuals, companies and organizations are capable of taking part in 

economic and social activities”. While the BMP’s inclusion of mobility for economic purposes is 

not especially unique, its recognition of the importance of mobility of individuals for “social 

activities” is vital. The BMP specifically considers trips for social activities, like travelling to the 

home of a family member, meeting a friend at a pub, or going travelling to a park to enjoy a 

sunny afternoon. The significance of this inclusion will be obvious after reading my description 

of velomobile practices in Amsterdam and Calgary (Part 3). The BMP’s explicit attention to trips 

made for social activities differentiates it from policy in Calgary that tends to focus almost 

exclusively on work trips19.  

 One of the most significant aspects of the Bicycle Master Plan was its explicitly multi-

scalar attempt to stimulate the development of cycling policy. The document explained that, in 

																																																								
19 To demonstrate the significance of the BMP’s inclusion of trips for social activities, consider that, in Calgary, 
transportation tends to be planned almost exclusively for trips to work. During my conversation with Ryan 
Martinson, a transportation engineer in Calgary, he mentioned the significance of the analysis of origins and 
destinations. This analysis, he feels, is dominated by trips to work.  
 

Mr. Martinson: A lot of times though, it’s like making sure that you're connecting origins and destinations  
and kind of desire lines as well. 

 
Jason: So, what are the origins and destinations and desire lines? 

 
Mr. Martinson: Well, that's a very good question. [He laughs.] It's a beef of mine, in a way, because I feel 
that our origins and destinations have often only focused on one trip type. So, like, commuting. So, we have 
people coming from home and going to work. And that's been given a lot of weight in terms of what an 
origin and destination is. … So, twenty percent—ballpark—of trips are work-related. So, that means that 
eighty percent are not work related. But, we spend a lot of time focusing on the work trips because they 
happen at such concentrated times of the day and they create a lot of congestion a lot of times.  

 
As Mr. Martinson explains here, in Calgary, transportation planning targets a minority of trips (work trips) in order 
to alleviate strains on the network during peak loads (rush hour). By building more (and wider) roads to 
accommodate automobile travel during rush hour, the strategy in Calgary works by producing supply to meet the 
perceived demand for automobility. Although this strategy does keep traffic flowing, it has the adverse effect of 
resulting in wide roads that sit nearly empty for much of the day and night. For pedestrians walking along those 
streets after the evening rush hour has ended, this strategy tends to produce desolate streetscapes, devoid of any kind 
of social activity. In contrast, the Dutch strategy for governing mobility was to manage the demand for automobility.	
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five years, cycling would be considered at every scale of government: “In 1995, bicycle policy 

will be an integral part of all traffic and transport plans developed by the State [the federal 

government], provinces, municipalities and transport regions” (cited in Ministry of Transport 

1999, 52). The document specifically outlined the Dutch government’s role in achieving its 

objectives. It stated: 

The role of the State is initially of a catalytic nature. The State aims for an integral 
approach in promoting bicycle traffic, stimulates innovative developments, collects and 
distributes knowledge, makes financial contributions, sees to legislation and the issuing 
of regulations and creates a broad basis for bicycle policy by the government 
(municipalities, transport regions, provinces, ministries, including the Ministry of 
Transport) and private organizations by means of public relations, model projects and 
consultation (cited in Ministry of Transport 1999, 52, my emphasis). 
 

Importantly, the Dutch government highlighted the “catalytic nature” of the BMP. The plan was 

designed to stimulate the development of cycling policy, not to sustain it. Tom Godefrooij 

explained that the goal of the Dutch government’s policy was, from the outset, to enable 

municipalities (and, in some cases, regions) to develop the policy and the necessary expertise to 

build infrastructure at the local scale. He explained: 

[T]he Bicycle Master Plan had as its target group mainly the municipalities, because there 
was a recognition that cycling is mainly a local mode of transport. So, municipalities, 
and, to a lesser extent, also the regions, should have the lead and not the national 
government. So, in fact, the whole Bicycle Master Plan was developing knowledge by 
funding experiments and research; it was funding municipal projects just to win over 
municipalities to do those types of things. 
 

By funding “experiments and research”, the national government sought to develop knowledge 

that would eventually enable municipalities to take over the duties of governing velomobility. 

 In total, the BMP led to 112 projects. By centralizing the decision making on the allocation 

of funds to specific research and infrastructure projects, the BMP “prevented the wheel being re-

invented and made sure that the money earmarked for innovation was actually spent on projects 

breaking new ground” and “made it easier to carry out measurement of effects and evaluation of 
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pilot and model projects wherever possible” (Ministry of Transport 1999, 98). Of those 112 

projects, thirty-one were research projects. Forty-one were pilot projects that took deliberate 

risks in innovative projects. These pilot projects included, for example, new methods of dealing 

with bike parking, surface treatments, and even a wind screen to protect cyclists from the 

blowing wind. Mr. Godefrooij explained that each of these projects aimed for one of five targets: 

road safety; increased cycling rates; increases to multi-modal transport (more people cycling 

to/from the train, tram, or bus); decreased bicycle theft; and, last, increased communication. 

About half of these projects “fell short” (including the wind screen project), but much was 

learned from these innovative projects (Ministry of Transport 1999, 58). Another eighteen 

projects targeted instrument development, that is, the codification of infrastructure design. The 

CROW manual, which I will discuss in the next section, was a direct result of the BMP.  

 Finally, twenty-two of the 112 projects focused on information exchange. As Mr. 

Godefrooij explained, the Dutch government did not believe that it was ideally suited for 

communication with cyclists. Therefore, it coordinated with other groups, like the Cyclists’ 

Union. Mr. Godefrooij explained: 

The strategy [for] communication was, "We are not going to communicate with the 
cyclists. We are going to communicate with the intermediate target groups." Because, 
they said, "Well, in many cases, the national government is not the most authoritative 
institution to send out the messages. We should use messages that are comparable with 
who we are talking to." So, they put a lot of effort in targeting those credible messengers. 
For instance, the Cyclists’ Union. At that time, they said, "The Cyclists’ Union is, for this 
purpose, our ally, so we should enable the Cyclists’ Union to give the good messages to 
their supporters." At the same time, they would say to public transport companies, public 
transport operators, “Well, if you organize it this way, and if you promote the use of 
bicycles as feeder transport, that will help you." And then the operators would say to their 
clients, "No, we have facilities, come to us by bicycle." Things like that.  
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The Dutch government skillfully coordinated its efforts to promote cycling with allies like the 

Cyclists’ Union and public transport operators like Nederlandse Spoorwegen (NS), a national rail 

service provider.  

 Through the Bicycle Master Plan, the Dutch government invested heavily in cycling during 

the early ‘90s. Municipalities were eligible to be compensated for up to fifty percent of the costs 

of infrastructure projects and, in some cases, like the experimental projects developed under the 

BMP, the projects were funded entirely by the national government. In 1991 and 1992, there 

was, in total, an estimated 300 to 350 million guilders (which was about 228 to 266 million 

Canadian dollars at the time) spent annually on cycling in the Netherlands (Department of 

Transportation 1999, 60). These investments dramatically changed the streetscapes in the 

Netherlands. The Ministry of Transport (1999) summarizes and emphasizes the outcome of this 

investment: 

The number of kilometres of bicycle paths and lanes increased between 1990 and 1996 
[from] around 2,000 to 19,000 km. This is a magnitude not to be ignored in view of the 
total length of roads and streets in the Netherlands. The road infrastructure amounts to 
around 113,000 km of paved road, more than 50,000 of which is within built-up areas. 
The motorway network encompasses around 2,200 km and there is around 2,700 km of 
railway and approximately 30,000 km of routes in total for buses, trams and subways. 
(61) 
 

By 1996, throughout the Netherlands, for every 100 meters of paved road, there was nearly 17 

meters of bicycles paths and lanes.  

 In addition to funding research projects, innovative infrastructure, and an enormous length 

of cycling paths and lanes, through the Bicycle Master Plan, the Dutch national government 

developed, curated, and subsequently institutionalized an unprecedented amount of knowledge 

about cycling. Mr. Godefrooij, whose current work pertains to the transfer of cycling knowledge, 

emphasized the significance of the Bicycle Master Plan. He told me: 
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As a result of the Bicycle Master Plan, we can say that it very much helped to 
institutionalize cycling on the local and regional level. Nowadays, you cannot think of 
any municipality where you make a municipal transport plan without at least having a 
substantial part of the efforts aiming at cycling. And of course, there are still differences 
between municipalities. Some are better than others. But no municipality nowadays could 
write a plan without a chapter on cycling.  
 

He then went on to explain how the national government affects planning at the municipal scale. 

He said: 

[Contemporary] planning law arranges the relationship between planning levels at the 
national, regional, and local [scale]. … So, there is a national strategy. In the national 
strategy, the government and the department can point at what they call “essential policy 
elements”. They are explicitly labeled as essential policy elements. And those essential 
policy elements are binding for lower levels. … In the national cycling strategy there is 
an essential policy element saying, "Municipalities should promote cycling for trips up to 
7.5 km and they have to provide a high quality cycling network and you have to fight 
bicycle theft and you have to be alert not to create new barriers by new infrastructure 
cutting off.”  
 So, yes, there is a legal framework that is obliging provincial and municipal 
governments to do a good job for cycling, but the strange thing is that many municipal 
offices are totally unaware of that legal obligation. Well, that's interesting because that 
shows that they have internalized the need to do that. They don't need the law anymore! 
 

Here, Mr. Godefrooij explains that the standards developed during the Bicycle Master Plan have 

been institutionalized. Municipalities are obliged to address “essential policy elements,” thereby 

facilitating cycling at the local scale. Interestingly, however, Mr. Godefrooij explained that many 

municipal offices are “totally unaware of that legal obligation,” suggesting that municipal 

governments have “internalized” these governance strategies to the extent that the official source 

is unknown. Recall that this was the Dutch government’s intended outcome for the BMP from 

the outset. Although cycling was an integral part of national policy in the early 90s, the state’s 

role was viewed as catalytic, not something to be sustained. In this regard, the plan was highly 

successful. 
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5.2.4. Sustainable Safety 
	
 Transportation planning projects in the Netherlands are informed by a philosophy known 

as duurzaam veilig (“Sustainable Safety”). The philosophy was developed by a Dutch 

organization called De Stichting Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek Verkeersveiligheid, or, “The 

Foundation for Road Safety Research” (SWOV). SWOV is an independent, scientific 

organization dedicated to the study of safety in traffic engineering. Through its own research, 

beginning in 1991, SWOV has developed the philosophy of Sustainable Safety. The philosophy 

is comprised of five basic principles (SWOV 2012a), each of which is worthy of discussion here. 

Together, the five basic principles work to minimize both the frequency and severity of 

transportation accidents.  

 The first principle of Sustainable Safety is functionality. Not all roads are the same, nor 

should they be. One would not place a freeway in a residential area or build a residential street in 

place of a highway. This principle suggests that planners recognize the intended functionality of 

a road and design it accordingly. Road functions fall into one of three categories. First, through 

roads are “meant to enable traffic to flow as much as possible and are designed in such a way 

that traffic can move safely from A to B at high speed” (cyclists are not permitted on through 

roads) (2). Second, access roads are “meant to provide access to destinations” (2). Because 

access roads service residential areas, SWOV reminds planners and engineers that streets are 

places for people20, not just places for automobiles: “Residence is the main function here and 

motorized vehicles are guests” (2). The third category of road are distributer roads. SWOV 

explains: “This road type has a flow function on road segments and an exchange function at 

intersections, and connects through roads with access roads, as well as through roads and access 

																																																								
20 Comments like these demonstrate the high level of success achieved by groups like Stop the Child Murder several 
decades earlier. 
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roads among each other” (2). Together, these three monofunctional road types21 comprise a 

hierarchically structured road network.  

 The second principle of Sustainable Safety is homogeneity. SWOV recognizes that injury 

“is the result of a combination of released kinetic energy (mass x speed), biomechanical 

properties of the human body, and the physical protection that the vehicle offers its occupants” 

(2). Importantly, SWOV recognizes that because bicycles and automobiles have such different 

masses (an inalterable variable), planners must control speeds to avoid the large releases of 

kinetic energy that would be fatal to cyclists in the case of an accident. SWOV highlights two 

scenarios: first, cyclists and automobiles travelling at similar speeds and, second, cyclists and 

automobiles travelling at different speeds. With regard to the first scenario, SWOV explains that 

on roads where automobiles and cyclists interact, the operational speeds of automobiles should 

be so low that collisions will not result in severe injuries to cyclists. Importantly, it emphasizes 

the need to ensure low speeds through the road design itself. (I will return to this point when I 

discuss the fourth principle, predictability.) With respect to the second scenario, where cyclists 

and motorists are travelling at significantly different speeds, SWOV explains that when 

automobiles travel at relatively high speeds, they must be physically separated from cyclists and 

pedestrians. 

 This second principle is called homogeneity because it highlights the “[h]omogeneity of 

mass and/or direction and speed” by emphasizing “equality in speed, direction and mass at 

moderate to high speeds” (CROW 2007, 35). Put simply, the principle of homogeneity states that 

vehicles of significantly different masses travelling at significantly different speeds must be 

																																																								
21 Although most roads fall neatly into one of these three categories, there are many that, as Frans Osté, a planner 
for Amsterdam’s Nieuw-West borough, explained, fall somewhere between distributer roads and access roads. 
These are the so-called “grey roads”. 
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physically separated. As a result of the second principle, roads in each of the three categories 

outlined in the first principle are designed differently. On access roads, automobile speeds are 

limited to 30 km/h, enabling cyclists and motorists to safety interact. On distributer roads, which 

must accommodate faster automobile traffic, automobile speeds are limited to 50 km/h. Because 

cyclists and automobiles are then travelling at significantly different speeds, they are physically 

separated from each other. As a result, most distributer roads in Amsterdam are equipped with 

cycle tracks. The principle of homogeneity provides an important insight into how Dutch 

planners perceive cyclists. It essentially calls for objects with different masses to be treated as 

different objects of governance. In a stark contrast to policy in Calgary, for planners in 

Amsterdam, bicycles are emphatically not vehicles22. 

 The third principle of Sustainable Safety is physical forgiveness. If an accident happens, 

the traffic environment should be sufficiently forgiving that the injuries are limited. On 

highways, the principle of physical forgiveness would call for design elements like shoulders and 

barriers on the side of the road. In intersections, road designs prevent the collision of vehicles 

travelling in opposite directions or travelling perpendicularly to one another. This ensures that if 

collisions occur, then they are glancing blows (rather than massive impacts), thereby reducing 

the severity of the injuries.  

 

																																																								
22 I had the principal of homogeneity in mind when, as discussed earlier, I asked Tony Churchill, a road safety 
engineer in Calgary, about the institutional logic that allowed cyclists to mingle with automobiles travelling in 
excess of 60km/h. I described that conversation, which focused on design speeds, posted speeds, and operational 
speeds, in Section 5.1.5. 
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Image 5.3. The aftermath of an accident in Amsterdam.  

Here, a woman appears to be holding her wrist after a collision with an automobile. I took this 
photo quickly after seeing the commotion but I cannot describe the circumstances because I did 
not see the accident take place. Thankfully, the woman did not appear to be seriously hurt. In the 
case of a collision between a cyclist and an automobile, under Dutch law the driver of the 
automobile is automatically presumed to be at fault. This image was used during the photo 
elicitation interviews in Amsterdam as AMS PE 6 (See Appendix C). 
 

 I showed Image 5.3 to respondents during photo elicitation interviews in Amsterdam. The 

photo depicted the aftermath of a collision between a cyclist and an automobile. The resulting 

discussion with Tom Godefrooij went like this: 

Tom Godefrooij: Well, as you can see by the bystander, the person standing beside, 
nothing serious happened.  
 
Jason: Yeah, she was a little sore, but wasn't seriously hurt. 
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Tom: Godefrooij: So, that shows that, well, you can do two things to improve road safety. 
You can make sure that no conflicts are there, but you can also make sure that if there are 
still conflicts that are inevitable, you have to make sure that the outcome is not fatal. And 
so, if urban transport operates on low speeds, then, even if something happens, in most 
cases it’s not serious. 
 

This conversation, and the image that initiated it, demonstrate the importance of the principle of 

physical forgiveness. Because the woman in the photo was cycling in a place that maximized 

physical forgiveness and that maintained a comparable speed between bikes and cars 

(homogeneity), her accident was not a serious one.  

 The fourth principle of Sustainable Safety is predictability. SWOV explains, “A 

predictable layout of a road prevents unsafe actions in traffic as much as possible because it 

allows road users to better know what to expect (types of road users, manoeuvres, road course) 

and what will be expected of them (speed, manoeuvres)” (SWOV 2012, 3). Predictability is 

ensured through designs that emphasize consistency and continuity. For example, an access road, 

which always has a posted speed limit of 30km/h, should look like an access road. In 

Amsterdam, access roads tend to be narrow with cobble-stone covered surfaces, and often 

feature vertical deflections (speed bumps) and horizontal deflections (chicanes). Visual queues, 

like the road texture (cobbles vs asphalt) and design elements (like speed bumps) immediately 

differentiate access roads (30km/h) from distributer roads (50km/h), ensuring that drivers adhere 

to the posted speed limit.  

 Importantly, according to SWOV’s principle of predictability, street designs should also 

strive for credibility. It states: “A credible speed limit is attuned to the road design in such a way 

that it elicits the desired speed more or less automatically. This way, a credible speed limit 

provides a predictable road environment” (SWOV 2012, 3). In other words, the design speed 

should always match the posted speed limit (SWOV 2012b). For example, access roads should 
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be designed to force people to adhere to the posted speed limit of 30 km/h. Gerrit Faber, an 

employee of Amsterdam’s Cyclists’ Union, explained that if the sign says, “30 km/h,” then it 

should feel like a street designed for that speed. He said,  

We have the Duurzaam Veilig, Sustainable Safety, and it says that if you have a 30 km/h 
zone, it should always feel like a 30 km/h zone. So, don't just put down a sign, that's it. 
You make bumps, you make it more narrow, you make curves, whatever. And so for the 
police, even, especially, the police don't approve a 30 km/h sign if the street doesn't look 
like [a 30 km/h zone]. It won't write fines if there's only a sign and it doesn't look right, 
the 30 km/h road. Because if they go to court, the court will say that it's not logical. The 
driver will win.  
 

As I will explain in Chapter 6, the police play a role in approving street designs. As Mr. Faber 

explains here, if a motorist is caught speeding down a street that doesn’t “look like” the posted 

speed limit, the police are unlikely to write a ticket for fear of the citation being thrown out in 

court. This philosophy stands in stark contrast to Calgary, where, as I explained earlier in this 

chapter, roads tend to be over-engineered, leading to effective speeds that are much higher than 

the posted speeds. In Calgary, for example, it is common to see a 50 km/h road become a 30 

km/h zone near a school. Typically, the only thing differentiating the 50 km/h zone from the 30 

km/h zone is a sign. In Amsterdam, adhering to the principles of Sustainable Safety, the road 

itself would always change to reflect the posted speed limit. As Mr. Faber told me, “You make 

bumps, you make it more narrow, you make curves, whatever.” 

 Another important consequence of the Sustainable Safety philosophy’s emphasis on the 

principle of predictability is the development of bike places. Dutch planners emphasize the 

“[r]ecognizability of the design of the road and predictability of how the road continues and the 

behaviour of road users” by highlighting the need for streetscapes that “satisfy the expectations 

of road uses by means of consistency and continuity of the road design” (CROW 2007, 35). In 

other words, drawing on the principle of predictability, road users must be able to predict a 
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cyclist’s presence by drawing on visual queues embedded in the streetscape. The streetscape 

must announce to all road users: “This is a place for cyclists.” The recognition of this principle of 

road design goes a long way in understanding the wide-spread presence of bike places in 

Amsterdam. 

 

 

Image 5.4. Markings on an intersection in Amsterdam.  

Roundabouts are common in the Netherlands. This photo depicts a typical intersection in 
Amsterdam. Although it is difficult to see in the black and white photo, the bike lane (which 
begins and ends as a separated cycle track because the road has a 50 km/h speed limit) is 
constructed with red asphalt, clearly distinguishing it from the grey asphalt used for road 
surfaces intended for automobiles. Additionally, the red bike lane is guarded by “shark’s teeth”, 
a row of white triangles on the road. Dutch road users know that the person on the sharp end of 
the teeth must yield to the user on the flat end of the teeth. In this case, the motorist must yield to 
the cyclist in the bike lane. In this intersection, like all intersections in Amsterdam, the place for 
cyclists is clearly marked. 
 

 The fifth, and final, principle of Sustainable Safety is state awareness. This principle 

explains the significance of a road users’ awareness of their own ability to competently complete 
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tasks on the road. SWOV explains: “The task requirements (road condition, weather condition, 

vehicle condition and the condition of other road users) determine what is needed to perform the 

traffic task well. The task competence of the traffic participant is determined by his competences 

(more or less static skills), and physical and psychological situations (stress, fatigue, alcohol and 

such)” (SWOV 2012a, 3-4). In other words, engineers and planners recognize that, despite their 

best efforts to design safe streets, traffic safety depends on the safe actions of competent road 

users.  

 

5.2.5. The CROW Manual 
	
 In 1998, three organizations merged to form CROW: een fusie van het Studie Centrum 

Wegebouw (SGW), de stichting Rationalistic en Automatisering Grond, Water, en Wegenbouw 

(RAW), and het Studiecentrum Verkeerstechniek (SVT)23. The resulting organization was called 

the Centrum voor Regelgeving en Onderzoek in de Grond-, Water- en Wegenbouw en de 

Verkeerstechniek (CROW) (“Centre for Regulation and Research in Soil, Water, Road and 

Traffic Engineering”). The organization’s role has expanded since its inception (it now covers 

cargo traffic), rendering its original name inaccurate. As a result, CROW has become the 

organization’s official name, not just an acronym. Like TAC in Canada, CROW is a non-profit 

organization dedicated to the research and standardization of engineering best-practices.  

 Today, CROW’s Design manual for bicycle traffic (CROW 2007) is the most important 

document in bike planning. Although CROW publishes several manuals pertaining to 

transportation, because my interviews in Calgary and Amsterdam focus on cycling, the Design 

																																																								
23 The names of these three organizations, respectively, translate to: “Road Study Center”, “the Foundation for Soil, 
Water and Road Rationalization and Automation”, and “Transportation Engineering Research Centre”. 



Chapter 5: Building Places for Velomobility 259 

manual for bicycle traffic was typically referred to simply as “the CROW manual”. I often heard 

the CROW manual described as “the Bible”. Maarten Bakker, a policy maker for Stadsregio 

Amsterdam, described it by saying, “Well, it’s almost our Bible, let’s say.” Similarly, Gerrit 

Faber, an employee for the Amsterdam branch of the Cyclists’ Union, said, “This is the Dutch 

Traffic Bible”. Interestingly, the book lists Tom Godefrooij as one of the nine people that formed 

the CROW manual’s “working group”. Given his role in co-writing “the Dutch Traffic Bible”, 

you can understand the heavy significance that I place on Mr. Godefrooij’s narratives in my 

analysis.  

 I explained earlier that, in 1988, the Cyclists’ Union began drafting a manual for bicycle 

infrastructure design. At the time, however, their efforts were rejected. An important aspect of 

the Bicycle Master Plan was the codification of design through instrument development. 

Through the Bicycle Master Plan, the Cyclists’ Union was able to influence the development of 

the resulting cycling manual. CROW’s resulting Design manual for bicycle traffic, was first 

published in 1993. Mr. Godefrooij, continuing his story about the development of the Cyclists’ 

Union’s cycling manual, explained: 

 Because, that is what I was telling, the CROW was, at first, refusing the initiative of 
the Cyclists’ Union to take it on. Then the Bicycle Master Plan came, and as a part of the 
program they said, "We should have a manual." Then they said to CROW, "We know 
that the Cyclists’ Union has a good draft. It still has to be improved. But we want you to 
take over the Cyclists' Union’s project." [Then], the five-person committee of the 
Cyclists’ Union became part of a larger editorial committee involving a number of 
municipal officers, a number of consultancies, the police department, a provincial 
government. So, in fact, all stakeholders involved in the creation of bicycle infrastructure, 
were around the table, and the draft of the Cyclists' Union was the starting point. And, 
well, we took two or three years to debate and improve on that draft and that resulted in 
the first publication in '93. So, that's the story.  
 In fact, it was a very clever way of operating by the Cyclists’ Union: to have a really 
cycling-centred approach to the cycling infrastructure design, but not telling it as an 
interest group, but making it something which reflects what I am calling a professional 
consensus, and having it publicized by CROW. 
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So, by 1993, a document originally written in Amsterdam had become the CROW manual. It was 

the Dutch national standard, a culmination of professional consensus. 

 Tracing the development of the CROW manual is an interesting case of policy mobility. 

What began as a traffic calming guide for concerned citizens (co-written by the Cyclists’ Union 

and Stop the Child Murder) inspired the development of a cycling manual by activists in the 

Cyclists’ Union’s Amsterdam branch. Then, with the help of the Cyclists’ Union’s national 

office, the manual jumped from the local scale to the national scale. After the SVV-IId (approved 

by the Dutch Parliament) called for the development of a Bicycle Master Plan, the Cyclists’ 

Union’s manual formed the draft version of CROW’s manual for cycling infrastructure design. 

Importantly, the Cyclists’ Union had a seat at the table that wrote the CROW manual. By 1993, 

the document, originally penned by activists in Amsterdam, had become the official standard for 

cycling design throughout the Netherlands. The CROW manual continues to influence planners 

around the world. As explained earlier, the CROW manual inspired NACTO’s guidelines, which 

have subsequently influenced the most recent version of TAC’s Bikeway Traffic Control 

Guidelines. Since its publication in 1993, the CROW manual has influenced cycling planning 

practices in cities around the world, including Calgary. 

 The CROW manual outlines five requirements for bicycle-friendly infrastructure. These 

five cycling-specific requirements exist in addition to the five principles of Sustainable Safety 

(which are general principles for transportation planning). The manual explains that the five 

requirements for bike-friendly infrastructure are: cohesion, directness, attractiveness, safety, and 

comfort. These are not simply suggestions, however. The manual strongly states: “Generally 

speaking, if the minimum level of one or more of the five main requirements cannot be met, the 

infrastructure should be modified” (30). A brief discussion of each of these requirements will, in 
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addition to shedding light on the connection between built forms and the practices to be 

discussed in Part 3, help to describe the techniques of governance used in Amsterdam’s regime 

of mobility and to provide an insight into its objects of governance. 

 The first requirement for cycling-friendly infrastructure is cohesion. The CROW manual 

emphasizes that bike infrastructure should “form a cohesive whole”, noting that “cohesion is 

about giving people the opportunity of going somewhere by bicycle” (30). Moreover, cohesion 

“involves the construction of a complete system of connections, providing access to all points of 

departure and destinations: every home, company and amenity must be accessible by bicycle” 

(59, my emphasis). Although it is difficult to ensure that every home, company, and amenity is 

accessible by bike, it is apparent that planners in Amsterdam try to meet this lofty goal. The 

CROW manual calls for a network with a mesh width of 250 metres, meaning that, in theory, no 

origin or destination is ever more than 125 metres away from cycling infrastructure. (Based on 

my experience in Amsterdam, a cycle track is usually much closer: just outside the door.) 

 The second requirement for cycling-friendly infrastructure, and closely related to the first, 

is directness. This requirement means that “the cyclist is always offered as direct a route as 

possible, thus keeping detours to a minimum” (31). The manual notes that if it takes longer to 

reach a destination with a bike than with a car, people often leave their bicycles at home. One of 

the best ways of achieving short travel times and direct routes is to ensure the local availability 

of important services and amenities. This is largely accomplished through the kinds of spatial 

plans described in the second section of this chapter (concerning urban forms). This insight 

emphasizes the necessity to consider both built forms (for example, cycle tracks) and urban 

forms (measures to contain sprawl) when examining the causes of Amsterdam’s high rates of 

cycling.  
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 In Amsterdam, there is often a direct route to most destinations simply because there are so 

many instances of those destinations available in the city’s relatively dense urban space. For 

example, Ruwan Aluvihare explained that Amsterdam’s municipal regulations state that there 

must be a primary school every 500 meters. In total, as Hortense Berkenveld explained to me, 

there are 210 primary schools in Amsterdam. Most people, then, rarely live more than a few 

hundred meters away from a primary school, ensuring easy cycling or walking distances. 

Similarly, after riding my bike throughout Amsterdam I quickly found that there is seemingly a 

grocery store located every few blocks. I could easily stop at one of at least six grocery stores 

that I passed during my twenty-minute bike ride home from the university. Because amenities 

like schools, grocery stores, banks, and post offices are located so densely, it is easy to complete 

day-to-day tasks on a bike. This is not an accident. As I explained earlier, cycling is an essential 

policy element laid out in the national government’s SVV-II, which “stipulates that all provincial 

and municipal authorities are to encourage the bicycle as the principle means of transport, 

particularly for journeys of less than 7.5 kilometres” (CROW 2007, 11). By ensuring short travel 

distances with direct routes comprised within a cycling network with a fine mesh-width, 

Amsterdam is complying with both federal regulations and the CROW manual.  

 The third requirement for cycling-friendly infrastructure is attractiveness. Put simply, the 

cycle track (or lane) should seem like a nice place to be. This simple statement covers much 

ground. First, there is an element of aesthetics. The infrastructure should look pleasant and 

welcoming. Although aesthetic values are subjective, Dutch planners intentionally seek designs 

that will be widely interpreted as aesthetically pleasing. Second, it should look safe. While this 

statement obviously includes an element of physical safety (protection from automobiles and 

other road users) it also, importantly, includes an element of social safety. That is, the 
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infrastructure should look like a place where cyclists are unlikely to be harassed or otherwise 

victimized. The CROW manual offers this suggestion to maximize social safety: 

[I]t is best, wherever possible, to mark out cycle routes through areas where social 
activities are organized, preferably in the evening hours too. In principle, this can be 
achieved in two different ways: by bringing cycle routes alongside ‘crowd pullers’ and by 
bringing ‘crowd pullers’ to cycle routes. In this context, ‘crowd pullers’ are not so much 
large-scale buildings, but small-scale facilities, such as a postbox or telephone box; their 
presence can be very useful. (318-319). 
 

This strategy, which reminds me of Jane Jacobs’ discussion about the uses of sidewalks to 

increase safety (Jacobs 1992), seeks to ensure that cyclists ride in places where other people are 

present. This strategy of utilizing crowd-pullers is very different from the strategy used in 

Calgary24, where the purpose of cycling paths is often to get away from it all. 

 Another important element of an attractive place is its potential to be a site for social 

activity. A nice place to be is often a nice place to be with another person. The CROW manual 

																																																								
24 Many of Calgary’s recreational multi-use trails twist through dark, tree-lined green spaces that, using CROW’s 
language, provide somewhere to hide for someone “with bad intentions” (319). When I interviewed Catherine, in 
Calgary, she alluded to a lack of social safety as the primary reason that she will not commute to work. Our 
conversation went like this: 
 

Jason: Are there any types of places that you go to on a regular basis that you wouldn't take a bike to get to? 
 
Catherine: Work. 
 
Jason: Work? And why not? Why not take a bike? 
 
Catherine: Because I leave too early in the morning and I wouldn't feel safe on the pathways that I'm going 
down to get to the main pathway. 
 
Jason: Too early. It's still dark? Is that what you mean? 
 
Catherine: Yes, yes. 
 
Jason: Oh, so it's a visibility thing. 
 
Catherine: Yes, and because there are homeless people living in the bushes from where we're at, for me, 
there's a certain part that I don't feel safe on that early in the morning. 

 
Planners in Amsterdam specifically try to maximize social safety so that people like Catherine see cycle paths as 
attractive places, rather than potentially dangerous places. 
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explicitly advocates designs that facilitate social cycling. It states: “Since cycling is not only a 

mobility activity with a certain destination in mind, but can also be a form of relaxation and 

social interaction, the basic design premise is that cyclists should be able to ride side by side” 

(49). Because of this understanding, the manual explains that cycle-friendly infrastructure must 

“make it possible for two cyclists to ride side by side” (29). I will highlight the social practices of 

cycling in Amsterdam in Chapter 12, but, for now, it is important to recognize that cycling 

infrastructure is designed specifically to enable social cycling, based on design criteria laid out in 

the CROW manual. This quality significantly contributes to the attractiveness of Amsterdam’s 

cycling infrastructure.  

 The fourth requirement for bicycle-friendly infrastructure is safety. In contrast to the 

perceptions of physical and social safety outlined in the requirements for attractiveness, this 

requirement emphasizes the realities of physical safety. The CROW manual explains that this 

requirement “entails the bicycle infrastructure guaranteeing the safety of cyclists and other road 

users in traffic” (31). The significance of this passage cannot be overstated. In Amsterdam, the 

State ensures the safety of cyclists. This is, perhaps, the most important difference between 

Amsterdam and Calgary, where, for most of the past four decades, a vehicular cycling regime 

has placed the onus of safety on individual cyclists. The CROW manual ensures cyclists’ safety 

by making sure that each of the design elements25 presented throughout the CROW manual’s 388 

pages offer specific ideas for ensuring safe cycling infrastructure that complies with the five 

principles of Sustainable Safety outlined in the previous section. 

 

																																																								
25 As an example of a design element, consider a scenario in which a designer seeks to physically separate a cycle 
track from a roadway, but, due to space limitations, only has about a foot of width in which to construct the 
separation. The CROW manual suggests six distinct shapes for narrow curbs (179). The curbs should be high 
enough to provide some physical protection, but not so high that a cyclist could clip his or her pedal on the curb. 
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Image 5.5. Cyclist turning right at a busy intersection in Amsterdam.  

This image depicts a young woman making a right hand turn. This is a relatively busy road (a 
distributer road), and the speed limit for automobiles is posted at 50 km/h. Because of the second 
principle of Sustainable Safety, homogeneity, Dutch planners have physically separated cyclists 
from motorists by constructing cycle tracks along the roadway. Importantly, this physical 
separation extends through intersections. Here, the young woman is able to make a right hand 
turn from one cycle track to an adjacent one without entering into automobile space. Here, as 
throughout Amsterdam, cycling space is signified with red asphalt (the light grey in the photo) 
and automobile space is signified with grey asphalt (the dark grey in the photo). Notice, also, the 
“island” constructed at the intersection’s inner corner. This island ensures that the depicted 
cyclist is physically protected from automobile traffic. As I will explain in Chapter 11, safety 
designs like this one enable the cyclist to safely and comfortably ride without a helmet or 
reflective safety clothing. That is, the road design enables the cyclist to wear everyday clothing. 
This image was used during the photo elicitation interviews in Calgary as YYC PE 14 (See 
Appendix C). 
 

 The fifth, and final, requirement for bicycle-friendly infrastructure is comfort. Comfort is 

difficult to disentangle from the other four requirements, but, because it is so important, it is 
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listed separately. Comfort is related to safety, because unsafe conditions tend to cause 

uncomfortable mental strains. For this reason, the CROW manual seeks to minimize 

“[d]iscomfort resulting from [the] excessive mental exertions [that are] particularly related to 

safety” (32). Dutch planners go to great lengths to relieve the stress associated with mental 

exertions. Cycle tracks are an obvious example. They remove the mental strains associated with 

being forced to maintain a constant lookout for potentially dangerous automobile traffic. Traffic 

lights are a less obvious example of planners’ attempts to decrease road stress. In Calgary, 

flashing lights count down to red, telling road users how much time remains before the signal 

will turn red. In Amsterdam, flashing lights count down to green. While cyclists sit at red lights, 

a count down shows them how long until the light will turn green. Ria Hilhorst told me that this 

strategy was intentionally devised to reduce the anxiety that cyclists tend to feel while sitting at 

traffic lights26.  

 Two of the primary means of ensuring comfortable cycling are making infrastructure that 

is continuous and smooth. By continuous, I mean that infrastructure should minimize the need 

for cyclists to start and stop. With this in mind, engineers design traffic signal patterns to ensure 

that, more often than not, cyclists get green lights. Similarly, when cyclists must stop, the 

stopping times are kept short. Maarten Bakker told me about an innovative new design in 

Groningen (a city in the northern part of the Netherlands). Several traffic lights in that city have 

been equipped with rain sensors so that, when rain is detected, the timing of the traffic lights is 

altered to increase the frequency and duration of green lights for cyclists. (When it is raining, it is 

much more pleasant to sit at a red light in a car than on a bike, so motorists are given more red 

																																																								
26 Instead of arriving at a red light and thinking something like, “I’m really hot and I want to take off my sweater, 
but do I have time to take it off and get it into my bag before the light turns green?”, the cyclist knows that, for 
example, he or she has twenty seconds until the light turns green. These intentional attempts at reducing anxiety go a 
long way in making cycling more comfortable for cyclists in Amsterdam. 
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lights.) It is only a matter of time before innovations like this, which enhance the comfort of 

cycling, are installed in Amsterdam. By smooth, I mean infrastructure that reduces bumps and 

road vibrations. Specially designed speed bumps are an interesting example of comfortable 

cycling infrastructure. On access roads, the 30km/h speed limit for automobiles is typically 

enforced with speed bumps. Ideally, the speed limits should slow automobiles but not cause 

discomfort to cyclists. Dutch road engineers were able to accomplish this feat by paying careful 

attention to the speed bump’s inflection curve. Often, for comfort, I would ride my bike with 

both hands resting behind my back; I was able to comfortably ride over most speed bumps 

without needing to put my hands on my bike’s handlebars.  

 The CROW manual is full of designs that carefully pay attention to little details that 

enhance cyclists’ comfort. Two examples might help to illustrate the attention to detail that 

planners in Amsterdam give to cycling. First, the CROW manual specifically considers the extra 

space that cyclists need to load groceries onto their bicycles. It states: “The space taken up by 

parked bicycles largely depends on the type of parking facility and the width of the paths. 

Outside supermarkets, for example, it is advisable to position the parking facilities a little farther 

away from one another to allow cyclists to hang bags on the handlebars or load shopping into the 

panniers” (42-43). As a second example, the CROW manual considers the zig-zagging motion 

that cyclists take when gaining their momentum: “In situations where cyclists are forced to travel 

at less than 12 km/h, more free space is required to keep their balance. This is the case at traffic 

lights, for example, where cyclists have to pull away from a stationary position, and when 

cycling uphill. In those kinds of situations, zig-zagging may require a track width of up to 0.80 

m.” (47). The CROW manual is full of details like these that help to make cycling a comfortable 

and pleasant experience.  
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 It is important to recognize that the CROW manual, as influential as it is, is not a legally 

binding document. That is, it has no legal status as something that must be followed. That said, it 

does act as the de facto standard for design. Maarten Bakker explained that the CROW manual 

“isn’t a law” but “the judge can get you” if a road does not adhere to CROW’s standards. He 

explained: 

Even if you are a municipality, and there is an accident on your roads, and one of the 
people involved says, "The road doesn't match with the CROW," the judge can get you 
on that. … Like in Amsterdam, I think three months ago, we had an accident of two 
people colliding with the pole [a bollard] on the bicycle path. Well, the city had a big 
problem with that because the pole didn't match the CROW. So that's, it's quite big. So, 
that's why I say that it's almost our Bible. We have to work with it, and if we don't work 
with it, we have to, yeah, get a bloody good explanation for ignoring it. 
 

Similarly, Tom Godefrooij pointed out the CROW manual’s status as legally influential but not 

legally binding.  

There's also an important thing to know that many of those guidelines, in themselves, 
have no legal power. … They are much more representing a kind of professional 
consensus that this is the way to do it. … But if something happens, then the liability 
issue comes. And then the question is: "Could this have been prevented if it had been 
done differently?" And if the municipality can say, "Oh, well, we followed the 
guideline," then the judge will say, "Ok, you did what you could do.” If they do not, then 
the judge might question the liability. … Because, if you did not follow the guidelines, 
then the victim of the accident will have to prove that this is the reason that the accident 
happened in the first place, and the municipality will say, "Well, you behaved wrongly 
and blah, blah, blah." So, you have all these complicated liability discussions.  
 

As Mr. Bakker and Mr. Godefrooij explain, municipalities are not legally obliged to adhere to 

the CROW manual, but they follow the guidelines anyway to protect themselves in the case of an 

accident (and, perhaps more importantly, because they represent the professional consensus on 

engineering best practices). Importantly, notice that, in the case of Amsterdam, the planner’s 

emphasis is on minimizing risks for cyclists. A municipality’s liability arises from not doing 

everything in its power to ensure cyclists’ safety. This interpretation of risk is drastically 

different from Calgary where, as I explained earlier, engineers seek, first and foremost, to 
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minimize their own personal and professional risk. As this situation demonstrates, in Amsterdam 

the responsibility of safety lies predominately with the municipality, not with the cyclists. In 

Calgary, on the other hand, the burden of safety is on each individual cyclist.  

 Interestingly, Mr. Godefrooij explained that the legally non-binding nature of CROW’s 

guidelines is advantageous to planners. He explained: 

But, the advantage of [the CROW guidelines having no legal power] is that there's always 
room for improvement and experiments. So, if someone comes, invents a new idea, then 
the manuals don't have such a status that they forbid [implementing that new idea]. And 
that is very much, as I understand, the situation in the US. If bicycle advocates want 
something, then traffic engineers say, “We're not allowed to do that because it's not in the 
manual.” Well, if that is the case, if that regime had been here, then the knowledge that 
we have on cycling infrastructure would never have come to this, because there was a 
place for experiments.  
 

I explained that, in Calgary, planners are largely constrained in their actions when a desired piece 

of infrastructure is not outlined in the TAC guidelines. In Amsterdam, as Mr. Godefrooij 

explains here, because the CROW manual has no legal power, planners are free to experiment 

with cycling infrastructure. However, as Mr. Bakker pointed out, above, if that is the case, then 

planners must have “a bloody good explanation” for ignoring the CROW manual.  

 For the design of virtually every street in Amsterdam, planners consider CROW’s Design 

manual for bicycle traffic in their designs. That document carefully and thoroughly outlines 

detailed infrastructure design suggestions that meet five requirements for cycling-friendly 

infrastructure (cohesion, directness, attractiveness, safety, and comfort) and that comply with 

SWOV’s five principles of Sustainable Safety (functionality, homogeneity, physical forgiveness, 

predictability, and state awareness). By utilizing these guidelines, planners in Amsterdam have 

built one of the most cycling-friendly cities in the world. Ria Hilhorst proudly told me, “Ninety 

percent of our city is bicycle friendly.” Given the high standards to which the CROW manual 
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holds any claim to cycling-friendly infrastructure, this accomplishment is certainly one to be 

proud of. 

 

5.2.6. Planning for Everyday Cycling 
	
 In my discussion of building spaces for velomobility in Calgary, I described two different 

objects of governance: vehicular cyclists and interested cyclists. So far, in this discussion about 

building spaces for velomobility in Amsterdam, I have withheld the use of any particular term 

because doing so requires some additional context. Since the outset of the Netherland’s cycling 

movement in the late ‘60s and early ‘70s, cycling has been bound up in other social movements. 

It was associated with traffic fatalities and the Stop the Child Murder campaign. It was 

associated with housing rights and the squatters movement. It was associated with feminism and 

environmentalism. In short, many activists viewed the bicycle as an integral part of living in a 

more historically-aware, more environmentally-friendly, and more socially-just city.  

 The policy described throughout this section (including Stop the Child Murder’s traffic 

calming manual, the Cyclists’ Union’s cycling manual, the Bicycle Master Plan, SWOV’s 

Sustainable Safety philosophy, and the CROW manual) arise from a governmentality that 

embraces environmentalism, social justice, and democracy. The bicycle, as it turned out, was an 

important means of achieving goals related to those broad objectives. Tom Godefrooij 

recognized this when he told me, as quoted earlier, that the Cyclists’ Union was “no longer 

promoting cycling as a problem that needed to be solved, but as an opportunity for the 

government to solve other things.” The Dutch state, understood here as a tangled hierarchy of 

governments ranging in scale from Amsterdam’s boroughs to the national government, used 
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cycling to achieve goals related to urban density, social justice, transportation management, 

pollution control, and greenhouse gas emission reductions. 

 Throughout my discussions of Sustainable Safety and the CROW manual I have discussed 

many techniques of governance, but what, then, is the object of governance? Because these 

specific techniques of governance are bound up so inextricably with more general techniques to 

curb sprawl and reduce pollution, we must recognize that with these techniques, the Dutch state 

is not only governing cyclists; it is governing a nation. This is far different from Calgary, where 

cyclists are (minimally) governed to reduce injury. In short, the object of governance in 

Amsterdam is citizens.  

 The CROW manual hints at this object of governance. It explains: “Cycling is a 

phenomenon that occurs at all ages, in all places, among all income groups and for all kinds of 

reasons” (12). For this reason, the designs contained within the manual do not systematically 

favour any particular kind of cyclist. In its discussion of “[t]he cyclist as a design parameter”, the 

CROW manual states: 

Cyclists have no standard traits. On the contrary, the Dutch cycling population is 
characterized by a broad composition in terms of age, gender, physical capacities and 
reasons for cycling. In certain conditions, the fast commuter cyclist is indicative for the 
design (in terms of design speed, for example). More often than not, however, the group 
of older cyclists with limited physical capacity will determine the limits (in terms of 
gradients and crossing times, for example). In still other cases, the design will be geared 
to the young, inexperienced, sometimes careless cyclists (in terms of eye level, red light 
discipline and the complexity of intersections, for example). (26). 
 

Marten Bakker echoed this statement. He told me: 

Well, I think it's just a cyclist is a cyclist. But, also we focus on the local lot of things. So, 
between cities you focus on the day-to-day traveller. Like, people going to work or going 
to school. In the cities, we also focus on, at the Leidseplein, going to parties or going to 
the casino. And then we have some folks on the, some attention on the school kids, 
because they're quite vulnerable. And now you see that we have to focus on the elderly 
people going on bicycles.  
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As these two passages demonstrate, planners in Amsterdam consider specific types of people 

(like the fastest, the slowest, and the most vulnerable) to inform designs for infrastructure that 

are safe for everyone.  

 In short, cycling infrastructure in Amsterdam is designed for all people, of all abilities, for 

all purposes, at all times. Throughout Part 3, I will describe the practices of cycling in 

Amsterdam. I will describe practices of social cycling, utilitarian cycling, and everything in 

between. Most importantly, I will demonstrate that cycling in Amsterdam is firmly entrenched in 

the practices of everyday life. By the end of this dissertation you should recognize that, after 

several decades of effort, including a huge amount of research and development at every scale of 

government, Amsterdam is a city that is literally built for using a bike to conduct the practices of 

everyday life.
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Chapter 6: Urban Politics 
 
 
 
 

“[W]hen we talk about improving cycling infrastructure, there are some voters who are 
like, ‘You're attacking my way of life! What's wrong with the way I live? Why can't I 

drive?’”  
 

-Josh White, Policy Analyst, Office of the Mayor, Calgary  
 
 
 

“We had, in Amsterdam, [in 1992], we had this referendum: Should we ban the car? Or, should 
we ban the car?” 

 
 -Fjodor Molenaar, City Councillor, City of Amsterdam 

 
 
 
 

 A political subtext has run throughout Part 2, but, in this chapter, politics comes to the fore. 

Although, as I have shown, mobility is affected by politics at every scale of government, my 

emphasis here is on urban politics. Because cyclists and motorists tend to move through the same 

spaces (either sharing a lane or sharing the street in separated spaces) there is often a political 

tension between facilitating automobility and promoting velomobility. To explore these political 

tensions, this chapter has two sections.  

 The first section examines the politics of automobility at the city-scale. In my discussion of 

the politics of automobility in Calgary, my analysis will explore the ideological opposition to 

cycling through a description of funding acquisition and allocation for mobility projects. My 

discussion of Amsterdam’s city-scale politics of automobility will have a different focus. To 

emphasize the politics of automobility in that city, I will explore the City’s successful attempts to 

curb automobile use, especially in the city centre.  
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 In the second section, I will shift from a city-scale analysis to a street-scale one. By 

examining the politics of streetspace, I will explore how the politics of mobility shape specific 

places. My emphasis here will be on Amsterdam’s traffic commission, a body formed by 

individuals from diverse backgrounds that approve the design of each of Amsterdam’s streets. 

By starting with Amsterdam, I will break from the Calgary-first pattern used throughout this 

chapter. This change is necessary, however, because, as I will show, significantly, there is not a 

comparable situation in Calgary.  

 

6.1. The Politics of Automobility 
	

6.1.1. Funding Automobility in Calgary 
	
 In Calgary, like many cities, the politics of mobility flare up during municipal budget 

deliberations. To demonstrate the hegemony of automobility in Calgary, I will discuss one of the 

most politically-relevant issues pertaining to mobility: funding acquisition and allocation. 

Throughout the post-war period, automobile infrastructure has facilitated the city’s growth. Until 

the mid-90s, this infrastructure (which is very expensive) was built without much critical 

discussion while cycling projects (which are relatively cheap) have been regularly rejected for 

budgetary reasons.  

 Cycling infrastructure projects in Calgary have been routinely rejected because of the 

associated costs of implementing them. The 1984 Calgary Cycle Plan listed several specific 

ideas to improve cycling in the city. Most of the ideas were dismissed, however, often because of 

the associated costs. One idea, for example, was, “Designating bike routes as priorities for Spring 

Road cleaning” (23). The report rejects this idea, stating, “Maintenance costs would greatly 

increase if bike routes were designated as priorities for spring road cleaning, because of the 
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additional travel for work crews and equipment” (23). Another idea was to “[c]hange the design 

of sewer grates on roads in the Downtown to prevent bicycle tires from catching in the rungs” 

(23). The report also rejected this idea, stating, “It is not feasible to change the design because of 

the high cost of purchasing and installing new grates” (23). Other ideas, like specific cycle 

routes, were rejected as being “not feasible because of the design of the roadways…”, but, even 

then, rejections were partially rooted in finance, “…and the high construction costs” (31). In the 

mid-80s, (as always, it seems) money was tight and the City was unable to develop or maintain 

cycling infrastructure. Of course, the City could have funded these projects, but automobility was 

such a high priority that after its infrastructure was developed and adequately maintained, there 

was nothing left in the budget for velomobility1.  

 By 1995, the City’s ability to pay for an increasingly large transportation budget had 

become an even bigger concern. The City of Calgary’s 1995 Sustainable Suburbs Study (Calgary 

1995b) makes this problem, and its source, abundantly clear:   

Provincial grants to municipalities are decreasing. Annual Provincial capital grants have 
dropped from close to $50 million in 1985 to just over $18 million in 1994. 
Transportation grants are the largest share of this and have dropped from $75 to $25 per 
capita since 1991. There is no guarantee that even this level of funding will be available 
in the future. … Senior levels of government are shifting responsibilities downward. 
Municipalities and the community at large are expected to take on the funding and direct 
delivery of a broader range of services, especially social and community support services. 
(10) 
 

This decrease in funding and downward shifting of responsibilities was part of the policy 

package that Premier Ralph Klein used to balance Alberta’s budget (a clear example of roll-back 

neoliberalism). These reforms directly, and adversely, affected the City’s ability to plan and 

build large-scale transportation infrastructure projects. If cycling projects were tough to fund in 

																																																								
1 As discussed earlier, this budgetary shortfall made vehicular cycling discourse appealing to the City’s 
transportation managers because it justified spending little to no money on cycling. 
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the mid-80s, then, it would seem that they would be even more difficult to fund in this new era of 

budget-slashing, roll-back neoliberalism. 

 By the time the Sustainable Suburbs Study came out in 1995, city administrators had 

recognized the unsustainable nature of suburban development, in terms of both environmental 

and financial sustainability. Given its time (the mid-90s) and place (the stronghold of provincial 

and federal conservatism), the document was rather progressive (and strongly opposed by the 

development industry). It stated: “Growth and development come with environmental costs. … 

Over 80 percent of the air pollution in Calgary is caused by motor vehicles. Improvements in 

tailpipe technology have helped but do not reduce CO2 emissions (the major greenhouse gas), 

and are offset by the increase in vehicles on the road. Over the next 30 years, the number of 

vehicles on the road is expected to more than double from 450,000 to 920,000” (12).  

 The study was also clear about the financially unsustainable nature of Calgary’s 

automobile-oriented transportation system. It stated: 

'Business as usual' means that over the next ten years the City must spend at least one 
billion dollars or roughly a hundred million dollars a year, on bridges, road widenings, 
interchanges, water and sewer treatment facilities, parks and recreational facilities, etc., 
needed to support the growth and accommodate the traffic originating from new suburbs. 
This is happening at a time when Provincial funding is falling and an increasing share of 
revenues will have to be spent on maintaining existing infrastructure and on other 
priorities. 'Business as usual' likely means higher taxes. (13) 
 

The decrease in funding from the Provincial government, coupled with the City’s relatively 

recent recognition of the financial implications of sprawl, provided the impetus necessary to 

pursue policy that reduced the costs of automobility in Calgary. 

 The City’s commitment to reducing the growth of automobility was clear in the 1995 

Calgary Transportation Plan, known as the GoPlan (Calgary 1995a). That document explained: 

“In the past, roads have been built to accommodate peak hour travel. These peaks occur during 
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the morning and afternoon rush hours. The Plan aims to reduce the growth of auto travel during 

these peak times through travel behaviour and land use strategies, thus reducing the need for 

additional or upgraded infrastructure” (2-9, my emphasis). The Sustainable Suburbs Study 

reaffirmed the City’s commitment to reducing the growth of automobile traffic. It stated: “The 

strategy of the Calgary Transportation Plan is to try and avoid these controversial road 

improvements, but success largely depends on achieving a significant reduction in the vehicle 

trips that new suburbs would normally generate. Reducing the need for vehicle trips is one of the 

major goals of the Sustainable Suburbs Study” (1). As each of these documents makes clear, in 

1995 the City of Calgary was getting serious about reducing automobile traffic.  

 However, as is equally clear, the motivation for these relatively radical changes was 

primarily financial. This is evidenced in the above passages when the GoPlan mentions 

“reducing the need for additional or upgraded infrastructure” and the Sustainable Suburbs Study 

mentions a motivation to “avoid controversial road improvements”. One of the ways the City 

planned to decrease automobile trips was to encourage public transportation and active forms of 

transportation, like walking and cycling. The GoPlan states: “Cycling is recognized as a 

component of the City's transportation system” and “Cycling will be promoted through 

education, provision of facilities, and enforcement of safety rules” (A-v). The 1995 GoPlan 

represented a significant opportunity for the City of Calgary to move away from automobile 

dependency and towards a more bike-friendly city.  

 To reiterate, this relatively dramatic shift was forced by the (recently-recognized) high 

financial costs of suburban development coupled with a drastic decrease in funding from the 

provincial government. As Gian-Carlo Carra told me,  

The party line in 1999, sort of in the dying days of the Duerr Administration [Al Duerr 
was mayor of Calgary from 1989 to 2001], was that: “We will not build any more 
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[traffic] interchanges in the City of Calgary. Because we can't afford to.” … And what 
the planners frequently told us was that it costs X dollars to build an interchange, and no 
one has X dollars. But the more important thing is that it costs like 20X over the lifespan 
of these pieces of infrastructure to maintain them. And no one certainly has that money. 
And so we can't do that. We have to do things differently.  
 

As Mr. Carra explains here, in a story that will continue shortly, by the end of the 1990s, the City 

of Calgary was forced by the new financial reality of roll-back neoliberalism in Alberta to “do 

things differently”.  

 The budget constraints of the 1990s did not last long for the City of Calgary’s 

Transportation Department. I mentioned the passage from the 1995 Sustainable Suburbs Study 

cited at the beginning of this section (which begins, “Provincial grants to municipalities are 

decreasing…”) to Don Mulligan. He responded, “Since that time, things got a lot better, I would 

suggest, in terms of funding from the province. In the last five years, eight years, seventy percent 

of the funding we use in transportation comes from the province. … And a lot of the increased 

funding is attributable to David Bronconnier, our last mayor.” As Mr. Mulligan explains here, 

Bronconnier, Calgary’s mayor from 2001 to 2010, played a major role in acquiring additional 

funding for municipalities from the Province. Mr. Mulligan elaborated: 

[David Bronconnier] spent a lot of time going to Edmonton [the Provincial capital] and 
going to [Ed] Stelmach [the Premier at the time], saying, "Cities need more money. Cities 
and towns need more money." And he did it, I think, at a time when maybe the provincial 
government was a bit [politically] vulnerable and they had the money. And he succeeded 
in getting a lot of money for not only Calgary, but Edmonton, every town, every city in 
the whole province. And we got 3.3 billion dollars in Calgary and half of that was 
allocated to transportation. And that's more than a lot of states and big cities have in a 
long, ever, in decades! …  Funding has not been an issue.  
 

Although much of that influx of funding ($1.4 Billion) was used to extend the city’s light-rail 

system, a large portion of it was used to support automobility in the city (notably by funding an 

expensive interchange between Glenmore Trail and Macleod Trail). 
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 Like Mr. Mulligan, Mr. Carra recognized David Bronconnier’s role in acquiring additional 

provincial funding for the City. Mr. Carra, however, was more explicit, and more critical, about 

Bronconnier’s intentions. Mr. Carra’s story continues from, “We have to do things differently,” 

cited above: 

 At the time that they were saying [that we have to do things differently], there was a 
young alderman named Dave Bronconnier, from a development background, who was 
very much unlocking the financial—or comprehending very clearly—the financial 
inequalities between cities as revenue generators as the wealth of nations and what cities 
were getting back for the taxes that they were paying to other orders of government. And 
he said to himself, "You know what? I can get X. No problem."  
 And he never really heard the second part of the proposition, which is that the 
maintenance cost is really going to kill you. So he ran for mayor on, "I will build all of 
the interchanges that haven't been built and that are resulting in [motorists] increasingly 
choking in traffic.”  
 And the other thing about building roads is that the more roads you build, the more 
people drive. And it soaks up the latent demand and it's a wicked cycle. He didn't, I don't 
believe, fully understand that either. He understood that cities were not getting their fair 
deal. His constituents were sitting in increasing traffic and we could in fact grab the 
capital dollars from other orders of government if we went to them with the right case. 
And he promised to do that, and he did. And he started building interchanges like it was 
1969. You know, in the 2000s.  
 

As Mr. Carra explains here, and as Mr. Mulligan explained earlier, a charismatic and persuasive 

politician, Dave Bronconnier, was skillfully able to identify an opportunity to lobby the 

provincial government for additional municipal funding. While a huge proportion of that funding 

was invested into public transportation by extending Calgary’s light rail transit system, it was 

also used to support automobility in the city. The lessons learned from the 1995 Sustainable 

Suburbs Study appear to have been forgotten in light of Bronconnier’s ability to bring in new 

funding. Since Bronconnier’s efforts, as Mr. Mulligan explained, “[f]unding has not been an 

issue.” Perhaps this (short term?) flood of funding blinded that City Council from seeing the 

(long term) financial unsustainability of suburban development and the associated automobile 
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infrastructure expansion. As a result, after recognizing that they “have to do things differently”, 

they “started building interchanges like it was 1969”. 

 Although automobile infrastructure and cycling infrastructure need not be mutually 

exclusive, it is typically the case that transportation systems designed for automobiles are poor 

for cycling. Bronconnier’s flood of funding could have been used to implement the ideas from 

the 1985 Calgary Cycle Plan mentioned at the beginning of this section, such as street cleaning 

and sewer grates, but it was not. By and large, the development of cycling infrastructure fell by 

the wayside as automobiles were once again prioritized. Although the Sustainable Suburbs Study 

did set the stage for advances in cycling infrastructure, by continuing to emphasize automobility, 

the City continued to de-emphasize velomobility.  

 I began this section by describing how recommendations for improving cycling 

infrastructure were regularly dismissed because of the associated costs. Despite documents from 

the mid-90s indicating that the City would de-emphasize automobility while emphasizing public 

transit and velomobility, a subsequent surge in funding did not result in a surge of cycling 

infrastructure. This observation suggests that the City’s reluctance to develop cycling 

infrastructure was not entirely rooted in a financial reality.  

 The City’s reluctance to fund and build cycling projects was, and is, political. It is 

important to recognize that, despite claims made regarding its high costs, cycling infrastructure is 

relatively cheap. Josh White made this point clear. Speaking about current projects when I 

interviewed him in 2013, Mr. White told me: 

Cycling infrastructure isn't all that expensive to build. It's a small but meaningful 
investment. …  A transit load, you spent 1.4 billion dollars on that one LRT line that runs 
eight kilometres. We'll never need to spend anywhere close to that, a fraction of that, to 
build this kind of [cycling] infrastructure. Like, the 7th street [cycle track] costs a million 
dollars. Like, it's not a lot of money, relatively speaking, in a multi-billion dollar 
transportation capital budget. So, statements like that, people are like, "Oh, ok. Yeah. I 
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get that." You know, it's not a big deal, really. It's often made as a mountain out of a 
molehill, politically. 
 

In conservative Calgary, politicians appeal to the masses of suburban motorists that elect them. 

Politically speaking, supporting cyclists (at the perceived expense of motorists) risks alienating 

voters, leaving councillors reluctant to support any on-street cycling infrastructure that might 

adversely affect motorists. It is important to remember that, as discussed in Chapter 2, urban 

politics are embedded in complex, multi-scalar regulatory frameworks. With this in mind, it is 

worth considering that if transportation projects and policies were funded and regulated by other 

scales of government, like they are in the Netherlands, local transportation projects might not be 

as much of a hot topic in municipal politics as they are in Calgary. 

 Mr. White spoke candidly about the political realities of developing cycling infrastructure. 

He told me: 

You do, especially at the onset of these things [projects like the 7th Street Cycle Track], 
you get a lot of reaction and so there's certain voices that are out there that will resist 
because it's simply a change that they view as a threat. … It's more that ideological 
reaction … They almost don't like the people who are pushing that change2 more than the 
actual change itself, if you know what I mean. It's like that old, like, urban/suburban 
cultural divide or debates that we often have. People feel very, if someone says, "Oh, you 
live out in suburban sprawl", and the other one is like, “You're an urban, latte-sipping 
elitist person." It's sort of a very personal attack on their lifestyle and who they are as 
individuals. So, when we talk about improving cycling infrastructure there are some 
voters who are like, "You're attacking my way of life. What's wrong with the way I live? 
Why can't I drive?" You know? All this kind of thing. And that's where all this rhetoric 
around the war on the car starts to come up.  
 

Given that vast swaths of Calgary’s population live on the suburban side of the “urban/suburban 

cultural divide”, the pro-car argument tends to carry more weight than the pro-bike ones. 

																																																								
2 Mr. White’s comment highlights the ideological roots of sociospatially co-constituted places. For example, 
Morgan, in Calgary, told me, “[People are] just irrationally annoyed by a bike for whatever reason. They figure that 
you're some kind of left-wing, granola-chomping peacenik.” Perhaps, more so than cycling itself, it is these people, 
the so-called left-wing, granola-chomping peaceniks, that Calgary’s conservative core is reacting against. 
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Citizens in Calgary tend to elect politicians that protect their suburban way of life, while voicing 

their disapproval of the politicians that are “attacking” it.  

 I interviewed Brent Clark, the then-current president of Bike Calgary, an advocacy group 

in Calgary. Likely because of cycling’s implied attack on suburban Calgarians’ way of life, Mr. 

Clark explained that cycling is a lightning rod for media attention. Then, he pointed out that 

because so few Calgarians ride a bike on a regular basis, it is easy to perpetuate the 

misconceptions that amplify anti-cycling vitriol3. He explained. 

There’s a whole lot of attention that goes along with cycling. Any time cycling is 
mentioned, it's in the media. It's all over the media, right? And it's kind of amazing how 
much attention it gets. And I think the politicians are in tune with that. My fear, my 
concern, is that with the [municipal] election coming up, it might be used as a bit of a 
wedge issue, right? And I think we've seen that in other places. Toronto is a good 
example maybe of where, you know, certain candidates came out against cycling, 
because it was easy to get votes4. And I think from the general public there's a lot of 
misperceptions about what its like to cycle in a city. … And, because of that, it's easy to 
point to cycling as a frivolous expense. And, you know, use that to get votes. And going 
forward what's really going to determine where cycling goes in the city in the next five or 
more years, is what happens with this next council, in the next, you know, just the next 
election and the next four years going forward. What we need is a council that recognizes 
the importance of cycling and is supportive of it.  
 

Mr. Clark’s fears were likely alleviated when, on 21 October, 2013, Naheed Nenshi was re-

elected as Calgary’s mayor. 

 Mayor Nenshi, first elected in October 2010, has played a significant leadership role in 

enabling the development of cycling infrastructure in Calgary. Instead of Bronconnier’s vision of 

																																																								
3 I will elaborate on media coverage and online reactions in Chapter 14. For now, consider this example. A recent 
article in the Calgary Herald (Ho 2015) reported that a driver had been charged by police three months after fatally 
colliding with a cyclist on a highway near Calgary. In the comments section to the online article, a user named, 
“Nigel Arthur”, wrote “I hat it when cyclists ride on the road, ya you have the right to but that doesn't make it any 
less of a douche move [sic]”. Unfortunately, comments like this one are fairly commonplace in the comments 
section for news stories about cycling. Readers regularly suggest that if cyclists are foolish enough (or, in this case, 
douchey enough) to ride on the road, then they deserve to be hit by a vehicle. 
4 As Mr. White alluded to earlier, the “war on cars” discourse dominates the politics of mobility in Toronto. An 
editorial in the Toronto Sun titled, “Toronto’s War on Cars” is a good example of this discourse (Yuen 2009). Rob 
Ford, Toronto’s former Mayor, infamously called for an end to the “war on cars” (Markson 2010). 
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a growing city serviced by new freeways, Nenshi envisions the transition to a more sustainable 

city. Josh White explained that Nenshi represents an important shift in the political vision of the 

city, telling me: 

We had a big political shift, with this mayor, I think. To me, that was an indicator of how 
much citizens accepted and bought into and wanted [Nenshi’s] vision of the city. Because 
that's what this mayor represented. That's what he was selling. People believed in that, 
what he believed in. And that was a more sustainably growing city. … Growing more 
sustainably. Being cycle friendly. Being walkable. Being compact. … But, that's not 
controversial anymore. That's what people want in their city.  
 

Given this comment, it appears that Calgary’s urban/rural cultural divide might be lessening. As 

Nenshi’s 2010 election (and subsequent re-election in 2013) suggest, Calgarians are increasingly 

buying into the vision of a more sustainable, more urban Calgary.  

 Since his election in 2010, Nenshi has taken a strong leadership role in the development of 

urban Calgary, including the development of cycle tracks in the downtown core. Tom Thivener 

alluded to how Nenshi’s leadership role enabled some of the City’s new projects, which are 

designed to attract interested-but-concerned cyclists. He told me,  

[In the last election,] we got a mayor that is very open to improvements in the public 
realm and to looking at public space differently than previous mayors. So, there's a lot of 
support—a lot of alderman that support that look—and some of the policies they've 
developed, including the Cycling Strategy, have supported that and gave us the impetus 
to do some of these cool projects and gave us the green light, essentially to look at it and 
not say they're off-limits. Yeah, and we're just at the tip, really, of where it could go. So, 
that's the exciting part. 
 

As Mr. Thivener explains here, simply by not saying that cycling projects are off-limits, city 

council, led by Mayor Nenshi, has enabled planners to take cycling infrastructure in exciting new 

directions. Some of the cyclists that I interviewed also recognized Nenshi’s leadership role on 

cycling infrastructure. Erika, for example, told me that Nenshi was partially responsible for 

cycling’s recent surge in popularity in Calgary. She said, “Nenshi has a lot to do with that, 

because he's a big believer in the pathway system. So, he's doing what he can to make that 
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direction happen. … He wants more pathways and he wants to do cycling lanes downtown so 

people feel more comfortable riding downtown.”  

 Nenshi is an extraordinarily popular mayor. This is evidenced by his landslide victory in 

re-election. He received seventy-four percent of the vote while the runner-up, Jon Lord, received 

only twenty-one percent. It is further evidenced by his accolades. In 2014, he was recognized as 

one of the best mayors in the world when he was awarded the 2014 World Mayor Prize, beating 

out mayors from Belgium and Indonesia for the top spot (CBC 2015a). Mayor Nenshi is 

generally regarded as a charismatic, intelligent leader who speaks clearly and sincerely on 

contemporary issues. His witty responses to social media enquiries have cemented his popularity 

with a younger, more urban generation of Calgarians.  

 As Don Mulligan explained, popularity (or lack-thereof) has a significant effect on the 

policy direction that politicians pursue. He said, “Mayor Nenshi's not vulnerable at all right now. 

He's a rock star. So, it does affect what they do and how they react.” Because of Nenshi’s 

charisma and “rock star” status, he has been able to advance cycling policy and infrastructure in 

ways that previous mayors have not. In 2014, a Calgary Sun editorial (Bell 2014) disapprovingly 

reported that Mayor Nenshi was pushing for a vote on cycle tracks. The article cites Nenshi as 

saying: 

“I’m always sympathetic to more research and more public engagement. This, however, 
is one of those things where you’ve just got to make a decision,” says Mayor Nenshi on 
Tuesday. 
 
“No matter how much public engagement you do, and there has been a lot, there are 
people who are not going to like it and there are people who are really going to like it.” 
 
“I think council owes it to citizens to just make a decision, one way or the other. No 
matter how much more surveying we do I don’t think things will change very much.” 
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These are statements made by a man who is full of political confidence. Because the “people 

who are not going to like it” are motorists and suburban home owners, most politicians in this 

situation would not risk alienating that important block of voters. Without his popularity and 

“rock star” status, Mayor Nenshi might be unwilling to push these ideas forward.  

 The article, published in the more right-wing of Calgary’s two major newspapers, also 

demonstrates the kind of opposition that Nenshi is up against. It cites another councillor, Sean 

Chu, as stating, “I’m not against cycling. I’m against nonsense.” This interpretation of any 

spending on cycling infrastructure as nonsensical is reminiscent of the politics that have guided 

Calgary’s development for most of the post-war era. The comments left in the online “Reader’s 

Comments” section make clear that these kinds of anti-cycling stances are still popular with 

some of Calgary’s voters. The most popular comment (with 88 “up-votes”), was left by a user 

named, “Nervous Gentleman”. He stated: 

$22 million dollars! [The total cost of the City’s cycling strategy] Are they out of their 
minds? This city is roughly 3 and 1/2 billion in debt and property taxes have been rising 
for several years now far in excess of inflation and the deep thinkers at City Hall think 
this is a good time to spend frivolously on a network of bike lanes that only an 
infinitesimal number of Calgarians will make use of. This is completely irresponsible 
spending by the city and anyone who supports it needs their head examined. [Sic] 
 

This kind of fiscally-minded comment is typical of those in Calgary who use conservative 

rhetoric to dismiss certain topics (like cycling) while continuing to support elaborate and 

expensive infrastructure projects that enable and support automobility. 

 This online comment brings us full-circle to the discussion that started this section. For 

decades, politicians, planners, and citizens in Calgary have routinely dismissed cycling 

infrastructure as being too expensive. These dismissals occurred even after the recognition that 

automobile infrastructure was too expensive to build and even more expensive to maintain. 

These dismissals happened even after Mayor Bronconnier acquired billions of dollars from the 
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Province for the City’s transportation investment. These dismissals still happen today, but 

Calgary’s charismatic mayor, Naheed Nenshi, has used his popularity to drive forward policy 

changes that other, less popular mayors would likely be unwilling to make (albeit at a relatively 

slow rate). In Calgary’s case, especially as it pertains to cycling, urban politics matters. It 

mattered when Bronconnier secured funding for automobile infrastructure and it mattered when 

Nenshi pushed for policy that enabled cycling infrastructure for interested but concerned 

Calgarians. 

 It is important to remember Jessop, Peck, and Tickel’s (1999) observation that local agents 

“may well make their own history, but they do not do so in circumstances of their own choosing” 

(149). That is, it is important to recognize the multi-scalar economic context in which urban 

politics occurs. As I outlined in Chapter 3, the majority of the City of Calgary’s revenue comes 

from property taxes. In 2014, about 42 percent of its revenue came from property taxes and only 

about 2 percent came from grants (City of Calgary 2016a). In the Netherlands, on the other hand, 

municipalities are funded primarily through the federal government. There, about 60 percent of a 

municipality’s revenue comes from the state (in the form of ear-marked funding and the general 

grant) and only about 16 percent is generated locally (through things like local taxes) (VNG 

International 2008).  

 After hearing about the hundreds of millions of dollars that the Dutch government used to 

fund cycling infrastructure projects in municipalities across the Netherlands through the Bicycle 

Master Plan (Chapter 5), it might be tempting to conclude that Calgary would have more cycling 

infrastructure if other scales of government provided more funding. This is not necessarily the 

case, however. As I explained earlier, cycling infrastructure is relatively cheap. As you might 

recall, Josh White told me, “Cycling infrastructure isn't all that expensive to build. … The 7th 
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street [cycle track] costs a million dollars. Like, it's not a lot of money, relatively speaking, in a 

multi-billion dollar transportation capital budget.” Similarly, Don Mulligan bluntly stated, 

“Funding has not been an issue.” Simply put, the City of Calgary can afford cycling 

infrastructure. It doesn’t require additional funds from another scale of government. That doesn’t 

mean that funding structures are irrelevant, however.  

 The differences in revenue sources between Calgary and Amsterdam are absolutely 

important, but not in an immediately obvious way. In Calgary’s case, the key relationship is not 

the amount of funds available for cycling infrastructure, but, rather, the amount of revenue 

required from property taxes. In Calgary, because the majority of municipal revenue is generated 

through property taxes, there is an incentive to prioritize forms of growth than maximize that 

revenue. As a result, any approach that minimized taxation revenue would be detrimental to 

maintenance projects, infrastructure development, and social programs across the city. Given the 

funding milieu that bureaucrats and politicians are working in, it makes sense to prioritize 

projects that maximize revenue generation through taxation. As a result, because of the revenue 

generation opportunities afforded by suburban development, many bureaucrats and politicians 

continue to support automobile-oriented suburban developments. Although there are many other 

variables at play (many of which I seek to describe throughout this dissertation), it is important 

to suggest that if the City of Calgary relied less heavily on revenue from property taxes, then 

local bureaucrats and politicians might be more inclined to favour other, more cycling friendly, 

forms of development.  

 This discussion also highlights the significance of municipal funding in Amsterdam. There, 

it might not be the case that funding from the federal government enables cycling infrastructure 

directly. Rather, it could well be that because local bureaucrats and politicians are not reliant on 
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revenue from property taxes, they are able to avoid (or downplay) a politics that asks, “How can 

we maximize revenue generation?”, and, instead, engage in a politics that asks, “How can we 

develop a city that best supports daily life for our citizens?” The answer to the second question, 

as we have seen, often involves bicycles.  

 

6.1.2. Reducing Automobility in Amsterdam 
	
 As explained earlier, the Dutch policy of concentrated deconcentration led to an increase in 

automobile traffic and, since then, Dutch governments at every scale have been actively seeking 

to reduce automobile trips through both carrots (incentivizing alternative modes, like cycling) 

and sticks (discouraging automobile trips). In Amsterdam, relatively drastic measures were taken 

to reduce automobile traffic, primarily in terms of the high costs and low availability of 

automobile parking. 

 By the start of the ‘90s, the SVV-II had been enacted and the City of Amsterdam was on its 

way to reducing automobile traffic. Despite the steps taken to decrease automobility, there were 

those in the city that wanted an even greater reduction in automobile use. Several groups, 

including the Cyclists’ Union, Stop the Child Murder, Friends of the Earth, and Amsterdam 

Ecology Centre, aligned to form a group known as the Platform for a Car-Free Inner City. 

Through successful lobbying efforts, the group was able to initiate a referendum in Amsterdam. 

 In 1992, the City of Amsterdam held a referendum on automobility. The referendum 

presented two somewhat confusingly worded options. The first option, A, was essentially to take 

no additional action on reducing automobile traffic. This business-as-usual option would 

maintain the City’s already strong strategies to reduce automobility. Option B presented a more 

radical option. It called for an even more aggressive course of action, ambiguously calling for 



Chapter 6: Urban Politics 289 

“much less space for cars” (Lindelauff 2000). Fjodor Molenaar, a city-councillor in Amsterdam, 

described the referendum this way:  

We had in Amsterdam, [in 1992], we had this referendum: Should we ban the car? Or, 
should we ban the car? There was an A and a B, and the B was more radical and the A 
was less radical, and the local government thought that people would vote for A, but they 
voted for B. … For the more radical option against the cars. So, that was the real change, 
the real shift in thinking in Amsterdam.  
 

As Mr. Molenaar reports, the citizens of Amsterdam voted for the more radical option, calling for 

a drastic reduction in automobility, especially in the city centre. Lindelauff (2000), summarized 

the outcome:  

The plan which won the support of 53% of voters in a March 1992 referendum, calls on 
the city government to halve automobile traffic and parking spaces in Amsterdam's heart 
by the year 2002. It also provides for auto-free streets, bike lanes, enlarged pedestrian 
walks, an 18-mph automobile speed limit, $2.25 parking meter fees, and $70 parking 
violation fines. 
 

Perhaps the most important element of this strategy was the halving of parking spaces in the city 

centre and the creation of paid parking zones. 

 After the referendum, the city centre became the site of paid parking zones. In these zones, 

residents were forced to pay a relatively small fee to park their cars along their streets, but 

visitors had to pay a much higher fee. Gerrit Faber explained that after the introduction of the 

paid parking zones, people were, understandably, upset. Quickly thereafter, however, residents 

began to recognize the merits of paid parking zones. Mr. Faber told me: 

And when the border was first around here [the city centre], at first people were angry 
when they have to pay. But the inhabitants only have to pay a very small amount for their 
[parking permit]; [it is] especially the visitors who have to pay a lot. At first, people were 
angry that they had to pay, but then maybe the border was here, and they saw that the 
people in this street were saying, "Ok, ok. We have a big problem here. All the people 
don't want to pay and are parking in [our] street." And they asked silently, “We want to be 
within the zone,” because, as inhabitants, they only pay a small fee. And then they have a 
place again within their street. And so, it was street by street by street you could 
implement [the parking zones].”  
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Here, Mr. Faber explains that the paid parking zones slowly spread throughout the city, on a 

“street by street by street” basis. Over and over again, the people living on the free side of the 

paid parking boundary saw an increase in traffic on their streets. Therefore, they “silently” asked 

to be included in the paid parking zone, effectively expanding the zone by another street. Ria 

Hilhorst made a similar observation. She told me: 

When you have an area where you have to pay for your parking, you go on the other side, 
[where parking is free]. And then, [residents] say, “Well, you also have to introduce paid 
parking [here]!” And, well, it's like an oil stain around the city, it just goes. You start here 
[the city centre] and it just goes to everywhere, other parts of the city as well. It is 
extending, that's what I mean. [Today], only on the outskirts, parking is for free.  
 

Using a metaphor that might be more appropriate for the spread of automobility than for the 

restriction of it, Ms. Hilhorst compares the expansion of paid parking zones to a slowly 

expanding oil stain.  

 Amsterdam’s automobile parking policy has had a significant impact on cycling rates. Ria 

Hilhorst highlighted this relationship: 

In the last twenty years, cycling traffic has grown by forty percent, which is quite a lot, I 
think. …  And that was made possible by our cycling policy, but also because of other 
measures on other modalities, like car traffic. We introduced, in the ‘90s, in the city, paid 
parking. You have to pay for parking in the city when you're a visitor. At this time, it's 
five euro per hour when you're a visitor, visiting the inner city, the historic inner city. And 
when you go a little further from that, it's maybe less, but still you have to pay for your 
parking space. For inhabitants, you need to have a permit to park your car. It's not very 
expensive, about one hundred euro per year, which is not that expensive to have a car, but 
you're not allowed to park the car as an inhabitant if you don't have a permit. So, you 
have to wait, and there are waiting lists for that. 
 

Here, Ms. Hilhorst attributes the sharp increase in cycling not only to carrots (cycling policy), 

but also to sticks (parking policy).  

 Many of the cyclists that I interviewed in Amsterdam specifically cited the costs and 

availability of automobile parking as a reason for cycling. Marrit, for example, specifically 

explained that cycling is cheap, easy, and fast because parking policy makes automobile travel 
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expensive, problematic, and slow in comparison. When I asked her why people in Amsterdam 

ride bikes, she told me: 

[Amsterdam is] kind of a, it’s a small village and there's a lot of places where you're not 
allowed to drive the car. So, it's easy. It's easier, it's faster. You go quicker to the place that 
you are looking for. There are less parking spots in the city and if you find one it's really 
expensive. So therefore people prefer to jump on the bike and, yeah. It's an easier way.  
 

Several people specifically mentioned the costs of non-residential parking. Yorick, for example, 

said, “In the city, if you go by car through the city, then you have to park the car, and it costs you 

five euro an hour. And the bike costs nothing. That's the reason, I think nobody—almost 

nobody—goes by car into the city.” Another woman, Esther, mentioned the hassle of acquiring a 

permit for residential parking, a process which, due to the waiting lists mentioned by Ms. 

Hilhorst, can take up to five years. Esther said, “The fact is that cars are actually quite expensive 

in the Netherlands and parking is a problem in the city centre. You know, it takes you five years 

to get a parking permit. So, therefore it's the cheapest way, and easiest way, and fastest way to 

get around.” Because of the city’s comprehensive parking policy, automobility is possible, but it 

is expensive and, potentially, more trouble than it’s worth. As Olaf summarized, if you want to 

take a car, then “you have to have a good reason.” 

 It is worth pointing out that parking is also restricted in downtown Calgary. Josh White 

mentioned the high costs of parking downtown and pointed out that, as a result, more and more 

people are attracted to cycling facilities. He said: 

Because parking is so expensive, because we've long restricted the supply of parking 
downtown, developers who are building the very tallest buildings downtown right now, 
they're investing massive amounts of money in putting cycling infrastructure into their 
buildings. In fact, they're putting hundreds and hundreds of locked bike lockers and 
shower facilities because they recognize that that's a selling point, actually, for 
companies. That they know that a lot of their employees are more and more interested in 
this stuff. They know that there's a limited amount of parking that's provided.  
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For some cyclists, the stick (the high costs of parking in downtown Calgary) does factor into 

their decision to commute on a bike. For most Calgarians, however, the carrot has been 

insufficiently developed. That is, cycling is not an attractive enough option to sway people from 

using their automobiles to get to work. Those seeking alternative modes of transport typically 

use Calgary’s light rail transit service.  

 It is important to recognize that Amsterdam’s aggressive parking policy was only possible, 

politically speaking, because of widespread support for cycling. Cycling is not a controversial 

subject in Amsterdam. Unlike people in Calgary, people in Amsterdam tend not see cycling as a 

threat to their way of life. Importantly, even those Amsterdammers who primarily drive a car 

give support to cycling infrastructure because they recognize that it benefits motorists by taking 

more people off of the roads. Ria Hilhorst explained: 

All [political] parties support cycling traffic and cycling policy because, imagine: we 
have half a million people in the city, daily, on the bike. So, a lot of people are cycling, 
and if they were not cycling, they would use a car or public transit or walking, well, 
walking is not a problem, but public transport and cars, well, where should we go with 
them? It would be total congestion. We couldn't move. So, if someone cycled, you could 
drive a car. Simple as that. Even for people who like to drive their car, they [benefit from 
cycling infrastructure] because [cyclists] make space for them. The cyclist is this [she 
uses her hands to demonstrate the width of a bike] and the car is that [she expands her 
arms as wide as possible]. So, even the most right-wing says that it's important that you 
cycle. [My emphasis] 
 

As Ms. Hilhorst emphasizes here, support for cycling is widespread in Amsterdam. Of course, 

there are localized issues, like parking availability on a particular street, but, as she explained 

later in the interview, “it's not a discussion that there should be facilities for cyclists.” In general, 

virtually everyone in Amsterdam supports cycling infrastructure. 

 Given the widespread support for cycling, it might not come as a surprise that the city is on 

the verge of taking its bike-friendliness to the next level. Fjodor Molenaar made this bold 

prediction for Amsterdam’s future: 
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I think the old city of Amsterdam … it’s going to function without cars in the next twenty 
years. …  I'm sure. I mean, the way we are moving since the referendum in 1992, which 
is twenty years ago when the referendum was held. The number of cars in the city has 
declined by thirty percent. And, in the city centre, even more. And I think we need to 
keep pushing the cars out of the city by building huge park and ride facilities around the 
city. Big parking areas where you can park your car cheap. Also, where people who 
normally have their cars inside the city can park their car for half the price that they have 
to pay inside of the city, to stimulate people to leave their cars outside of the city. I think 
the inner-city, the historical part, will go back to the historical situation of a hundred, a 
hundred-fifty years ago with no cars, in about twenty, maybe forty years. … That's a 
development I'm almost sure of. 
 

Mr. Molenaar was not alone in his prediction of a completely car-free city centre. When I 

interviewed Martijn, a cyclist in Amsterdam, I asked him what he would change to make the city 

even more cycling-friendly. Our conversation went like this: 

Martijn: The no brainer is, well, to have the entire old centre, the canal centre, to ban 
cars. That, to me, would be a huge step. … I think that would just be really great because 
then you have this huge space where it's just bikes or pedestrians, you know? And that 
would be really good. … Like, having an actual big part of the city centre, have it car-
free, that would be really big.  
 
Jason: I’ve heard predictions that that's like ten years away.  
 
Martijn: Yeah, that's also why I say it. Like, that's something that's already on the horizon 
and sometimes people talk about it. But that's still very complicated, because there's a lot 
of things at stake. 
 

As sure as Mr. Molenaar is about the imminent future of a car-free city centre in Amsterdam, as 

Martijn says here, implementing that future is very complicated. 

 I discussed the prospects of a car-free city centre with Gerrit Faber, an employee of 

Amsterdam’s Cyclists’ Union. Our conversation, which highlights the current state of the politics 

of mobility in Amsterdam, is worth quoting in full: 

Mr. Faber: The plan is to make [the city centre] car-free at last, but it's step by step by 
step. Because you have too much opposition to do it at one time. 
 
Jason: Oh, so how do they decide to phase it in? Is it just one road or section at a time? 
 
Mr. Faber: Yeah, yeah. 
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Jason: And what's the time line for that phasing? 
 
Mr. Faber: It's quite long. I think it's until—oh, I have to look it up—I think in ten years 
or so. Depending on the results of the different steps. So, if after the first step, it shows 
that it's not a good idea, then they will change it. But I think the city council was 
surprised that the plan was, that even the businesses in the city centre and the hotels and 
the chamber of commerce were in favour of the plan. 
 
Jason: And why do you think they supported it? Is it just going to make it a more 
desirable place to go, so it’s good for all the businesses? 
 
Mr. Faber: Yeah, when the quality of the city space is more attractive, that's positive. And 
I think the chamber of commerce knows that maybe a small percentage of the clients will 
go there by car. It was funny that only the right-wing liberal party in the [borough] 
council, they were opposed. So they twittered, when the plan came, they twittered, "Oh, 
it's an anti-car plan again! We will never accept it!" And then there was a meeting and all 
the city council civilians have the right to talk for a minute, and then there were citizens 
and organizations and even the businesses told them, "It's a good plan!” And that's their 
voters! So, they were a bit surprised that their voters were in favour. [laughs] So, they 
were a bit stunned.  
 

Here, Mr. Faber explains, like Ms. Hilhorst, that even supporters of the most right-wing parties 

support cycling policy (in this case, an aggressive plan that would potentially ban cars from the 

city centre).  

 Fjodor Molenaar has picked up on this wide-spread, cross-party support for cycling, 

instilling confidence in his prediction for a car-free city centre. This became apparent when I 

asked him about potential resistance to the plan: 

Jason: You predicted that in twenty years there will be no cars in the city centre. What 
kind of resistance is there going to be for policies like that to be enabled? 
 
Mr. Molenaar: Not anymore. 
 
Jason: There's no resistance? 
 
Mr. Molenaar: I think in two or three years we are ready to go that far. 
 

It appears that, given the current state of automobile politics in Amsterdam, the car’s days are 

numbered in the city centre. It is just a matter of time until mobility in the centre city is strictly 
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limited to pedestrians, cyclists, and public transportation. After that point, who knows? Perhaps 

the car-free zone will spread, street by street by street, like a slowly expanding oil stain around 

the city. 

 

6.2. The Politics of Streetspace 
	

6.2.1. The Polder Model and Amsterdam’s Traffic Commission  
	
 When I described the CROW manual earlier in this chapter, I described it as “the Dutch 

traffic bible,” but I also explained that its legally non-binding nature, importantly, leaves room 

for experimentation. The CROW manual provides guidelines for the best planning practices and 

implicitly assumes that planners are working with a blank slate. This is rarely the case, however. 

Amsterdam’s dense network of hundreds-of-years-old streets leave planners often designing 

within tight constraints and in unique situations. Although it would be ideal to provide wide, 

separated spaces for automobiles, cyclists, pedestrians, and public transit, it is often simply 

impossible to provide ideal conditions for all streetgoers. Which form of mobility, then, should 

be prioritized? What form of infrastructure should be de-emphasized? How can a compromise be 

reached? Does the resulting design remain consistent with the principles of Sustainable Safety 

and the design criteria set out in the CROW manual? These are the kinds of questions that 

characterize the politics of streetspace in Amsterdam. 

 Ruwan Aluvihare, the Senior Chief Designer for the City of Amsterdam’s Dienst 

Ruimtelijke Ordening (DRO), the Department of Spatial Planning, described the tensions 

between designing according to the standardized specifications outlined in the CROW manual 

and designing within the constraints of unique local conditions. He told me: 

 I think it's really good to standardize, but sometimes standardization leads to a lot of 
problems in the sense that it depends how you use the standardization, I suppose. It's like 
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any book, even the Bible. If you use it as sort of a power instrument, if you design 
something that is not according to the CROW, then you've got a problem. But the 
problem is that we work in an existing city. So, the existing city has cyclists, pedestrians, 
cars. Amsterdam's got trams, you know, so you've got a lot to fit into a certain space. And 
you know before you start that you're never going to be able to get the requirements done. 
So, you've got to compromise.  
 But sometimes somebody says, somebody who's responsible for the cyclists says, 
“Yeah, but the cycle paths aren't 2.5 metres [wide]. So, I'm sorry, but I put a strike 
through the plan." But you can't actually give the cyclists more space than that, in that 
moment, in that plan, because somebody else had already said, "Well, the tram's got to 
have that much space." So, that's the way. You've got a guideline and it should be a 
guideline, but we can't always guarantee that the guideline gets done. … Because there 
are sometimes extenuating circumstances which you have to just do something slightly 
different.  
 

This passage hints at several elements that are key to understanding the politics of streetspace in 

Amsterdam. First, planners broadly recognize the need to compromise on street designs. Second, 

the planning process includes multiple voices, as seen here by Mr. Aluvihare’s mention of 

“somebody who’s responsible for the cyclists” and “somebody else” advocating for public 

transit. Third, after hearing input from those multiple voices, planners seek to ensure that, to the 

greatest extent possible, designs align with criteria laid out in the CROW manual. This process is 

facilitated by a body called the traffic commission.  

 Before describing the traffic commission, it is necessary to take a step back and highlight 

the extent to which compromise is incorporated in the Dutch democratic process. The 

Netherlands is known for utilizing what is known as the “Polder Model” (Terhorst Ven 1998; 

Glasbergen 2002; Karsten et al. 2008; van Dyk 2006). A definition for this term is tough to pin 

down. Terhorst and van der Ven (1998) suggest that it is rooted in the “successful trilateral co-

operation between State, organized capital, and labour” (469). Van Dyke (2006) honed in on the 

Polder Model’s emphasis on the process of consensus creation. Kirsten, van Veen, and van 

Wullften Palthe (2008) provide an elaborate description comprised of five elements: mutual 
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commitment, joint fact-finding, compromise, defining priorities, and balance between 

centralization and decentralization (42). 

 Each of the elements presented by these authors are important for understanding the Polder 

Model, but one of my interviewees, Tom Godefrooij, used the term’s origin to provide a 

description that is elegant in its simplicity. There is a common Dutch saying that goes: “God 

created the world, but the Dutch made Holland.” For hundreds of years, the Dutch have built 

elaborate dykes and used their famous windmills to pump out water, effectively claiming land 

from the sea that is rife with agricultural potential. These low-lying pieces of land, which must 

be actively defended from the sea’s encroaching waters, are known as polders. Mr. Godefrooij 

used this geographical term to describe the political system known as the Polder Model. He told 

me: “The Polder Model is suggesting that because a large part of the country is under sea level, it 

is important that people work together to defend themselves to the war [against the water]. Even 

if you didn't agree politically or religiously, it is still worthwhile to work together, because alone 

you cannot build the dykes.” This mentality, that the Dutch people must work together, informs 

the importance of utilizing a process that creates a consensus between all affected parties. 

 Consensus and compromise are intricately related and each is an important element of the 

Dutch democratic process. Van Dyke (2006) tied these two terms together when he described a 

blunt characterization of the Dutch political process: “compromises then, consensus now” (409). 

Glasbergen (2002) notes that an important element of the Polder Model is that “social 

organizations are given the opportunity to air their views and present their arguments at an early 

stage in the decision-making process” (304). These views and arguments from social 

organizations form the basis of potential compromise and, ultimately, for consensus.  
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 With respect to the process of compromise and consensus creation pertaining to 

transportation planning, the traffic commission is the institutional venue through which views 

and arguments are presented. A traffic commission is comprised of about ten individuals which, 

together, represent a broad spectrum of interests. Representation can vary, but, in general, in 

addition to a few planners and engineers working on the project, there is a representative of the 

police, the fire department, the union for public transportation workers, of disabled people, and, 

importantly for this dissertation, a member of the Cyclists’ Union. In certain instances, the 

commission may include members that represent business interests or other specialty groups. As 

I explained in Chapter 3, Amsterdam is made up of seven stadsdelen (literally, “city parts”, or, to 

use a more common North American term, “boroughs”). Each borough has its own elected 

council, and, more relevantly here, each borough has its own traffic commission. In addition to 

the seven local traffic commissions, there is a city-wide traffic commission that oversees those 

seven commissions.   

 In general, the traffic commission works as follows. Through a complex scheduling effort, 

maintenance projects are scheduled and coordinated to the greatest extent possible. For example, 

it would be known that in a given year, a certain street is scheduled for a sewage line upgrade. 

Because of the high costs of tearing up and repairing the street, this is recognized as an ideal 

opportunity to re-plan and re-build that street. With this opportunity in mind, planners working 

for either the borough or the City (depending on the scale of the project) develop a plan to update 

the street. Through this process, each street is updated at least every thirty years. After drawing 

up a new plan for the street, the planners present it to the local traffic commission. There, each 

member of the traffic commission can examine the plan and, acting as a representative of a 

particular set of interests, criticize the plan and ask for modifications before granting approval. 
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For example, the police will examine it to ensure that the plan adheres to the Sustainable Safety 

principle of predictability. Gerrit Faber explained: “They have to look whether it is safe enough 

and whether it's logical enough that they can give a fine if someone does something else, then. 

You can plan to forbid parking, but when it's not logical, the police cannot give a fine.” Other 

representatives look out for the specific needs of those they represent. For example, the 

representative of the public transportation union might ask for fewer speed bumps (because they 

are hard on the bus drivers’ backs) and the representative of disabled people will examine the 

plan for design elements that constrain wheelchair mobility. The Cyclists’ Union will make 

demands that benefit cyclists. After much discussion, the planners will revise the plan and bring 

it back to the traffic commission. This process repeats until each member of the commission 

approves the project.  

 I talked with Gerrit Faber about his experiences representing the Cyclists’ Union on the 

traffic commission. Mr. Faber gave me a specific example of one of the issues that he has raised 

in the past. He told me: 

A big do-it-yourself shop wanted to change its parking lot, to move it to the other side. 
And that was discussed three times within the local committee because the designer didn't 
understand a lot about traffic. I remember, I asked the designer, "But, how do you get to 
the shop with your bicycle?" And then he answered, "Yes, yes, yes. You have a point." 
[He laughs] So, he had to change it again. And after three times, the local committee said, 
"Ok. Let's do it this way." 
 

As this example highlights, it is easy to use a bike to pick up groceries in Amsterdam not simply 

because of the design guidelines laid out in the CROW manual, but also because people like Mr. 

Faber are able to advocate for cyclists’ interests during the design phase. 

 It is important to know that Gerrit Faber’s position, an employee of the Amsterdam branch 

of the Cyclists’ Union, is funded directly by the City of Amsterdam. In effect, the City pays for 

the Cyclists’ Union to oppose its own designs. This situation, a government directly funding a 
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non-governmental organization that challenges it, might seem unfathomable in North American 

cities like Calgary. In Amsterdam, however, the logic makes perfect sense. Mr. Faber explained: 

Yeah, that's already quite a long time that the City pays for [the Cyclists’ Union staff]. 
They know that we are very cheap advisors. So, sometimes we tell—once in ten years—
we give a [piece of] very good advice and a crossing is made good instead of bad. And if 
we didn't give that advice, and the crossing would be made wrong, and they should make 
it over again, they lose a million euro or so. So, if we give one [piece of] advice, every 
ten years, which is good, they already earn back their money. And we give hundreds of 
[pieces of] advice every year.  
 

Because the City values the consensus creation process (in this case, values it monetarily) it 

funds organizations like the Cyclists’ Union to participate in the decision making process.  

 The Traffic Commission is an excellent example of the Polder Model in action. I discussed 

this with Mr. Faber: 

Mr. Faber: We, the Fietsersbond [Cyclists’ Union], we're talking in the committees. And 
that's more or less Polder Model. … Yeah, that unions and also the Cyclists’ Union in this 
case are all involved on that level. And it's not that a decision is made and we can just go 
on the street protesting and that's it. We are involved in a quite early stage, and that means 
that there is no need for a lot of demonstrations on the street afterwards. So, I think it 
makes the decisions and the policy better. But it makes the decisions quite slow and 
 
Jason: And expensive maybe. 
 
Mr. Faber: But I think it's more expensive to make a wrong decision. 
 

Importantly, as Mr. Faber explains here, by incorporating feedback from a variety of stakeholder 

groups early in the planning phase, the traffic commission leads to better decisions and better 

policy. As a result, there is “no need for a lot of demonstrations on the street afterwards.” 

 After a plan is approved by a borough’s traffic commission, it must be accepted by the 

borough’s elected council. Often, the council simply approves the commission-approved design, 

but, on occasion, there is further debate before the plan is approved. As Mr. Faber explained, 

these debates can pertain to issues ranging from trees to parking spots. He told me: 
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 There is a discussion within the traffic committee, between the traffic committee and 
politicians. At the traffic committee, we don't mind to cut [down] trees if it's [a] better 
[design]. Sometimes it's very difficult to make a cycle path because there is a line of trees 
and you can choose on this side or this side, but you can not put it [down the middle]. 
You can make parking spaces between the trees, but not a cycle path. And sometimes it's 
impossible to make a cycle path if you do not replace the trees. And replacing the trees 
means, in most cases, cutting them down. And, of course, you can imagine, there's also 
the interest of saving the trees.  
 And also, in the traffic committee, if there is limited space we think the first thing to 
do is to move out the parking space. And we can agree within the traffic committee that 
[removing parking spaces is] better for the safety [of the street]. But that's also a political 
discussion, because some of the political parties want to keep the parking spaces for 
inhabitants: so, the VVD, which is, in the Netherlands, it is the right-wing party. And the 
Green Left doesn't care about [providing automobile parking]. So, these are the 
discussions. The traffic committee can give advice to the alderman of the [borough], and 
they can make a different decision. 
 

So, even after all of the different stakeholder groups have voiced their opinions and made 

compromises to develop a consensus within the traffic commission, another layer of discussion 

takes place between the traffic committee and the borough’s aldermen to develop an even 

broader consensus with regards to local political issues, like tree preservation and automobile 

parking. 

 After the plan is approved by both the borough’s traffic commission and the borough’s 

council, if the project overlaps with one of the City’s projects, that is, if it is a part of one of 

Amsterdam’s main networks, then it must also be approved at the city scale. A central traffic 

commission discusses the concerns of representatives of city-wide interest groups. Then, after 

consensus has been reached by the central traffic commission, the plan must be approved by the 

city council, where it is potentially stopped again due to any concerns raised by city councillors. 

A street design is only approved in Amsterdam after it has been discussed and revised by a 

multitude of stakeholders, potentially at two scales of government.  

 Amsterdam is known for its high degree of democratic participation. After Mr. Aluvihare 

described a specific project for me, I asked him, “How many people come together to make a 
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plan for one of these projects?” He responded: “The actual making of is about five. A couple of 

traffic designers, myself, my assistants. But the amount of people who talk about it is about two 

hundred and fifty. [He laughs]. That's Amsterdam: über-democratic [Laughs again].” Gerrit 

Faber also mentioned the amount of discussion associated with a transportation project. After I 

mentioned the high degree of democratic participation in Amsterdam, he laughed, saying, “Yeah. 

And that means a lot of discussions and talking before something can happen. There's always 

rivalry between Amsterdam and Rotterdam. And in Rotterdam they say, ‘Oh, in Amsterdam they 

do nothing! They only talk!’ [He laughs] There's something [true] in it.” As a result of this 

process, which typically includes compromise by one or more affected groups, a consensus is 

reached and the best possible design is implemented. This process has occurred, and will occur 

again, for the (re)development of every street in Amsterdam. 
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Image 6.1. A cycle track becomes a bike lane in Amsterdam.  

I took this photo to illustrate the Sustainable Safety principle of homogeneity. The cycle track (at 
the bottom of the image) adheres to the principles of Sustainable Safety by physically separating 
slow-moving objects (the cyclist) from fast moving ones (the car). On this street, however, the 
cycle track ends, turning into a bike lane that no longer adheres to the principle of homogeneity. I 
took this photo in Amsterdam’s Nieuw-West borough. This image was used during the photo 
elicitation interviews in Amsterdam as AMS PE 3 (See Appendix C). 
 
 
 I used Image 6.1, above, during my photo elicitation interviews in Amsterdam. Most of the 

professionals that I interviewed immediately recognized this street as not aligning with the 

Sustainable Safety principle of homogeneity. Fjodor Molenaar, for example, pointed out, “I think 

the cars, when there's 50 allowed, 50 km/h, you should have a separate path. This [depicted 

situation] is not according to guidelines. According to guidelines there should be a separated 

biking lane [cycle track].” Frans Osté made a similar comment, saying, “This is one of the parts 
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which is still not according to the guidelines of the Sustainable Safety. Because this a 50 km/h 

road, this should have separated bike lanes.” Maarten Bakker simply said, “Yeah, it's an old 

design.” This road was apparently designed and built in the 1980s, before the development of 

Sustainable Safety, the Bicycle Master Plan, and the CROW manual.  

 Importantly, the time will come, sooner rather than later, for the street depicted in Image 

6.1 to be repaired. Mr. Molenaar commented, “We do each street every thirty years, so it takes a 

while. But when this street comes on the list again, they will redo it to conform to the new 

standards.” Mr. Osté, a planner in the Nieuw-West borough where the photo was taken, told me, 

“This one, we’re waiting for changing it. So, changing, no, sorry, to repair it. Some big 

maintenance or big construction work and then we will introduce separate bike lanes. So, it has a 

wide set up. It's wide enough to have separate [cycle tracks], for sure.” As soon as maintenance 

work is scheduled for this street, planners will draft a new design that utilizes the CROW 

manual’s designs and aligns fully with the principles of Sustainable Safety. The design will go to 

Nieuw-West’s traffic commission where, because of the width of this street, little compromise 

will be necessary to achieve consensus on the best design possible for this street.  
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Image 6.2. A young woman rides on a bike lane in Amsterdam.  

Bike lanes are fairly common in Amsterdam. Here, a bike lane is positioned beside a row of 
parked cars (on the cyclist’s right), putting the cyclist directly into the ‘door zone’ (the high-risk 
area for being doored). There is a lane of moving automobile traffic on the cyclist’s left. 
Although it is difficult to see in the photo, there are also tram tracks running down the centre of 
this street. This image was used during the photo elicitation interviews in Amsterdam as AMS PE 
5 (See Appendix C). 
 

 Whereas Image 6.1 depicts a wide street that can easily facilitate a design that pleases all 

interested parties, Image 6.2 depicts a narrow street in which space is of the premium. This photo 

depicts a street which, if taken to the traffic commission and borough council, would likely 

generate much discussion. When I showed this image to participants in Amsterdam, I heard a 

range of opinions. Gerrit Faber, for example, told me, “And we, the Cyclists’ Union, would say, 

‘Oh, just cut down the trees.’ Because for the cyclists, sometimes we think of ourselves.” Fjodor 
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Molenaar, an elected representative of the Green Left party in Amsterdam’s City Council, told 

me, “[I]f I look to this one, I think it's way too busy with cars, so maybe you should really 

transform it. Do away with the parked cars so you have more space.” The street depicted in this 

image, as we can see from Mr. Faber’s and Mr. Molenaar’s comments, is likely to attract a range 

of opinions and positions. There will certainly be those who oppose cutting down trees and 

removing parking spaces. Frans Osté summarized this situation nicely when he saw the photo, 

telling me: “Yeah, this seems to be a not very ideal situation. Well, you see here the fight over the 

space.”  

 As this discussion about Amsterdam’s traffic commission demonstrates, street space in 

Amsterdam is highly politicized. Ria Hilhorst also mentioned the fight for space in Amsterdam. 

She told me: 

It's a lot of space used by cars, and we, the cyclists, do have to park the bicycle on the 
sidewalk next to parked cars. And I think, "Why are those cars parked there? Because in 
one spot is room for ten bicycles. For just one car." Which, I think, is strange. So, that's 
the fight for the space. Fight for it. A social thing. 
 

In Amsterdam, diverse groups of people, from diverse backgrounds and with diverse interests, 

fight to shape each street’s built form in ways that are best suited to their needs. Bodies like the 

traffic commission exist to create consensus among these groups. Because, as Mr. Faber 

mentioned earlier, these groups are “involved in a quite early stage” of the planning process, 

“there is no need for a lot of demonstrations on the street afterwards.” Importantly, the fight for 

space happens before the streets are built, not after. 

 

6.2.2. Routine Maintenance in Calgary 
	
 Whereas streetspace in Amsterdam is heavily politicized, streetspace in Calgary is not. The 

hegemonic dominance of automobility is clearly visible throughout the city. As I explained 
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earlier, velomobility is politicized largely because of the challenge that it poses to automobility, 

but, with only a few exceptions, streetspace is not politicized in Calgary because it is understood 

almost unquestioningly as a space for automobiles.  

 After learning about the high degree to which streetspace is politicized through the traffic 

commissions in Amsterdam, I decided to look for a comparable process in Calgary. I interviewed 

Tony Churchill, the leader of Traffic Safety Operations for the City of Calgary’s Traffic 

Engineering department. As I mentioned earlier, coincidentally, Mr. Churchill had spent time 

working for SWOV (the organization that developed the Dutch Sustainable Safety philosophy). 

Because of his experience in the Netherlands, Mr. Churchill was familiar with Sustainable Safety 

and other Dutch traffic engineering principles.  

 By the time my interview with Mr. Churchill had nearly finished, it had become clear that 

Calgary had nothing similar to Amsterdam’s traffic commission, at least in terms of institutional 

consensus creation on a street-by-street or project-by-project basis. To ensure that I had not 

simply missed something, I asked Mr. Churchill directly about the politicization of space. Our 

conversation unfolded like this: 

Jason: One of the things that I found really interesting in Amsterdam is that their—they 
call it a traffic commission—it's an interesting way that space gets politicized. And so 
they've got members from the police, the Fietsersbond [Cyclists’ Union], the public 
transit union, and all these people are talking about all their grievances in all of these 
different ways. And to me it results in this really interesting, complex politicization of 
space, for every street. When, and to what extent, does that happen in Calgary.  
 
Mr. Churchill: I think to a great extent that happens in Calgary after the roads are opened.  
 
Jason: After they’re opened? 
 
Mr. Churchill: Yeah. I think that often, I mean, certain groups, definitely fire and police 
are consulted during the design as I mentioned, but in terms of a lot of road users, quite 
often it's fairly late in the public consultation stage. And some groups, like Bike Calgary, 
might not be consulted at all, historically. And so, then, all of a sudden as soon as 
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something is opened, we'll get all these 311 complaints5, or like Bowness Road, for 
example, where it gets opened and there's people who say, "This is crazy, how did this 
happen?" And then they're signing a petition when there were opportunities for a lot of 
them to provide input, but maybe it wasn't taken. So, there will always be some vocal 
groups like that, but I think we are moving towards having better engagement in our 
design process. And you'll see in the Calgary Safer Mobility Plan6 that we are having 
better opportunities to have better engagement on all of those things throughout the entire 
transportation process.  
 
Jason: Interesting. So, if a street was up to be resurfaced or something like that, is there 
likely to be any discussion about it? Or is it just a matter of: budget, approval, and putting 
new asphalt onto it? 
 
Mr. Churchill: I guess it depends on the situation and who's doing the work. I would say 
for sure the directly affected, like the residents, would probably be most likely contacted, 
but in many cases I think something like that would just be considered routine 
maintenance work. It would just be done.  
 

As Mr. Churchill explains here, most work is just done, without consultation with stakeholder 

representatives, like Bike Calgary. Local residents would be notified, as a courtesy, that, for 

example, street re-surfacing work will be conducted on a specified date, but, for the most part, no 

one is consulted on the plan that will guide the design of the street. 

 No one is consulted because, with respect to streetspace, there is, for the most part, no 

discussion necessary. It is almost unanimously understood that the street is a place for 

automobiles. Most residents are happy to see roadwork done because it makes automobility 

easier, or more comfortable. There is no need to consult the public on the technical matters of 

asphalt production or equipment usage, but they are not consulted on these matters in Amsterdam 

either. In Amsterdam, the consensus creation process emphasizes the facilitation of multi-modal 

traffic in a confined space. In Calgary, there is, by and large, only one mode of transportation: the 

automobile. Because nearly everyone uses an automobile as their primary mode of mobility, 

																																																								
5 311 is a telephone hotline that Calgarians can call to request information, make suggestions, or, often, voice 
complaints about services offered by the City of Calgary. 
6 The Calgary Safer Mobility Plan, released in 2013, is intended to help reduce the frequency and severity of traffic 
accidents in Calgary.	
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there something akin to a pre-existing consensus on the importance of facilitating automobile 

travel to the greatest extent possible.  

 There are several bike lanes in Calgary, and, as I have shown, the creation of bike lanes on 

these roads is a contentious and political issue. Josh White, for example, mentioned the 

politicization of the newly created bike lane on 10th Street NW. He told me: 

10th Street, as an example, was essentially free. 10th Street, the idea was we were 
repaving that road anyways. The lines had to be repainted anyways, so let's just draw the 
lines that facilitate a bike lane. So that's what they did. There was no net increase in 
budget. It was throwing up a couple signs that said: "Cycle lane coming." I mean, they 
fumbled the communication a bit, but it was the right idea to just go ahead and do it. It 
had been in the plans for a while, but they just didn't do it. They didn't have enough lead 
time to communicate with people what this change was going to look like or how the 
traffic pattern was going to change. And it resulted in a lot of confusion. We got a bit of 
backlash because of that.  
 

The “backlash” came primarily from motorists who were upset about road space being ‘taken 

away’ from automobiles. By installing the 10th street bike lanes, the City reduced automobile 

traffic from four lanes to three. 

 Even some of the cyclists that I interviewed, especially the primarily recreational cyclists 

who refuse to ride on the road due to safety concerns, were critical of bike lanes. As an example, 

consider my conversation with Ken. During our discussion about safety equipment and 

perceptions of safety, I asked Ken about the role of infrastructure: 

Jason: What about the role of infrastructure, like this new bike lane down here, these 
separated ones. Does that make a difference on the safety, how safe you feel? 
 
Ken: Like on the road or something? 
 
Jason: Yeah. 
 
Ken: Well, I don't use them, so I really can't say. But, as a driver, I certainly don't like the 
ones that they made up on 10th Street or 29th. 
 
Jason: You don't like those ones? 
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Ken: No, they're a pain when you're driving a vehicle, that's for sure. Because it brings 
you down to one lane, basically.  
 
Jason: Right. So, they take away too much space from the cars? 
 
Ken: Yeah, and I think the whole thing was ill conceived. 
 

As my discussion with Ken shows, even cyclists (notably, those who ride primarily for 

recreation) recognize streetspace as a space that should be dedicated to automobility. The 

hegemony of automobility in Calgary runs deep.  

 To avoid painting with broad strokes, it is important to know that there are bike lanes in 

Calgary, and the public, including advocacy groups like Bike Calgary, has been consulted on 

some of them, notably the newly installed cycle tracks downtown. It is equally important, 

however, to understand these projects in Calgary’s broader context. There are a little over a 

dozen bike lanes in a city with thousands of roads. Consultation with Calgary’s cycling 

community on a few transportation projects is incomparable to the situation in Amsterdam 

where, through the Cyclists’ Union’s participation on the traffic commission, cyclists are not only 

consulted on the details of projects, but actively contribute to the design of virtually every street.  
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“The first thing you learn is how to carry her the right way.” 
 

-Found in an advertisement in Calgary for a Toyota Minivan that depicts a mother holding her 
infant daughter. Maclean’s Magazine, 1 October 2001 (29). 

 
 
 

“He is ready to go… he ate breakfast!” (Translated from Dutch) 
 

-Found in an advertisement in Amsterdam for Brinta wheat cereal that depicts an energetic man, 
seen wearing a suit and tie, happily cycling to work as he passes a group of low-energy 

commuter cyclists. De Volkskrant, 3 October 1963 (12).  
 

 

 Tim Cresswell (2010) described three aspects of a constellation of mobility: “the fact of 

physical movement”, “the experienced and embodied practices of movement”, and “the 

representations of movement that give it shared meaning” (19). In this chapter, I will focus on 

the latter aspect: representations of movement.  

 To examine representations of velomobility in each regime of mobility, I sampled 

advertisements from two sources in each city. By examining the visual content of 

advertisements, I was able to glean significant information with respect to the implied gender, 

age, and social class of velomobility and automobility in each city. By comparing representations 

of these two forms of mobility, I was able to see how cycling is depicted in specific contexts, 

and, importantly, how it is not depicted. Finally, by examining advertisements since 1945, I was 

able to explore how these dynamics might have changed over nearly seven decades in each city, 
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and interpret those changes within the policy frameworks and political milieus described in 

Chapters 4, 5, and 6.  

 In Calgary, I collected advertisements from the Calgary Herald, a daily newspaper, and 

Maclean’s Magazine, a national news magazine. In Amsterdam, I collected advertisements from 

comparable sources: de Volkskrant, a daily newspaper, and Vrij Nederlands, a national news 

magazine. As outlined in Chapter 3, samples were collected from the February, June, and 

October issues of each source for every second year of the period spanning 1945 through 2011. 

In total, I collected 2965 images that depict urban mobility. As described earlier, my analysis 

here will focus on depictions of automobility and velomobility.  

 This chapter is comprised of two sections, each with a different analytical focus. The first 

section presents a content analysis of my findings. I assigned one of several basic codes to each 

of the advertisements that I collected in my sample. For depictions of automobility and for 

velomobility, I will present basic statistical information pertaining to frequencies of depictions 

and the nature of advertisers. Given that my primary interest in this study is velomobility, for 

depictions of cycling I will present additional information, including a summary of basic 

demographic information about pictured cyclists and the depicted uses of bikes. 

 In the second section, I will present a thematic analysis of the advertisements in my 

sample. Many mobility-depicting advertisements feature products directly related to mobility. 

For example, automobile manufacturers and tire retailers both directly profit from their own 

automobility-depicting advertisements; they are selling automobility. In other cases, however, 

mobility is depicted in advertisements for products that have little or nothing to do with the form 

of mobility shown. For example, a cologne manufacturer that depicts a glamorous model sitting 

in an automobile does not directly profit from automobility; it is using automobility. The 
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organization of this second subsection can be thought of as a two-by-two grid. On one side of the 

grid are variables pertaining to the nature of the advertiser: does the advertisement sell mobility 

or use mobility? On the other side of the grid are variables pertaining to the form of mobility 

depicted: does the advertisement depict an automobile or a bicycle? The resulting four categories 

shape the organization of the second subsection.  

 

7.1. Content Analysis 
	

7.1.1. How Often? Frequencies of Depictions of Automobility and Velomobility 
	
 One of the most striking differences between the samples collected in each city was the 

sheer volume of advertisements. Figures 7.1 and 7.2 demonstrate the total number of 

advertisements depicting automobility and velomobility, respectively. As highlighted in Figure 

7.1, which depicts the frequency of depictions of automobility in each city, there were 

significantly more depictions of automobility in Calgary than there were in Amsterdam. I found 

1185 depictions of automobility in the Calgary Herald and only 381 in de Volkskrant. Similarly, 

I found 805 depictions in Maclean’s and only 211 in Vrij Nederland. In total, the sampled 

Calgary media contained over three times as many depictions of automobility as the Amsterdam 

media (1990 vs 592). Interestingly, depictions of velomobility were also more prevalent in 

Calgary than they were in Amsterdam, as shown in Figure 7.2. In total, I found 118 

advertisements that depicted cycling in Calgary and 71 in Amsterdam. These numbers are 

somewhat surprising, given the prominence of Amsterdam’s (so-called) bike culture. In both 

cities, depictions of velomobility were far fewer than depictions of automobility.  
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Figure 7.1. Frequency of depictions of automobility in Calgary and Amsterdam, by source 
type. 

	

 

Figure 7.2. Frequency of depictions of velomobility in Calgary and Amsterdam, by source 
type. 

 

 Because the period of the sample is so long (nearly 70 years), it is important to give 

consideration to the years in which these advertisements occurred. Figure 7.3 demonstrates the 

frequency of depictions of automobility in advertisements in each city, by year. In addition to re-
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affirming the sheer volume of automobiles in advertisements in Calgary, Figure 7.3 suggests 

some interesting temporal trends. Long-time readers of the Calgary Herald might have noticed a 

steady increase in the number of depictions of automobiles in their local newspaper. As depicted 

in the top-left corner of Figure 7.3, depictions of automobility in the Herald increased steadily 

year-by-year, peaking in the early 2000s. The decrease in the 2000s is likely associated with the 

rise of online news sources and shrinking circulation figures. Aside from a slight peak in the 

early 1950s, depictions of automobility in Maclean’s remained relatively steady throughout the 

sample period.  
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Figure 7.3. Frequency of depictions of automobility in advertisements from Calgary and 
Amsterdam, by year. 

	
 An understanding of the differences in the type of content typically presented in the two 

print media sources from Calgary might shed some light on the differing volumes of depictions 
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of automobility visible in Figure 7.3. In general, the advertisements printed in Maclean’s can be 

interpreted as brand and model awareness. Advertisements tended to be full page ads that present 

a particular model of vehicle as luxurious, sporty, rugged, family friendly, etc. Figure 7.4 

demonstrates a typical automobile advertisement in Maclean’s from 2003. These kinds of brand-

focussed advertisements were also printed in the Herald, but the majority of advertisements in 

Calgary’s daily newspaper had a different focus. While the ads in Maclean’s emphasized 

thematic content (like rugged adventure, as depicted in the Jeep advertisement shown in Figure 

7.4), the ads in the Herald tended to present automobiles as commodities. Image 7.5 highlights a 

typical automobile advertisement from the Herald in the same year, 2003. Rather than creating 

awareness of a particular product, which appears to be the primary role of national level print 

and television advertisement campaigns, these commodity-focused ads give potential customers 

information about local prices and availability. 
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Figure 7.4. Typical automobile advertisement in Maclean’s.  

This advertisement, for a Jeep Liberty, presents the make and model as rugged and adventurous. 
These kinds of thematic advertisements were common in both Maclean’s and (somewhat less 
commonly) in the Herald. Maclean’s Magazine, 6 October 2003 (57). 
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Figure 7.5. Typical automobile advertisement in the Calgary Herald.  

This advertisement, for a Hyundai/Suzuki dealership in Calgary, presents automobiles as 
commodities. Ads like this one, which highlight the price and availability of specific makes and 
models, were common in the Herald, but never found in Maclean’s. Calgary Herald, 1 October 
2003 (D1).  
 

 As demonstrated in Figures 7.1 and 7.3, automobiles were depicted much less frequently in 

the sampled Amsterdam media than they were in the Calgary media. Vrij Nederlands, a Dutch 

national news magazine, played a role similar to Maclean’s in that both magazines typically 

featured full-page ads that sensationalized a particular make and model. However, de Volkskrant, 
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the daily newspaper, tended not to run ads that commodified automobiles. Instead, it functioned 

similarly to the national magazines by running ads presenting thematic information about a 

specific make or model.  

 Looking at the bottom of Figure 7.3, which demonstrates the total frequency of depictions 

of automobility by year, it is possible to make out an interesting temporal trend in the sampled 

Dutch media. The frequency of depictions of automobility appears to have peaked in the early 

80s, increasing through the 50s, 60s, and 70s, and then decreases through the 90s and 2000s. As 

viewed in Figure 7.3, this trend is slight, but it is certainly significant. This trend makes sense 

given the national policies described earlier. From 1966 to 1983, the policies of concentrated 

deconcentration contributed to an increase in automobility, especially work-related trips between 

cities. Then, from 1983 into the early 2000s, compact city policy, which sought to reduce 

automobile trips (in part by promoting cycling) contributed to a decrease in automobility. Figure 

7.6 highlights this relationship by depicting the same data as shown in Figure 7.3, but with a 

rescaled y-axis, a curve fit to the data1, and a rough timeline depicting the periods of 

concentrated deconcentration policy and compact cities policy. 

 

 

 

																																																								
1 I fit a second order polynomial curve to the data presented at the bottom right corner of Figure 7.3, which depicts 
“Total Amsterdam Media”. I used a polynomial relationship instead of a linear relationship to account for the 
inflection that I saw in the data (the increase during the 50s and 60s and the decrease in the 90s and 2000s). The 
second order polynomial had an R2 value of 0.5796, meaning that the curve accounted for about 58% of the variance 
in the data. 
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Figure 7.6. Frequency of depictions of automobility in sampled Dutch media, by year, with 
policy timeline.  

This figure, which depicts the same data used in Figure 7.3, highlights the relationship between 
Dutch spatial policy and the depictions of automobility in the sampled Dutch print media. The 
depicted curve (R2=0.5776) is a second order polynomial. 
 

 Although the changing rates of automobility are relatively well known, it is interesting to 

notice that, based on my sample, the rate of depictions of automobility in print media also 

correlate with the aforementioned national spatial policies. Of course, this is not to suggest a 

simple causal relationship between national policies and depictions of automobility in print 

media. As mentioned earlier, the 1970s was a period of general discontent with automobility and 

it is entirely possible that, like federal policy makers, advertisers (especially those not selling 

automobiles) were sensitive to this public discontent. Understood this way, public opinion may 

have influenced both a shift in federal policy and rates of depictions of automobility. 
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Unfortunately, my limited data is insufficient for an in-depth statistical analysis of this 

relationship. It does, however, sketch a relationship that should be of interest to other 

researchers. 

 The yearly frequency of representations of velomobility, as depicted in Figure 7.7, suggests 

equally interesting temporal trends. In Calgary, representations of cycling in the Herald peaked 

in the 1970s and Maclean’s had a surge of depictions of cycling in the late 90s and early 2000s. 

Generally speaking, the peak in the 1970s is likely associated with the popularity of newly 

developed 10-speed bicycles and the growing popularity of leisure cycling. Recall that, as I 

explained in Chapter 5, construction on Calgary’s pathway system began in 1975. The peak of 

depictions of cycling in Maclean’s in the 1990s is associated, in part, with a rise in concerns 

about personal health and, to a lesser extent, the environment. I will elaborate on the nature of 

these images in the next section when I present a thematic analysis of representations of 

velomobility.  

 In Amsterdam, representations of cycling had peaks in three distinguishable periods. The 

first peak, during the 1950s, occurred in the post-war period but precedes the automobile’s rise in 

popularity. The second peak, in the 1970s, occurred during the aforementioned peak of 

automobile use (and during the peak of discontent with automobility). The third peak, which 

started in the late 1990s, correlates with the development of national strategies to increase 

cycling rates. 
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Figure 7.7. Frequency of depictions of velomobility in advertisements from Calgary and 
Amsterdam, by year.  

 

 Like Figure 7.2, Figure 7.7 demonstrates that, based on my sample, depictions of cycling in 

advertisements are more prevalent in Calgary than they are in Amsterdam. These figures, while 
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certainly interesting, do not tell the entire story. In Calgary, it seems, there are simply many more 

advertisements.2 To account for the sheer volume of advertisements, I calculated yearly 

depictions of velomobility as a proportion of the total depictions of urban mobility in 

advertisements in each city.3 These results are presented in Figure 7.8. A quick glance at Figure 

7.8 will demonstrate that although there are more depictions of velomobility in the Calgary 

media (as highlighted in Figure 7.7), relative to the total number of depictions of urban mobility, 

velomobility is depicted more frequently in Amsterdam. Put another way, based on my sample, 

there are more images of cycling in Calgary, but, relative to all depictions of urban 

transportation, images of cycling occur more often in Amsterdam.  

 

																																																								
2 It was not feasible to count every advertisement in my sample. It would have been interesting to know the total 
number of advertisements printed in each source, and then to know the proportion of ads that depicted automobility 
and velomobility. Unfortunately, due to time constraints, such a count was simply impossible. 
3 I simplistically calculated the total number of depictions of urban mobility as the sum total of depictions of 
velomobility and automobility. I use the term ‘urban mobility’ because it systematically excludes other transport 
modes like trains and air travel but, unfortunately, it also excludes other urban modes like walking and public transit. 
For example, in 2001, there were two depictions of cycling in the Herald and four in de Volkskrant. Although these 
numbers are comparable, it is important to know that in the same year the Herald depicted urban mobility sixty-
eight times in advertisements and in de Volkskrant it was depicted only eight times. This means that, in 2001, 
velomobility accounted for 50 percent of the depictions of urban mobility in advertisements in de Volkskrant and 
just under 3 percent in the Herald. 
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Figure 7.8. Proportion of depictions of velomobility in urban-mobility-depicting 
advertisements in Calgary and Amsterdam, by Year. 

 

 Notice that the data in Figure 7.8 displays the same peaks as those found in Figure 7.7. In 

the Calgary Herald, there was a visible peak in the proportion of depictions of cycling during the 

mid-70s. As mentioned earlier, this peak is likely associated with the development of the city’s 
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pathway system in 1975. This hypothesis is strengthened when you consider that there was not a 

similar peak in the Maclean’s data. This observation suggests that whatever caused (or was 

related to) the peak in the Herald occurred at the local scale, and not a national one.  

 Like Figure 7.7, the sampled Dutch media depicted in Figure 7.8 displays three 

distinguishable peaks. These peaks are especially visible for de Volkskrant. Given the 

information presented in Chapter 4, these peaks are understandable. The first peak occurred 

during the 1950s. This period, which followed the devastation of the Second World War, was a 

period of rebuilding. For most people in the Netherlands, money was tight and automobiles were 

luxuries. In general, the boom in automobility occurred towards the end of the ‘50s and topped 

out during the 1970s. Given the relative rarity of automobiles in the Netherlands in the early 

‘50s, a peak in proportional representation of cycling makes sense. A second peak occurred 

during the 1970s. As explained earlier, this was a period of social movements and included the 

formation of Stop the Child Murder and the Cyclists’ Union. Given the bicycle’s role in the 

broader environmental and social justice movements, a peak in the proportional representations 

of velomobility is not surprising. The third peak began in the early ‘90s and appears to have 

reached its pinnacle in the early 2000s. Again, given the analysis presented in Chapter 5, this 

peak is understandable. Considering all of the (successful) attempts to develop cycling-friendly 

bike policy at every scale of government, including the development of Sustainable Safety, the 

Bicycle Master Plan, and the CROW manual, a surge in the proportional representation of 

cycling in advertisements is, perhaps, not surprising. To visually highlight the relationship 

between proportional depictions of cycling and policy development, Figure 7.9 re-presents the 

data from de Volkskrant in Figure 7.8, but adds a timeline that includes several key discussions 

from Chapters 4 and 5.  
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Figure 7.9. Proportion of depictions of velomobility in urban-mobility-depicting 
advertisements in de Volkskrant, by Year, with policy timeline. 

 

 As I will demonstrate in Part 3, cycling in Calgary is typically understood as a seasonal 

activity. To see if this seasonal interpretation of cycling held in advertisements as well, I tallied 

the monthly frequency of representations of velomobility for each source in my sample. This 
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tally is presented visually in Figure 7.10. As that figure suggests, cycling was most often 

depicted in advertisements in June, especially in the Calgary Herald.  

 

Figure 7.10. Monthly frequency of depictions of velomobility, by source 

 

 Figure 7.11 presents the proportion of advertisements in each city that were printed during 

the three sampled months. It demonstrates the potentially unsurprising result that depictions of 

cycling were more prevalent in June than they were in February or October. Importantly, 

however, there was more of a seasonal skew in Calgary, where 64 percent of the sampled 

advertisements were published in June, than in Amsterdam, where only 51 percent of the ads 

were published that month. 
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Figure 7.11. Depictions of velomobility in advertisements in Calgary and Amsterdam, by 
month 

 

7.1.2. Who Advertises? The Nature of Advertisers that Depict Urban Mobility 
	
 In addition to knowing the number of depictions of mobility in print advertisements, it is 

important to know the nature of the advertiser. Figure 7.12 highlights the proportion of 

advertisements depicting automobility by advertiser type. Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of 

advertisements that depict automobility were paid for by those that profit directly from 

automobility. In Calgary, about 81 percent of the advertisements depicting automobility were 

paid for by auto manufacturers and dealerships. Another 9 percent of ads were paid for by 

companies that do not sell automobiles, but profit from them. In this broad category, I include 

businesses ranging from tire manufacturers to gas stations to car rental agencies to insurance 

companies. Finally, another 10 percent of the ads were produced for companies that do not 

directly profit from automobility4. These advertisements feature, for example, cologne and cell 

																																																								
4 While the need to depict automobiles for those who sell cars is fairly obvious, it is important to examine the 
thematic content of those who do not profit directly from automobility, like, for example, a cologne manufacturer, 
and to ask why automobility was depicted instead of other forms of mobility. I will examine the thematic content of 
depictions of automobility by companies that do not profit from automobility in the next section. 
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phones. In Amsterdam, the breakdown of automobility-depicting advertisers was similar: 74 

percent were produced for automobile manufacturers and dealers; 12 percent were for those that 

don’t sell autos but profit from them; and 14 percent of advertisements were paid for by 

companies that do not profit directly from automobility. 

 

 

Figure 7.12. Proportion of advertisers using depictions of automobility in Calgary and 
Amsterdam, by type 

	
 Interestingly, depictions of velomobility did not follow the same trend as depictions of 

automobility. As highlighted in Figure 7.13, which presents the proportion of advertisers 

depicting velomobility in each city, the majority of depictions of cycling were presented in 

advertisements for companies that do not profit from the sale of bicycles. In Calgary, 39 percent 

of depictions of cycling were contained in advertisements selling bikes but the majority, 58 

percent of the images, were featured in advertisements for companies that do not profit directly 

from velomobility. Occasionally, bikes were featured in advertisements for automobiles (1 

percent) and for companies that profit from automobility (2 percent). The trend in Amsterdam 

was similar. There, 31 percent of the cycling images from my sample were contained in 

advertisements for bike manufacturers or sellers. 61 percent of the images promoted products 
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that have little to do with urban mobility. The remainder were depicted in ads for automobiles or 

dealerships (4 percent) and companies that profit from automobility (3 percent). 

 

Figure 7.13. Proportion of advertisers using depictions of velomobility in Calgary and 
Amsterdam, by type 

	
	

7.1.3. Who Cycles? Age and Gender of Cyclists Depicted in Advertisements 
	
 Often, bicycles are depicted with their riders. In these cases, visual clues easily provide 

information about the age and gender of the cyclist. However, not unlike automobiles, bicycles 

are often depicted as artifacts with relatively little social context. That is, they are often presented 

as a stationary object with no rider and with no background. Nevertheless, a keen eye can 

decipher social context from stationary bicycles. A child’s bike, for example, is proportioned 

differently than an adult bike or, in the more obvious cases, it might have tassels hanging from 

the handlebars. Similarly, a woman’s bike might have a downward sloping top tube. Based on 

these clues, it is often possible to understand the age and gender of the depicted bike’s intended 

rider. 

 To compare the age of cyclists depicted in each city, I tallied the age of the intended rider, 

or, if shown, the depicted rider. Because the implied age of the cyclist can be ambiguous, I have 
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considered only two age categories: youth and adult. I considered all images, including those that 

depict cyclists and those that only feature stationary bicycles with no background. Figure 7.14 

highlights the implied age of cyclists depicted in advertisements in Calgary and Amsterdam. The 

results are striking. Adults are frequently featured in advertisements in each city. In Calgary, 

adults are featured in 63 percent of the sampled depictions of cycling. Perhaps not unexpectedly, 

children or children’s bikes also feature prominently in Calgary. 37 Percent of the advertisements 

suggest that cycling is an activity for youth. In Amsterdam, on the other hand, cycling is depicted 

almost exclusively as an adult activity. In 94 percent of the depictions of velomobility, cycling is 

suggested as a practice conducted by adults. I will examine the thematic content of these 

advertisements in the next section.  

 

Figure 7.14. Implied age of cyclists in advertisements in Calgary and Amsterdam. 

 

 To better understand the temporal trends associated with the depiction of cyclists by age, I 

plotted the annual frequency of occurrences of (implied) adult and youth cyclists. The results are 

presented in Figure 7.15. In Amsterdam, cycling is consistently presented as an activity for 

adults. In Calgary, on the other hand, some temporal trends emerge.  
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Figure 7.15. Annual frequency of cyclists depicted in advertisements in Calgary and 
Amsterdam, by implied age. 

 

 In Calgary, the depiction of cycling adults was most prevalent during the 1970s and peaked 

again in the late 1990s. As mentioned earlier, the peak during the 70s correlates with the 

development of Calgary’s pathway network. Interestingly, the peak during the 1990s is related to 

an increased frequency in the depiction of older cyclists. As I will demonstrate when I provide 

examples of thematic content in the next section, advertisements for products like life insurance 

and vitamin supplements capitalized on (or drove) a heightening awareness of the need to 

practice a healthy lifestyle. Bicycles were often depicted in these kinds of advertisements. 

Additionally, during that time (the early 90s), my sample suggested an increase in the prevalence 

of advertisements by property developers who used images of adult cyclists riding blissfully 
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along multi-use pathways to signify the recreational opportunities available in their 

developments.  

 Just as interesting as these peaks in representations of cycling adults in Calgary is the 

decline of youthful cyclists there starting in the 1990s. From 1945 through to the start of the 

1990s, cycling is regularly depicted as a child’s activity. Starting in the 1990s, however, cycling 

is relatively rarely depicted as being for youth. In my sample, cycling was depicted as a youthful 

activity in Calgary only three times after 1991. This decrease in depictions of youthful cycling is 

likely related to a general decline in youth cycling to school. Looking at the Greater Toronto 

Area, Buliung, Mitra, and Faulkner (2009), for example, found a steady decline in children 

cycling to school between 1986 and 2006. Although the timeline of their study is slightly 

different from mine, their findings of decreasing bike trips to school occurred during the same 

period that my sample shows a decrease in representations of children cycling. 

 In addition to tallying the age of cyclists, I maintained a tally of their gender. Although 

bicycles are often designed with a particular gender in mind, cyclists often use bicycles that do 

not align with their identified gender. Therefore, to understand the gendered use of bicycles in 

advertisements, I tallied the gender of cyclists only when a cyclist is depicted. The gender of 

cyclists depicted in advertisements in each city is presented in Figure 7.16. 
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Figure 7.16. Gender of cyclists depicted in advertisements in Calgary and Amsterdam 

 

 Interestingly, the proportions of male and female cyclists depicted in advertisements are 

roughly the same in both cities, with male cyclists being depicted about 65 percent of the time. 

Based on contemporary gender ratios, male cyclists are overrepresented in advertisements in 

Amsterdam and underrepresented in Calgary. As outlined earlier, in Amsterdam, 49.2 percent of 

cyclists are male (Qi 2014) and, in Calgary, 79 percent of commuter cyclists are male (Calgary 

2014). For additional information, Table 7.1 presents a breakdown of the depicted gender of 

cyclists by age group. Perhaps the largest discrepancy between the gendered depiction of cyclists 

in Calgary and Amsterdam is that, in Calgary, depicted male cyclists are more frequently 

children or teens, whereas, in Amsterdam, as shown earlier, cycling tends to be an adult activity. 

In other words, compared to Amsterdam, in Calgary, cycling is more frequently depicted as an 

activity for boys. 
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Table 7.1. Depicted gender of cyclists in Calgary and Amsterdam, by age category 

 

7.1.4. Why Cycle? Depicted Usage of Bicycles 
	
 As I will discuss in Part 3, people ride bicycles for many different reasons. In Calgary, 

people tend to ride for sport and leisure. In Amsterdam, most people cycle for transportation and 

to accomplish utilitarian tasks. To understand the implied reasons for cycling as depicted in 

advertisements in each city, I tallied the depicted use of bicycles in five categories. I interpreted 

cycling as utilitarian when the cyclist was transporting some kid of cargo, including goods or 

children. To differentiate cycling for leisure from cycling for transportation, I considered the 

background, the cyclists’ facial expressions, body posture, and relationship to other cyclists. 

Although some situations were ambiguous, most, as I will show, clearly depicted the intended 

nature of the trip. I further distinguished cycling for leisure from cycling for play. In general, I 

interpreted cycling for play as a child’s activity, whereas cycling for leisure is something done by 

adults. Finally, I considered cycling for sport, which is easily recognizable by a plethora of 

specialized equipment and clothing. The results of my tally is presented in Figure 7.17.  
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Figure 7.17. Depicted use of bicycles in advertisements in Calgary and Amsterdam. 

 

 As Figure 7.17 clearly demonstrates, the intended purposes of bike trips are portrayed 

differently in Calgary than they are in Amsterdam. In Calgary, the vast majority of 

advertisements depict cycling as an activity done for leisure (46 percent) or for play (34 percent). 

12 percent of the ads depict cycling as a sport-oriented activity. In Calgary, relatively few 

advertisements depict cycling as utilitarian (4 percent) or as having a transportation focus (3 

percent). In Amsterdam, on the other hand, transportation is depicted much more regularly in 

advertisements. 45 percent of advertisements that clearly present an implied usage depict cycling 
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as a transportation-oriented activity. 41 percent of advertisements depicted cycling for leisure 

and 10 percent depicted cycling for sport. Surprisingly, given the prevalence of utilitarian cycling 

in Amsterdam and the pride that Amsterdammers displayed when talking about hauling things on 

their bikes (to be discussed in Part 3), only one advertisement (3 percent of the ads) depicted 

utilitarian cycling.   

 Once again, given that these advertisements were published throughout a nearly 70-year 

period, it is important to consider their temporal context. Interesting trends emerge when the 

incidence of advertisements depicting cycling in each of these five categories are presented 

according to the year that they were published. Figure 7.18 displays the yearly frequency of 

depictions of cycling by usage type in each city.  
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Figure 7.18. Yearly frequency of depictions of bicycle usage, by usage type. 

 

 The trends displayed in Figure 7.18 are consistent with those shown throughout this 

analysis. In Calgary, advertisements depicting leisure cycling became prevalent only after 1975. 

Again, this corresponds directly with the development of Calgary’s pathway system. Depictions 

of leisure cycling in Calgary are relatively common in the late 70s and early 80s and then see a 
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slight resurgence in the late 1990s. As suggested earlier, images that depict cycling for play, that 

is, cycling as a child’s activity, are noticeably sparse throughout the 1990s and 2000s. Depictions 

of cycling as sport in Calgary become common only after the late 1980s. Notice also that cycling 

is rarely depicted as transportation in Calgary. The two transportation-depicting advertisements 

indicated here are presented and discussed in the next section (Figures 7.35 and 7.36). 

Interestingly, depictions of cycling in advertisements in Amsterdam do not follow any of these 

trends. Depictions of cycling appear to have been relatively consistent over the sample period. 

This is most evident at the bottom of Figure 7.18, in the presentation of depictions of cycling as 

transportation. Based on my sample, over the past 70 years, advertisements in Amsterdam have 

consistently presented cycling as a mode of transportation. 

 

7.2. Thematic Analysis 
 

7.2.1. Selling Automobility 
	
 To understand the politics of representation around urban mobility, it is important to 

understand how different forms of mobility are depicted. More specifically, to better understand 

how cycling is represented in advertisements, it is vital to know how it is not represented. By 

acknowledging the themes presented in depictions of automobility that are not present in 

depictions of velomobility, we will better understand this politics of representation. This 

subsection, and the one that follows, presents common themes in the depiction of automobility so 

that we can better understand representations of velomobility in each city.  

 As explained earlier, the vast majority of advertisements in my sample were paid for by 

automobile manufacturers to help sell their vehicles. In Calgary, I collected 1791 advertisements 

depicting automobility that were paid for by companies that directly profit from automobility. In 
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Amsterdam, the proportion of ads by auto-makers was similar, but the sheer volume of ads was 

much lower (509 advertisements). Given that my focus in this dissertation is not explicitly on 

automobility, my presentation of emergent themes in automobile advertisements will be brief.   

 In both cities, automobiles were regularly presented as an object of admiration. In many of 

these cases, the manufacturers were not selling speed, convenience, utility, or other facets of 

mobility. Instead, they were presenting, significantly, an immobile object to be desired on the 

basis of either its aesthetics or social status. In other words, automobility was presented as an 

object for those in a higher social class. Automobility was often presented either as something to 

be appreciated by those with upper class tastes or as something for those in a lower class to 

aspire to owning. 

 In the case of aesthetics, advertisers often presented the automobile as something beautiful. 

For example, an advertisement for Pontiac, published in Maclean's on February 1, 1953, made 

the aesthetic focus of the advertisement abundantly clear. The ad presented an image of the 

(immobile) car parked in a scenic setting, with a lake and snow-capped mountains in the 

background. The entire scene is framed (literally) in a luxurious picture frame, suggesting that 

the automobile itself is a work of art. In another advertisement published in Maclean’s 1949, also 

for a Pontiac car, the advertiser presented its new car in the foreground laid over an image of a 

beautiful woman. By superimposing the image of the car over the image of the woman, the 

advertisement suggests that, like the woman, the automobile is beautiful and desirable. That 

image is presented in Figure 7.19.  
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Figure 7.19. Likening an automobile to a beautiful woman in Maclean’s Magazine.   

This advertisement, for a Pontiac car, superimposes an automobile over a beautiful, upper class 
woman. The resulting image suggests that the car, like the woman, is a thing of beauty. The 
caption, “Mighty Pretty and Mighty Good!”, reinforces this aesthetic emphasis. Ads like this one 
that emphasize the aesthetic value of an immobile vehicle appeared frequently in the sampled 
Calgary print media and, although appearing less frequently, were common in Amsterdam as 
well. Maclean’s Magazine, 1 June 1949. 
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 In other cases, instead of presenting the automobile as a beautiful object, advertisers 

presented their vehicles as status symbols. An advertisement for Cadillac printed in the Calgary 

Herald on October 1, 1957, for example, depicted a stationary Cadillac parked on a driveway in 

front of someone’s home. The ad read, “Now is the golden moment to put a Cadillac in your 

driveway.” This is an obvious attempt to sell the automobile not as a tool to enhance mobility but 

as a status symbol (an immobile one). In other words, owning that particular car is depicted as 

symbolic of an upper class status. Advertisements like this were abundant in the sampled Calgary 

media but I also found them in Amsterdam (albeit much less frequently). In a Chrysler ad printed 

on in Vrij Nederlands on June 6, 1959 (depicted in Figure 5.20), a male golfer and his much 

younger caddie are seen admiring an automobile. The ad’s text makes clear that the golfer sees 

the (presumably immobile) car as a symbol of prestige, stating, “Chrysler - symbool van 

prestige” (symbol of prestige). As this example demonstrates, in the 1950s and 60s, automobility 

in Amsterdam was associated with upward class mobility. As I mentioned in Chapter 4, 

prosperity in the Netherlands tripled between 1950 and 1975. Automobile manufacturers used 

ads like this one to encourage Dutch people to spend their quickly accumulating discretionary 

income on luxuries like automobiles.  
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Figure 7.20. The automobile as a symbol of prestige in Vrij Nederlands.  

This advertisement for a Chrysler car appeared in Vrij Nederlands in 1959, a time of relative 
affluence following a period of rebuilding from the devastation of WWII. Clearly, automakers 
sought to capitalize on the rising spending power of Dutch households by posturing their 
products as symbols of wealth and prestige. In general, their efforts may have worked as the 
1960s and 1970s saw an explosive growth of automobility. Although this advertisement clearly 
presents the automobile as a status symbol, ads like this one were relatively uncommon, 
especially after the 1970s and the decline of everyday automobility. In Calgary, on the other 
hand, automobiles were regularly associated with class status throughout the nearly seventy-year 
sample period. Vrij Nederlands, 6 June 1959 (10). 
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 In Calgary, from the outset of my sample period, automobiles were depicted as an integral 

part of social life. Automobile manufacturers regularly presented their vehicles as enabling 

sociability. That is, automobility was presented as a vital aspect of everyday life. Figure 7.21 

highlights an early example from Maclean's in 1947. That ad, for a Mercury 114 automobile, 

depicts one (high class) young couple picking up another (high class) young couple, presumably 

for an evening out on the town. Advertisements like this one suggest that automobiles are the 

best mode of transportation for socializing about town. In Calgary, this suggestion is not far from 

the truth. Throughout the sampled Calgary media, automobile manufacturers regularly depict 

their products as enabling access to the practices of everyday life. 
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Figure 7.21. Depicting the automobile as enabling access to circuits of civility in Maclean’s 
Magazine.   

This advertisement, for a Mercury automobile, depicts two young upper class couples, as 
suggested by the lavish home, presumably owned by the walking pair, and the luxurious 
automobile owned by the other couple. The couple in the car appears to be picking up the others 
for a night on the town, as the young woman in the car is seen waving to the couple approaching 
the vehicle parked outside their house. Notice that both couples are dressed for a social event, as 
evidenced by the woman’s trendy dress and the man’s stylish outerwear. Importantly, the 
advertisement depicts these successful young people as presenting semiotic information that is 
appropriate for their destination. This advertisement depicts the automobile as successfully 
enabling the practices of everyday life. Maclean’s Magazine, 1 June 1947. 
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 In Calgary, the automobile was regularly presented in a wide gamut of social situations, 

ranging from formal social events to off-road adventures. In Amsterdam, on the other hand, one 

theme seemed to dominate the others. Since the enactment of Compact Cities policy and cycling 

policies like the Bicycle Master Plan, most trips are, by design, not ideally suited to automobility. 

Not coincidentally, then, most representations of automobility do not depict people using 

automobiles for everyday trips. Instead, representations of automobility depict business trips, 

which tend to be made between cities, not within a city. As I explained in Chapter 4, the Dutch 

policies of concentrated deconcentration resulted in a net increase of automobile trips, especially 

between cities. Most of these trips were for work purposes. Understandably, then, given the high 

rate of work-related automobile trips, auto manufacturers often presented their products as 

appropriate for commutes and other work-related trips. The automobile was often presented as a 

form of mobility used by professionals; automobile manufacturers suggested that they were 

selling commuter vehicles, to be used by business people to get to work and to business 

meetings. Figure 7.22 presents one such advertisement from Vrij Nederlands published in 1993.  
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Figure 7.22. Depicting the automobile as a tool for business Vrij Nederlands.  

In the sampled Amsterdam media, automobiles were often depicted in a business context. Here, 
three people hold what appears to be a business meeting in a Renault van. The advertisement’s 
caption roughly translates as: “The lease price offered plenty of room for air-conditioning and an 
automatic transmission.” The prevalence of advertisements like this one that depict the 
automobile as a means of accessing business meetings (or, here, as the site of a business 
meeting) makes sense given that, in the Netherlands, automobility is much more common for 
trips between cities than it is for trips within a city. Vrij Nederlands, 5 June 1993 (2-3). 
 

 While minivans in Amsterdam were promoted for their capacity to conduct business, 

minivans in Calgary were promoted for another reason: safety. Although safety featured 

prominently in automobile advertisements throughout the sampled Calgary print media (more so 

than in Amsterdam), one advertisement stood out. An ad for a Toyota minivan, published in 

Maclean’s in 2001, reproduced in Figure 7.23, presented the van as an extension of maternal 
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instinct. The caption, sitting below a large photo of a mother holding an infant, reads: “The first 

thing you learn is how to carry her the right way.”  
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Figure 7.23. Depicting the automobile as the safest way to transport an infant in Maclean’s.   

This advertisement for a Toyota Sienna van draws on (so-called) maternal instincts to present 
that van as the safest way to transport an infant. In Calgary, advertisements like this one draw on 
a fear of traffic to sell automobiles as the safest mode of transportation. By suggesting that a van 
is the “right way” to carry an infant, the ad implicitly suggests that all other modes of transport, 
including a bicycle, are wrong ways to transport a child. By doing so, ads like this one 
(unintentionally?) reinforce a fear of cycling in traffic in Calgary. Maclean’s Magazine, 1 
October 2001 (29). 
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 The advertisement presented in Image 7.23 is highly significant. In Calgary, for most 

viewers, the ad makes sense. This observation alone is significant. An infant is precious cargo, 

and the safest way to transport him or her is in a high-tech car seat strapped into a new 

automobile designed with myriad advanced safety features. The notion of transporting an infant 

in any other way, like on the front of a bicycle, is almost laughable. As I will explain in Part 3, 

Calgarians seldom use a bike to transport a child, aside from leisurely rides through parks and 

river pathways (destinations that are far away from automobile traffic). Their reluctance to use a 

bike stems from a fear of cycling on the road that is prevalent throughout the city. The Toyota 

advertisement in Figure 7.23 reflects popular opinion, but, importantly, it also reinforces it. By 

reinforcing the safety of automobility, advertisements like this one suggest that other modes, like 

velomobility, are inherently unsafe. In Amsterdam, on the other hand, where, as I will show, 

people regularly use bicycles to transport children, this ad would likely not make sense to most 

viewers. The implied necessity of using an automobile to transport an infant would come across 

as absurd. Transporting children and infants with a bicycle is a normal, everyday practice in 

Amsterdam. 

7.2.2. Using Automobility 
	
 Often, advertisers for products that had nothing to do with automobiles used depictions of 

automobility to promote their products. In Calgary, I collected 199 advertisements that depict 

mobility that were paid for by companies that do not directly profit from automobility. In 

Amsterdam, I collected eighty-three such ads. In many of these cases, the advertiser used 

automobility to represent a theme that they wanted to associate with their product. For example, 

an advertisement in Maclean’s for Aspirin in 1949 used a race car to demonstrate the speed with 

which Aspirin takes effect. That ad is reproduced in Figure 7.24. 
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Figure 7.24. Using automobility to depict speed in Maclean’s.  

This advertisement uses the image of a race car to demonstrate the speed at which Aspirin takes 
effect. By favorably comparing the time it takes for an Aspirin to take effect (two seconds) to the 
fastest quarter mile speed of a race car (9.8 seconds), the advertiser is able to emphasize the 
product’s speed. The comparison in this ad works because automobiles are widely understood to 
be one of the fastest things around. Maclean’s Magazine, 15 October 1949. 
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  The ease with which automobiles are able to achieve high speeds contributed to the 

association of automobility with modernity and progress. Although modernist discourse was 

prevalent across much of the world after the Second World War, people in Calgary seemed to be 

especially infatuated with the notion of modernism. Stamp (2004) argued this point in his 

examination of post-war suburban expansion in Calgary. He explains: 

At the war’s end in 1945, city residents patronized the Modern Barber Shop and the 
Modern Beauty Shop in Bridgeland-Riverside, ate at the Modern Café on 8th Avenue SE, 
got their clothes pressed at Modern Cleaners on Centre Street downtown, and bought new 
automobiles at Modern Motors on 6th Avenue SW. Over the next few years, they bought 
new homes through Modern Real Estate, carpeted their floors at Modern Home 
Accessories or House of Modern Furniture, painted and papered their walls at Modern 
Decorators, and tuned into the electronic world through Modern Radio and Television 
Service. Finally, when the dust built up, they turned to Modern Building Cleaning Service 
(16). 
 

Stamp is clear in explaining that the Calgarian take on modernity was not the same as artists like 

Pablo Picasso and Jackson Pollock or architects like Frank Lloyd Wright and Oscar Niemeyer. 

Once again, Stamp is worth quoting at length: 

As urban Calgarians embraced the Modern Age in the years following the Second World 
War, they redefined terms such as “modern” and “modernism”. They shifted the emphasis 
from high modernism to a secular, mass-market modernism, from capital-M to small-m 
modernism. They moved modernism out of the studios and avant-garde producers and 
into the hands (and hearts) of middle-class consumers, out of downtown art salons and 
design studios and onto the streets and into the suburbs. They went beyond modern art, 
modern architecture and modern design, and redefined modernism to include modern 
homes in modern suburbs, with modern furniture and modern appliances and modern 
cars. For postwar Calgarians, modernism meant personal betterment, achieving all those 
material gains that had been delayed or denied by 15 years of depression and war (26). 
 

The bicycle, a slow, old-fashioned device with little technological merit, had no place in modern 

Calgary.   

 Advertisers often drew on automobility to present their product as an integral part of the 

modern world. Figures 7.25 and 7.26 highlight appeals to modernist discourse made in 

advertisements in Maclean’s. The first example, for Imperial Canadian Whisky in 1961 (Figure 
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7.25), draws on a modernist penchant for clean lines by showing two men admiring the sleek 

look of a modern automobile driving near a home built in a modern architectural style. One man 

explains to the other that the scene reminds him of the whisky’s new “streamlined” decanter 

(which is not actually displayed). The other example, an advertisement for a pen from 1945 

(Figure 7.26), used freeways full of automobiles to symbolize the modern city and, presumably, 

the pen’s role in that city. Although both of these examples were published in a national 

magazine, they would certainly have been understood and appreciated in Calgary. Modernist 

discourse was not common in the sampled Amsterdam media. 
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Figure 7.25. Using automobility to represent modernism and sell whiskey in Maclean’s.  

This advertisement, which appeared in Maclean’s in 1961, exemplifies the marriage of 
modernism and consumerism. Here, two men are admiring both a car and a house for their clean, 
modern lines. This clear display of a modern aesthetic reminds one of the men of the decanters 
that contain Hiram Walker’s new line of whiskey. This advertisement reinforces modern 
consumerism (of the type that Stamp describes as prevalent in Calgary) while inadvertently 
celebrating automobility. Maclean’s Magazine. 3 June 1961 (44). 
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Figure 7.26. Using automobility to represent modernism and sell pens in Maclean’s. 

Like the advertisement for whisky in Figure 7.25, this advertisement, from Maclean’s in 1945, 
draws on modernism to sell its product. In this case, the advertiser uses a vast and complex 
freeway system to help the viewer associate their product, a line of pens, with the clean lines and 
technological progress associated with modernism. Like the advertisement in Figure 7.25, the ad 
reinforces modern consumerism while celebrating the automobiles, freeways, and suburban 
expansion that many people today regard derisively as sprawl. Maclean’s Magazine, 15 October, 
1945. 
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 In other cases of the promotion of products that are not directly tied to automobiles, 

advertisers utilized images of automobility to emphasize the mobility of their products. For 

example, with the emergence of cellular phones in the late ‘80s, some manufacturers used 

automobility to highlight the mobility of their new phones. One ad, for example, appearing in the 

Calgary Herald on June 4, 1987, selling a mobile phone from AGT, featured a man in a suit 

sitting in the driver’s side of a car while talking on his phone. The ad’s caption states, “The 

business phone you can take anywhere” (emphasis in original). This ad draws on the common 

understanding that automobiles offer access to all destinations, near and far. Adding a cellular 

phone to the mix means that, when used in tandem with an automobile, you can talk to people 

from anywhere. In another ad, featured in the February issue of Maclean’s in 1973, a credit card 

company, Chargex, used an automobile to highlight the mobility of its product (Figure 7.27). 

That ad depicts a father making a purchase from the comfort of his car while his daughter 

watches from the back seat. This advertisement is significant because, like the AGT cellular 

phone ad, it simultaneously draws upon and reinforces the automobile’s perceived capacity to 

enable access to the practices of everyday life. Advertisers did not frequently use an automobile 

to represent mobility in the sampled Amsterdam media.  
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Figure 7.27. Using automobility to demonstrate a product’s mobility in Maclean’s. 

This advertisement is promoting a credit card, Chargex. To highlight the card’s mobility, the 
advertisement features a father, sitting in his station wagon, paying for gasoline with his Chargex 
card while his family watches. Advertisements like this one, and the ad for an AGT cellular 
phone, described earlier, draw on and reinforce the automobile’s capacity to provide access to the 
practices of everyday life. Maclean’s Magazine, February 1973. 
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 Advertisers in the sampled Calgary media often used automobiles to emphasize the 

luxurious nature of their product. Relatedly, those products were often depicted as reinforcing 

their owner’s high-class status. In one ad, for example, printed in the Calgary Herald on June 5, 

1981, the advertiser, selling a Toro lawnmower, used the status of a particular make of 

automobile to emphasize the quality of its product. The ad featured a lawnmower ‘parked’ on the 

street between two luxury cars. The caption reads: “For people who’d like a second Mercedes”. 

The lawnmower manufacturer draws on the reputation of Mercedes as a luxurious, high-quality, 

and high-status automobile to imply that its lawnmower carries a similar status. Another 

advertisement (Figure 7.28), for Black & White whisky, printed in Maclean’s in 1979, shows 

three high-end automobiles parked outside of a lavish estate home. In this ad, the advertiser is 

using automobility to represent the high-class status of the kinds of social elites that might enjoy 

their whisky.  
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Figure 7.28. Using automobility to demonstrate a product’s high-class status in Maclean’s.  

In this advertisement, for Black & White Scotch whisky, the advertiser uses a trio of high-end 
luxury cars to depict a high-status lifestyle. The caption implies that the same high-class 
individual owns all three vehicles and faces the difficult decision of choosing which car to arrive 
in (that is, which car to be seen in). This ad draws upon the luxurious, high-class status of 
expensive automobiles while simultaneously reinforcing their semiotic significance. Maclean’s 
Magazine, 8 October, 1979. 
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 Relatedly, during my interviews with cyclists in Calgary, some people mentioned the 

perceived status attached to certain automobiles in Calgary. Erika, for example, pointed out:  

But the thing is, too, this is such an oil town. And there's so many, like, look at the Bow 
Tower [a newly constructed skyscraper in downtown Calgary]. All those oil people. They 
want to drive a car. They want to be seen. They want to do those things to show off. … I 
think [driving a nice car] is just a way to show off your money, because a lot of people 
have a lot of money in Calgary, work downtown, and they buy things to show it off.  
 

Like the Black & White whisky advertisement, Erika suggests that corporate executives in 

Calgary might use an automobile as a signifier of their high-class status. Advertisements in 

Amsterdam, on the other hand, seldom used automobiles to represent a high-class status. This 

observation supports the interviews that I will present in Part 3 that suggest that automobility is 

not associated with class status in Amsterdam.5 

 The final theme that I will present with regard to automobility depicted in advertisements 

for producers that do not directly profit from automobility pertains to relationships. Automobiles 

were often depicted in scenes that depict a variety of relationships. Often, however, the 

relationship depicted was a romantic one. An advertisement in de Volkskrant in 1961, for 

example, featured a tightly cropped image of a man and a woman driving in a car (Figure 7.29). 

The man’s arm was wrapped around the woman, with his shirt-sleeve clearly visible as it poked 

out under the sleeve of his suit jacket. The advertiser, selling the shirt under the suit, used the 

convertible car and the beautiful woman to make their product appealing to their male customers. 

It is important to notice that this advertisement ran at a time when the popularity of automobility 

was on the rise. Ads like this one were increasingly uncommon in the later decades of the 

sample.  

																																																								
5 For example, Fjodor Molenaar told me: “I think the theory [that wealthy, high-status individuals tend to drive 
automobiles] does not really apply here. When you maybe look to India or Indonesia, then you might find the thing 
that rich people ride cars and poor people ride bikes. That's not the case here.” 
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Figure 7.29. Using automobility and relationships to appeal to male customers in de 
Volkskrant.  

This advertisement, for a dress shirt, prominently features a shirt-sleeve in a scene that also 
features a convertible car and an attractive woman. By simultaneously drawing on the man’s 
presumed sex-appeal and the status of a driving a convertible sports car, the advertiser suggests 
that this is the type of man that wears its shirts. De Volkskrant, 3 October 1961 (8). 
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 Advertisers in Calgary more frequently used automobiles to present semiotic information 

about the kinds of people that use their products. One example, for Pepsi, stands out. That ad 

(Figure 7.30) shows a young, modern couple drinking Pepsi. Above all else, the convertible car 

that they sit in is the signifier of their cool, modern lifestyle.   
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Figure 7.30. Using automobility to signify a cool, modern, youthful lifestyle in Maclean’s.   

This advertisement, for Pepsi, shows a young, cool, couple sitting in a convertible car drinking 
Pepsi. Notice that the caption states, “Today’s lively people are on the go as never before. Our 
activities are varied, our ideas modern.” The advertiser uses the convertible car to signify modern 
ideas and an “on the go” (that is, mobile) lifestyle. Maclean’s Magazine, 17 June, 1961. 
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7.2.3. Selling Velomobility 
	
 As I explained earlier, a minority proportion of advertisements depicting velomobility were 

paid for by companies that actually sell bikes. In Calgary, I collected thirty-nine advertisements 

from bike retailers, and in Amsterdam I found only thirty-one such ads.  

 Given the massive number of bikes sold and serviced in Amsterdam, I expected to find 

many more advertisements from bike shops or manufacturers than the thirty-one that I saw. A 

closer look at Amsterdam’s bike industry provides a clue as to why this might the case. Ruud 

Mohlmann, the commercial director for Fietsfabriek, a high-end bike manufacturer, estimated 

that there are currently about 2200 bike shops in the Netherlands. Based on my observations in 

Amsterdam, most of these bike shops are small, independent “mom and pop” style shops. I 

interviewed Rogier Bosbaan, the owner of one such shop called Amsterdam Fietsservice 

(Amsterdam Bike Service). The small shop has a modest selection of new and used bikes for sale 

(maybe forty bikes in total), and a small assortment of accessories (locks, chains, seats, baskets, 

etc.). I asked Mr. Bosbaan about advertising. Our conversation went like this: 

Jason: I am curious about advertising. Do many shops do advertising? 
 
Mr. Bosbaan: I didn't spend a dime on advertising in a year and eight months [since he 
opened his shop]. 
 
Jason: And do you think that's normal? Do most shops do no advertising.  
 
Mr. Bosbaan: I didn't need to do it. Yeah, I just did my logo and stuff. I didn't do anything 
about it. But this is a very busy point [on the street]. There's five thousand bicycles a day 
coming by.  
 

Although Mr. Bosbaan was reluctant to suggest that most shops do not advertise, his comments 

do provide some insight. During my daily twenty-minute commute to the University of 

Amsterdam, I passed about six bike shops. When I needed a new bike (which happened twice!) 

or an accessory, I simply shopped around at a few of the shops within a short walking distance of 
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my apartment. Given that five thousand bikes pass by Mr. Bosebaan’s shop, it is reasonable to 

assume that many other Amsterdammers might do the same. In other words, there is little need to 

advertise because most people will simply visit one of the shops near to their home, work, or the 

site of their flat tire. Additionally, given that most of these shops are small operations, the 

advertising budget is likely to be small or non-existent. Even if the shop did advertise, it might 

not be in one of the (relatively expensive) major media sources that I sampled. 

 Most of the images of bicycles from bike retailers were found in advertisements paid for by 

large department stores. Typically, the bike appeared in a large advertisement that featured an 

assortment of that week’s sale items. The bike is usually featured alone; no rider or background 

context are displayed. Figure 7.31 shows a typical advertisement from a department store called 

Kwantum Hallen, printed in de Volkskrant in 1983. Importantly, almost all of the bikes featured 

in ads in the sampled Amsterdam print media displayed adult bikes designed for everyday 

cycling. 
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Figure 7.31. Typical depiction of a bicycle in a department store ad in de Volkskrant.  

This advertisement, for a department store called Kwantum Hallen, is typical of ads selling bikes 
in Amsterdam. The advertisement features a bicycle, in the top right corner, and an assortment of 
other items on sale at the time. This advertisement is significant for at least two reasons. First, 
the depicted bicycle, an omafiets, is intended for adult (female) riders. Additionally, the bike, 
which features a rear rack, a kickstand, and a chain guard, is designed for everyday cycling. 
Secondly, the bike is featured alongside an assortment of relatively mundane everyday items. For 
example, this advertisement also features an ironing board and a bunk bed. This placement 
reinforces cycling as a relatively mundane, everyday activity. De Volkskrant, 5 October 1983 
(14). 
 

 As was the case in Amsterdam, bikes sold through advertisements in Calgary were 

typically depicted in ads for department stores. In contrast, however, rather than placing the bikes 

alongside mundane items like ironing boards, the advertisers almost always placed the bikes 

alongside recreational items, like golf clubs or camping supplies. If this study consisted solely of 
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this image analysis portion, then it would still be abundantly clear that, in Calgary, cycling is 

understood to be a recreational activity.  
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Figure 7.32. Typical depiction of a bicycle in a department store ad in the Herald.  

This advertisement, for a department store called Consumers Distributing, is typical of bicycles 
sold in advertisements in Calgary. The ad, a Father’s Day special, features an assortment of 
fitness and recreation-related goods. Notice that the ad’s headline says, “Be a sport!”, and the 
tagline under the bicycle explains that the bikes will “get dad into shape”. Clearly, this 
advertisement draws on and reinforces the fitness-focused and recreational nature of cycling in 
Calgary. The Calgary Herald, 5 June 1985 (C4). 
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 Moreover, in Calgary, cycling is depicted as a seasonal recreational activity. The 

department stores and sporting goods chains that advertised bikes in the summer also ran ads in 

the winter. Instead of advertising bicycles, however, many of these retailers advertised downhill 

skiing equipment. The similarity between cycling and downhill skiing also came up during my 

interviews with cyclists in Calgary. Walter, for example, told me, 

I quite honestly think that Calgary is a fairly active city. I think it's culturally active. We 
have the mountains nearby. We have a lot of people that go skiing, for example. And I 
think [cycling is] a good way to maintain your fitness level. It becomes a way of life. 
 

Hugo made a similar comment when I asked him why people in Calgary ride bikes: 

Jason: Why do you think that people in Calgary ride bikes? What's the biggest reason to 
ride a bike here? 
 
Hugo: Oh, mostly for recreation.  
 
Jason: Just for fun? To enjoy the summer days? 
 
Hugo: Same reason people go skiing. It's just another recreational activity.  
 

Like the advertisements that I saw, Hugo and Walter both seem to imply that cycling and skiing 

are two seasonally-appropriate sides of the same recreational activity coin. 

 In Calgary, as mentioned earlier, cycling was frequently depicted as a child’s activity. 

Bicycles were often included alongside children’s toys in department store advertisements. 

Figure 7.33 highlights a depiction of cycling as a child’s activity in an advertisement for the 

Woodward’s department store. Ads like these help to reinforce the notion that cycling is a child’s 

activity, a theme I will return to again in the next section. 
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Figure 7.33. Children’s bikes depicted in a department store ad in the Herald.  

Stereotypes abound in this advertisement for Woodward’s, a department store in Calgary. A 
woman appears to be enjoying her kitchen appliances while a young boy smiles as he holds onto 
his bike. This ad, like many others in the sampled Calgary print media, depicts cycling 
exclusively as a child’s activity (no adult bikes are featured). The notion that the advertiser sees 
bicycles as children’s toys is made even clearer in the fine print at the bottom of the ad that 
indicates that the bikes can be found in the store’s “Toys” department. The Calgary Herald, 6 
February 1979 (B6). 
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 The three ads highlighted in this subsection (Figures 7.31, 7.32, and 7.33) are 

representative of the majority of depictions of cycling in advertisements for companies that profit 

from velomobility. There are a few additional advertisements, however, that, although atypical, 

are worth mentioning here. The first, Figure 7.34, is an ad for Batavus bicycles printed in de 

Volkskrant in 1951. Batavus is a Dutch company, now widely regarded for its long history of 

making reliable bikes. The advertisement in Figure 7.34 is significant because it is one of the few 

ads in my sample that explicitly linked cycling to Dutch nationalism. Given that cycling is often 

cited as an important part of the Dutch culture, I expected to see more frequent associations 

between cycling and Dutch national identity. With the exception of the advertisement in Figure 

7.34, however, this was not the case.  
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Figure 7.34. Cycling and Dutch nationalism in an ad in de Volkskrant. 

This advertisement, for Batavus bikes, draws on typical Dutch landscapes to associate cycling 
with Dutch nationalism. The flat countryside and raised bike path (which likely runs across a 
dike) is typical terrain in the Netherlands. Additionally, the pillowy clouds are reminiscent of 
scenes depicted in traditional Dutch landscape paintings. During an-off-the record conversation 
with a woman, I mentioned that I enjoyed watching the clouds in Amsterdam. She explained that 
the Dutch clouds are quite famous and have been the subject of paintings for hundreds of years. 
The clouds in this advertisement are likely meant to mimic those famous Dutch clouds, thereby 
strengthening its reference to the Dutch landscape. It is important to notice that this 
advertisement, which appeared in 1951 (after the Second World War and before the rise of 
automobility), was printed at a time when Dutch nationalist sentiment would have been 
especially high. De Volkskrant, 2 June 1951 (4). 



Chapter 7: Representations of Mobility 374 

 Two ads in Calgary stood out from the rest of the sample. Although they are something of 

an anomaly, they are certainly worth discussing here. Both were printed in the Calgary Herald, 

one in 1947 (Figure 7.35) and the other in 1953 (Figure 7.36). If these advertisements are any 

indication, velomobility was still a legitimate transportation option in Calgary at the time. When 

considering the entirety of my sample of representations of velomobility in advertisements in 

Calgary, the period immediately following WWII (the start of my sample) contained the richest 

images of adults using a bicycle for transportation.  

 

 

Figure 7.35. Commuter cycling depicted in an Eaton’s advertisement in the Herald.  

This image is a selection from a full page Eaton’s advertisement printed in a 1947 edition of the 
Herald. It depicts an adult male cyclist carrying what appears to be a lunch box, suggesting that 
he is commuting either to or from work. Based on my sample, unambiguous depictions of 
commuter cyclists, like this one, are exceedingly rare in Calgary’s print media. Calgary Herald, 
3 October 1947 (12). 
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Figure 7.36. Commuter cyclists depicted in a CCM advertisement in the Herald.  

This advertisement for C.C.M. bicycles appeared in a 1953 edition of the Calgary Herald. Like 
the one reproduced in Figure 7.35, this ad unambiguously presents adults using bicycles for 
transportation purposes. Notice that the man leading the procession is wearing formal work 
attire, a suit and tie, while the man behind him wears more industrial attire. This ad, which 
depicts both men and women, seems to imply that anyone, regardless of gender or class, would 
benefit from riding a bike to work. Calgary Herald, 7 June 1953.  
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 One advertisement from a 1947 edition of the Calgary Herald (Figure 7.35), for Eaton’s, a 

nation-wide department store chain, portrayed a man cycling with what appears to be a lunch 

box. This image clearly implies that he using the bicycle to travel to work. Another 

advertisement from the Herald, this time in 1953, (Figure 7.36) was even more direct. Selling 

C.C.M. bicycles, the advertisements asks, “How much money could you save by riding to work 

on a C.C.M.?” The advertisement depicts a procession of eight adult cyclists riding home from 

work. The ad’s text states:  

Those full bicycle racks that you see outside so many industrial plants may hold an idea 
for you! They’re convincing proof that every day more Canadians are saving money… 
eliminating parking and traffic problems by riding to work on a C.C.M.. And unless you 
live a long, long way from work, you’ll find it will pay you to do the same! (emphasis in 
original).  
 

This advertisement, which is almost certainly exaggerating the popularity of bicycles, might be 

interpreted in one of two ways. On one hand, optimistically interpreted, the ad might be seen as 

evidence that a significant number of adult Calgarians were using bicycles to commute to work 

in 1953. On the other hand, in a somewhat conservative interpretation, the ad might be used infer 

that, at the very least, the advertiser recognized the potential for adults to commute to work on 

bikes. That is, the advertiser picked up on prevailing attitudes and saw that cycling to work is 

something that adults might do. 

 Even the more conservative interpretation of the advertisement in Figure 7.36, that 

commuter cycling is something that Calgarians might do, is significant because advertisements 

like those presented in Figures 7.35 and 7.36 disappeared entirely from my sample after this 

point. After the C.C.M. ad was printed in 1953, the notion of an adult riding a bicycle for 

transportation disappeared entirely from my sample. After that point, advertisements representing 

velomobility in Calgary depicted cycling as either a hobby for children, as sport, or as a leisure 
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activity for adults. As indicated in Figure 7.18, I did not find any unambiguous representations of 

people using a bike primarily for transportation6 in Calgary after 1953. Given that bike retailers 

continued to sell bicycles and advertise them, it might be reasonable to interpret the conspicuous 

absence of commuter cyclists from ads as the advertiser’s implicit recognition that the prevailing 

attitude had changed: commuter cycling was no longer something that Calgarians could 

reasonably do, or even something that they might do. The moment of possibility for selling 

bicycles to commuter cyclists had passed. 

 

7.2.4. Using Velomobility 
	
 More often than not, when an advertisement in my sample featured a depiction of cycling, 

the advertiser was not selling a bike. In Calgary, I found sixty-one velomobility-depicting 

advertisements paid for by companies that do not profit from velomobility. In Amsterdam, I 

found forty-nine such ads. In Calgary, most of these advertisements depicted cycling in one of 

three ways: as part of a healthy lifestyle, as a leisure activity, or as a children’s activity. In 

Amsterdam, the thematic content was much more varied.  

 In Calgary, cycling was often portrayed as a part of a healthy lifestyle. In my sample, 

depictions of cycling as a healthy activity first appeared in 1977, a time that corresponded with 

																																																								
6 One advertisement came close. An advertisement for milk in a 1991 edition of Maclean’s attempts to depict the 
“marathon” that is a woman’s day (Maclean’s Magazine, 4 February 1991. The idea behind the ad is that a woman’s 
day is energy intensive and that she requires the energy and nutrients that milk provides. The ad shows the same 
woman performing five distinct, energy-intensive activities: she runs with a child in the middle of the night (she 
wears a nightgown and holds a baby and bottle), she runs with a vacuum cleaner, she runs to work (she is carrying a 
portfolio and wearing a skirted business suit, complete with shoulder pads), she runs to bake muffins, and she rides a 
bicycle with her child (her child sits in a child carrier mounted on the rear of the bike and a bag of groceries sits in a 
basket mounted on the front.) Of course, hauling a child and purchasing groceries should be interpreted as 
transportation. However, given the ad’s intent to represent the entirety of a woman’s day, I am left with the 
impression that the bike ride is occurring during the woman’s leisure time. Her casual attire—she is wearing tennis 
shoes, sweat pants, and a baggy t-shirt—reinforces this interpretation. Therefore, even though this advertisement 
depicts a utilitarian bicycle trip, it seems to frame it in the context of leisure. Understood this way, this 
representation of velomobility is consistent with the other depictions from that era. 
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the rise of recreational cycling in Calgary. An ad for SunLife, a life insurance provider, printed in 

Maclean’s on October 3, 1977, focused exclusively on cycling (Figure 7.37). The text-heavy ad 

ran the caption, “How to pedal your life into shape”. The ad, which spelled out the many health 

benefits of cycling, helped to sell insurance by demonstrating that the company cares about your 

health. A more recent ad, for Centrum’s Advantage line of vitamins, used cycling to depict a 

healthy lifestyle. The ad, printed in the June 11, 2007, issue of Maclean’s, depicts an older 

woman riding a bike along the beach with a riderless bike beside her. A caption above the bike 

asks, “Without your health, where would you be?” The ad ambiguously suggests that the 

woman’s husband is either too ill to ride a bike, or, worse, is dead. This dark ad uses cycling as a 

symbol of health to sell its vitamins which, according to the ad, “helps protect your health today, 

and down the road.” The association of cycling with a healthy lifestyle also helped some 

companies to sell some rather unhealthy products: cigarettes. An advertisement for Belmont 

Milds (Image 7.38), used cycling to portray smoking as a part of a healthy lifestyle.  
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Figure 7.37. Promoting cycling as a healthy activity in Maclean’s.  

This advertisement, for SunLife, a financial planning company that also offers life insurance, 
focuses specifically on cycling. This text-heavy ad explains the benefits of cycling and promotes 
a free booklet available from the company that “offers useful information on equipment and 
riding technique, as well as tips on safety.” By emphasizing proper technique and mentioning the 
need for special equipment, like “[p]roper cycling shoes,” this advertisement reinforces the 
sportive practices of cycling that dominate Calgary’s pathways (as discussed in Part 3). 
Maclean’s Magazine, 3 October 1977 (73).  
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Figure 7.38. Drawing on cycling’s health benefits to sell cigarettes in Maclean’s.  

This ad, for Belmont Milds, uses cycling to demonstrate how their product, cigarettes, can fit 
into a healthy lifestyle. By simply posing a bicycle (a sporty 10-speed road bike) with the models 
in this otherwise blank image, the advertiser invokes notions of thrill, fitness, and fresh air. 
Maclean’s Magazine, 13 June 1977 (16).  
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 As I explained earlier, most depictions of adult cycling in Calgary were recreational in 

nature. One industry drew on recreational cycling’s association with a healthy lifestyle more than 

any other: the housing development industry. Eight out of the sixty-one bike-depicting ads that 

didn’t actually sell bikes were featured in ads for housing developments. As I explained in 

Chapter 4, housing developers in Calgary build multi-use paths through their developments to 

boost the appeal of their properties. Accordingly, cycling was regularly featured in their 

advertisements. For example, the significance of the multi-use paths as a selling point was made 

abundantly clear in an ad for homes in the Ranchlands development, printed in the Herald in 

1977 (Figure 7.39). That ad’s caption stated: “Our parks, trees, bicycle paths and walkways come 

with a wide selection of homes.” Not all ads for housing developments featured cycling this 

prominently, but, as this ad makes clear, developers certainly used the popularity of recreational 

cycling to sell homes. The first bike-depicting developer ad appeared in 1977, two years after the 

development of the multi-use trail, and I found similar ads throughout the sample (the most 

recent in 1999).  
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Figure 7.39. Using recreational cycling to sell houses in the Herald.  

This advertisement, for the Ranchlands development in Calgary, uses its proximity to the 
regional multi-use pathways as a primary selling point for its houses. Notice that the depicted 
cyclists, visible at the top of the ad, appear to be enjoying a leisurely bike ride. Cycling was 
never explicitly featured as a mode of transportation in any of the ads for housing developments. 
Calgary Herald, 1 October 1977 (B26).  
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 In Calgary, as I explained earlier, bike retailers regularly depicted cycling as a children’s 

activity. Importantly, it was also depicted as an activity for children in ads for products that do 

not profit from velomobility. For example, IBM ran an ad in Maclean’s on June 10, 1985, that 

used velomobility to highlight the simplicity of its computers (Image 7.40). The ad, a two-page 

spread, depicted a father teaching his daughter how to ride a bicycle on the sidewalk while a 

mother and two toddlers (both on tricycles) watched enthusiastically from behind. The ad’s 

headline states: “If learning to use a computer worries you, think back to the time when you 

mastered your first two-wheeler.” This ad draws on cycling as a child’s activity to imply that, 

like bicycles, computers are simple to use (once you learn how). 
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Figure 7.40. Depicting cycling as a child’s activity in an IBM ad in Maclean’s.  

This advertisement, for IBM computers, portrays cycling as a child’s activity to remind viewers 
of the adversity that they overcame when learning to ride a bike. Notice that, although the ad 
appeared in 1985, the scene is set in what appears to be a neighborhood in the 1950s (based on 
the automobiles parked in the background). By nostalgically setting the scene in the 1950s, the 
advertiser ensures that the reader is more likely to relate to the cyclist than the parent. By 
comparing cycling to using a computer, the advertiser hopes to convey the simplicity of using 
their product (after one learns how, that is). Maclean’s Magazine, 10 June 1985 (54-55).  
 

 Other companies drew on the notion of cycling as a child’s activity to sell their goods. For 

example, the Calgary Herald regularly used velomobility in its own advertisements. On October 

6, 1969, the Herald ran an ad to recruit employees to deliver its newspapers. The ad depicted a 

graphic featuring an assortment of goods, including a bicycle, a baseball glove, fishing 

equipment, and a record player. That graphic sat above a headline, which read, “A Newspaper 

Route can pay for your son’s hobbies”. The thematic connotation is unambiguous: cycling is a 

child’s activity. The Herald ran a similar ad on June 5, 1979. Instead of recruiting paperboys, 
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however, the advertisement sold classified ads. The ad features a cartoon drawing of a young 

man (possibly somewhere between 16 and 20 years old, given his mature body shape and bell-

bottom jeans) standing, disapprovingly, beside a child-sized bicycle that is obviously too small 

for him. The caption playfully reads, “Size up the situation”. The ad suggests that the young man 

has outgrown his bike (and, perhaps, has outgrown cycling as a hobby) and should sell it using 

the Herald’s classified ads. This advertisement calls to mind an amusing quote by British 

journalist, Tony Parsons: “Bicycles are like masturbation—something you should grow out of” 

(quoted in Furness 2010, 108). 

 The notion of cycling being an activity for kids also came up during my interviews with 

cyclists in Calgary. My interview with Mary and Walter, in particular, drove home the notion 

that, historically, cycling has been seen as a child’s activity in Calgary. While Walter tried to 

explain the popularity of recreational cycling in Calgary, he suggested that although cycling is 

currently popular with adults, it has not always been this way. Our conversation went like this: 

Walter: I think that the younger people have more of that culture than we did at that age. 
You know, when I was your age, I mean, my athletic interests were in such great sports as 
golf, skiing. Biking was the last thing you would think of, unless there was a motor on it. 
 
Mary: But cycling wasn't an adult sport. 
 
Walter: [Agreeing] It wasn't an adult sport.  
 
Jason: Tell me a bit more about that, not being an adult sport. That's interesting to me. 
 
Mary: Well our age group, which is, let's say, over sixty [years old]. Fifty-five, sixty.  I 
mean, I'm seventy, but that's ok. Bicycles were for kids.  
 
Walter: Yeah. 
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As these comments suggest, the notion that cycling is only a child’s activity is not just a 

convenient fiction used in advertisements. It is a very real notion experienced by people like 

Mary and Water.  

 Whereas in Calgary there were some thematic consistencies in portrayals of velomobility, 

in Amsterdam no dominant themes emerged amongst the forty-nine ads. This non-finding is 

significant, however. In Calgary, cycling was regularly used to symbolize health, leisure, and 

children’s activities. In Amsterdam, on the other hand, it was not regularly used to symbolize 

anything in particular. Because cycling is a relatively mundane component of everyday life, it 

makes sense that advertisers might look to other activities to develop thematic imagery in their 

ads. Despite a lack of thematic consistency, I will provide a sample of velomobility-depicting ads 

from my sample to demonstrate the kinds of ads that were published in Amsterdam.  

 Several of the ads depicted cycling as a part of everyday life. In some cases, like an ad for 

Brinta cereal (Figure 7.41), cycling was featured prominently. That ad, printed in de Volkskrant 

in 1963, depicted a man energetically cycling to work while others cycle slowly in the 

background. The advertiser, promoting a breakfast cereal, uses cycling to demonstrate that its 

product will give you the energy you need to take on the day. In a discussion about Dutch 

culture, one participant, Rianne, compared the practicality of cycling to Dutch cuisine, telling 

me, “we only ate because we wanted to have force and power and energy.” This ad demonstrates 

that its cereal proves the force and power and energy necessary for cycling to work.  
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Figure 7.41. Prominently depicting cycling as an everyday activity in de Volkskrant.  

This advertisement seeks to demonstrate that its product, brinta wheat cereal, will provide you 
with the energy you need to get through your day. Here, cycling is representative of the energy 
expended in a normal day. The advertisement’s caption, which refers to the man energetically 
riding his bike to work at 8:00 in the morning, translates to: “He is ready to go… he ate 
breakfast!” Notice that, much like you would see in Amsterdam today, each of the cyclists is 
riding a Dutch style bike and that none of them are wearing helmets or special cycling gear. De 
Volkskrant, 3 October 1963 (12).  
 

 In other ads that depict cycling as an everyday activity, the act of cycling is featured much 

less prominently. In one ad, a promotion for the city of Tilburg (Figure 7.42), cycling is depicted 

in a seemingly accidental way. It appears that a woman on a bike simply rode through in the 

background of the photo. Cycling is so prevalent in most Dutch cities that it would be difficult 

not to depict cycling when shooting a busy streetscape photo.  
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Figure 7.42. Accidentally depicting cycling as an everyday activity in Vrij Nederlands.  

In this advertisements, the City of Tilburg, located near the Belgian border, is promoting itself as 
a modern industrial city (“Moderne Industriestad”). The advertiser is not actively using cycling 
in any thematic capacity, but a cyclist is depicted, perhaps inadvertently, in the background on 
the left-hand side of the image. The woman on the bike appears to be out running errands, 
perhaps purchasing goods at one of the nearby shops. Although this ad does not promote cycling 
as an everyday activity, it demonstrates that cycling is so typical in the Netherlands that it just 
happens in the background without much consequence. Vrij Nederlands, 4 October 1997 (95).  
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 One company, Gasunie, a natural gas provider, drew on the Dutch propensity to cycle 

regardless of weather conditions to demonstrate its product’s importance. Their ad (Figure 7.43) 

uses an image of snow-covered bicycles to highlight the need for heat from natural gas. 

 

 

Figure 7.43. Cycling regardless of weather conditions in Vrij Nederlands.  

Here, Gasunie, a natural gas provider, uses snow-covered bikes to demonstrate the importance of 
natural gas for heating. As I will explain in Part 3, most people in Amsterdam ride their bikes 
regardless of weather conditions, including the occasional snowfall. The caption roughly 
translates to: “Gasunie is already preparing for the harsh winter of 1995.” This ad was printed in 
1987. Vrij Nederlands, 2 October 1987 (10).  
 

 The final ad that I will present here was printed in Vrij Nederland in 1991 (Figure 7.44). 

The ad, which depicted a man riding his bicycle with a briefcase strapped to his bike’s rear rack, 

encourages people to ride a bike to work because it is a non-polluting mode of transportation. 

Unfortunately, it is not clear who paid for the space, leading me to believe that it was some sort 
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of public service announcement. Given the year of publication, 1991, I believe that this ad may 

have been an early part of a promotional campaign associated with the SVV-II, the national plan 

which sought to decrease rates of automobility.  

 

  

Figure 7.44. Promoting cycling as a non-polluting transportation alternative in Vrij 
Nederlands.  

This ad appeared in Vrij Nederlands in 1991. Although it is not clear who paid for the spot, I 
believe that it may have been associated with the SVV-II’s attempts to decrease automobility in 
the Netherlands. The text translates to: “[Going] to work? [It’s] better on the bike! Then you will 
not pollute.” Notice that the man depicted in the image is wearing his work attire and has his 
briefcase strapped to the back of his bike. As this image makes clear, cycling provides easy 
access to the practices of everyday life for professionals. Vrij Nederlands, 1 June 1997 (79).  
 



 391 

 

Chapter 8: On the Role of Culture (Conclusion to Part 2) 
	
	
	
	

“The value of recognizing that culture does not exist is that we can then begin the difficult 
process of understanding how the idea of culture works in and through social relations of 

production and reproduction.” 
 

- Don Mitchell (1995, 112) 
 
 
 

“An analytics of a particular regime of practices, at a minimum, seeks to identify the emergence 
of that regime, examine the multiple sources of the elements that constitute it, and follow the 
diverse processes and relations by which these elements are assembled into relatively stable 

forms of organization and institutional practice.” 
 

- Mitchell Dean (2010, 31) 
 
 

	
	
 After reading Chapters 4, 5, and 6, I may have left you with the impression that 

government policy has shaped the built forms that have enabled everyday cycling in Amsterdam. 

In other words, I implied that government policy caused the high cycling rates in contemporary 

Amsterdam. Although I certainly believe this to be true, it is not the whole story. As the 

advertisements presented in Chapter 7 demonstrate, cycling was integrated into the practices of 

everyday life in Amsterdam long before the invention of cycle tracks and high-tech rain-sensing 

traffic lights. Accordingly, I must investigate the role of culture. 

 I find it difficult to support any argument that suggests that culture causes an effect, like 

high cycling rates. Culture should not be endowed with agency. I believe that culture is better 

understood as the cumulative outcome of myriad simultaneous sociospatial processes. Don 
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Mitchell convincingly argued this point in his controversially titled article, There's no such thing 

as culture (1995). He writes: 

Culture is everything. Perhaps, then, the term ‘culture’ is simply a handy shortcut for 
indicating the range of life that cannot be reduced to economics or politics. Perhaps it is a 
necessary abstraction for understanding the incredible suite of differences that mark the 
world. If that is so, then it becomes too chaotic to have use as an analytic tool; it cannot 
be a medium or level, or even a signifying system to which people refer to make sense of 
their own and other’s lives. Indeed, this in itself argues that ‘culture’ per se does not 
exist, at least not as an internally structured, coherent realm, level, idiom or thing. Rather, 
it is simply a list of activities (106). 

	
As Mitchell makes clear, culture is a term that people use like shorthand to summarize a list of 

activities related to diverse sociospatial practices pertaining to elements of language, religion, 

music, art, commerce, etc. It is not, however, an entity, in the ontological sense, that causes 

effects.  

 There is an analytic benefit to denouncing the causal effect of culture. As Mitchell 

explains, “The value of recognizing that culture does not exist is that we can then begin the 

difficult process of understanding how the idea of culture works in and through social relations 

of production and reproduction” (112). Just like I did with climate and topography, it is 

necessary to look beyond culture and explore some of the specific sociospatial process (and their 

political and regulatory context) that affect cycling, as I have done in Chapters 4, 5, and 6.  

 That said, however, dismissing the role of culture (noun: an ontological entity) does not 

mean that one should dismiss the significance of cultural practices and events (adjective: a list of 

practices that comprise or organize everyday life in a particular time and place). If culture is 

shorthand used to summarize a list of activities or tendencies, then it is important to explore 

some of those events or tendencies and understand how they may have shaped the contemporary 

Dutch propensity for cycling.  
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8.1. Cycling and Culture 
	

8.1.1. Bike Culture in Amsterdam 
	
 According to many of the people that I talked to, people in Amsterdam cycle because 

they’re Dutch. For example, when I asked Luuk and Justin why they ride bikes, Luuk responded, 

simply, “Because we’re Dutch.” For many of the other people that I talked to, riding a bike every 

day makes them Dutch. Consider this conversation with Bram, Jennifer, and Naomi: 

Jason: Do you consider cycling to be a part of your identity? Do you consider yourself a 
cyclist? 
 
Jennifer: It makes us Dutch. 
 
Bram: Yeah, I think so. 
 
Jennifer: It makes us proud to be Dutch. 
 
Jason: So, it's mixed in with being Dutch? 
 
Naomi: Yes. 
 
Bram: Yeah, especially in Amsterdam, I think. It's really a city with a lot of cyclists.  
 

Others made similar comments. When I asked Esther the same question, she responded: “Not 

necessarily. It's just part of life. And so in that sense, if you want to call it self-identity, but I 

think that's true of all Dutch.” Here, Esther suggests that one of the things that all Dutch people 

have in common is the extent to which cycling is integrated into their everyday lives. So, people 

cycle because they’re Dutch and cycling everyday makes them Dutch. It is important to unravel 

this circular logic. Doing so will require a difficult examination of the chicken and the egg that 

are cultural tendencies and built forms. 

 As I will emphasize in Part 3, most of the people that I interviewed in Amsterdam 

explained that they ride a bike because it is practical. When I asked Simone and Thomas, for 

example, why they ride bikes, Simone responded by simply telling me, “Because it's practical. 



Chapter 8: On the Role of Culture 394 

You can go everywhere by bike” (my emphasis). The Dutch are known to be a practical people. 

Rianne explained this to me by drawing an interesting parallel between cycling and cuisine. She 

told me, 

I think that the Dutch have always been a practical people. Always been practical people. 
You can also see it in the kitchen. We don't have—this is true—we don't have stylish 
food. Like, if you go way back, like the 17th century, the French people had like nice 
roasts and wine and they sat and had dinner for hours. And we just had food that you 
could easily make and that you could keep throughout the winter. And we only ate 
because we wanted to have force and power and energy, and not because it was nice and 
cozy, or because you had a meeting with people. It's always been practical in the 
Netherlands. It's true. It's always been practical. And I think bikes are really practical. 
Except when it's raining. But practical still, and then you have ugly raining suits and I 
don't even know why they have to be that ugly. Because they're practical. But ugly. Butt 
ugly.  
 

Dutch food is often considered to be rather bland. Typical dishes are some variation of boiled 

and mashed potatoes and vegetables, often with a small portion of meat. As Rianne explains, 

however, the purpose of the food is not expressly social (people don’t eat “because you [have] a 

meeting with people”) but, rather, “to have force and power and energy”. Dutch food, like Dutch 

cycling, is primarily practical.  

 Another Dutch trait, stated at the risk of making over-generalizations and potentially giving 

offence, is the tendency to be thrifty with one’s money. As I explained earlier, most of the people 

that I interviewed stated that they cycle because it is cheap. When I asked Merel, for example, 

why people in Amsterdam ride bikes, she responded, “It's cheap! It's cheap and it comes 

everywhere. Very cheap.” Another man, Olaf, an elderly Dutch man, made a similar statement, 

but he associated his observation with the Dutch character. He said, “It's cheap. Which is, for a 

Dutchman, very important.”  
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 One man, Rakesh, a recent immigrant to the Netherlands, suggested that, based on his 

observations, the tendency to cycle has much to do with the Dutch character. When I asked him 

why so many people in Amsterdam ride bikes, he told me:  

Actually, it has to do with the Dutch character. Dutch people, they are very—to my 
observation, and I may be wrong—to my observation, Dutch people are very practical, 
very hard working for their work. And also, when it comes to the money, they spend less. 
Not like Irish or English people. When it comes to money they spend less. And they are 
very, very work driven.  
 

As Rakesh has observed, Dutch people are hard-working, frugal, and practical people.1 Given 

these traits, the bicycle seems to be an ideal tool for transportation.  

 There is a common thread that runs through each of these three traits: religion. Beginning 

in the 16th century, a particular form of Christianity came to dominate the Netherlands: 

Calvinism. Calvinists used the doctrine of predestination to suggest that God has pre-selected 

some individuals for salvation, leaving the remainder to suffer eternal damnation. Because there 

is no way of knowing who has been chosen, everyone should act in a way that is befitting of 

someone that has been chosen by God. As a result, protestants, in general, and Calvinists, in 

particular, believe that every moment of every day should be spent working in a way that reflects 

the grace of God. As Max Weber (2002) pointed out, this resulted in the protestant tendency to 

value work as work, rather than as the path to an outcome. Weber wrote: “The God of Calvinism 

… demanded of his own, and effected in them, not individual ‘good works,’ but ‘sanctification 

by works’ raised to the level of a system. The ethical practice of ordinary people was divested of 

its random and unsystematic nature and built up into a consistent ‘method’ for the whole conduct 

of one’s life” (80). Writing specifically about the Netherlands, Weber explained that Dutch 

																																																								
1 A friend of mine, speaking off the record, made a similar comment. He is a Belgian man working in the hospitality 
industry in Brussels. He explained that because of the Dutch tendency to work hard and spend little, most of the 
management positions in the hotels that he has worked for are filled by Dutch people rather than Belgian people. 
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Calvinism “led to an obsessive desire to accumulate capital” (117). The accumulated wealth, 

however, was not to be spent frivolously. Weber explained: “The wealthy man … should make 

use of his wealth for necessary and practically useful things” (emphasis in original, but the 

emphasis serves my point as well) (116). Unfortunately, a full investigation of the influence of 

Calvinism on cycling in the Netherlands is beyond the scope of this dissertation. Let it suffice to 

say, however, that the bicycle fit nicely into the Calvinist method of conducting one’s life.  

 Ria Hilhorst suggested a connection between the popularity of cycling and the dominance 

of the Calvinist ethic in the Netherlands. Our conversation, which is worth citing at length, 

unfolded like this: 

Jason: From what I've read anyway, in the ‘70s there was sort of the environmental angle, 
there was the traffic deaths (especially for children), and there was the energy crisis. But 
those factors maybe could have happened in other cities where the bicycle might not have 
been seen as this obvious transportation alternative. So, what was going on here that 
made the bike so obvious?  
 
… 
 
Ria Hilhorst: I think it has something to do with the way we were brought up in early 
days, our culture. We are Calvinistic. Is that something that makes sense to you? That 
was a former religion. A lot of people were religious in that special religion. And they are 
very: you should be harsh to yourself. Not harsh, but—what is a good word—strict to 
yourself. You should earn your money. Earn it in blood, sweat, and tears. That's Biblish. 
So, not spoil yourself. So, you cycle and not use a car because you can use it, it's good for 
you, it's not expensive. That was another very important thing because we are very on the 
penny, like the Scottish people. We, yeah, well, I think that's right. We don't want to 
spend money on things that we don't think is good for us or whatever. So, that's a few 
things. And cycling is not expensive, of course. And weather is weather. What's the 
problem? You cycle. There's no problem at all. You become strong from it. That's kind of 
a belief. Not spoiling yourself, you're getting strong when you work hard, that's very 
important. Working hard is very, very important. And, well, that's also something: use 
your body because you have it and when you use it. Well, all those things, you are not 
allowed—that was the other thing—to enjoy life, because you had to work for your bread 
and you had to be very sober. Not spoiling, no luxury.  
 
… 
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Ria Hilhorst: [Calvinism] was in our genes, but it's not anymore, I don't think. I think I'm 
the last generation. 
 
Jason: So, you think your generation still had that work ethic? 
 
Ria Hilhorst: Yes, I was brought up like that. 
 
Jason: Oh, you were, ok. And so cycling just sort of fits in there.  
 
Ria Hilhorst: Yeah, it fits in there. It's very [pause] because it's sober, it's no luxury, it 
costs not much money, it's cheap, well, you do exercise, you do work for it, all those 
things. 
 

Ms. Hilhorst’s explanation of the popularity of cycling in the context of the Calvinist ethic is 

compelling. As this brief discussion demonstrates, the prevailing Calvinist work ethic likely 

made the bicycle an appealing transportation option when it was introduced in the late 19th 

century.  

 The ideological interpretation of cycling in the early 20th century may also have helped to 

ensure the staying power of cycling in the Netherlands. Ebert (2004) compared cycling in 

Germany and the Netherlands at the turn of the century. In short, she found that the bicycle was 

associated with modernism in Germany and with nationalism in the Netherlands. In Germany in 

the 1890s, she argues, German cyclists viewed the bicycle “as a symbol of progress and modern 

advanced technologies” (359). To demonstrate that the bicycle was “the most progressive 

machine of the time”, German cyclists organized a race from Berlin to Vienna (358). The race 

directly mimicked a high-profile race contested by horse-mounted military men the year before. 

The cyclists completed the route in “considerably less time” than the horse riders, cementing the 

bicycle’s place, alongside the train, as one of the fastest, most modern machines available (359).  

 In the Netherlands, on the other hand, instead of modernism, the bicycle was associated 

with nationalism. After the unification of Germany in 1870, Ebert explains, many Dutch people 

felt threatened and uncertain of the future of the Netherlands, leading to a surge of nationalist 
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sentiment. Ebert explained that, in 1884, a popular journalist, Charles Boissevain, travelled 

across the Netherlands on his bicycle and wrote about his experiences. Ebert summarizes: 

On his tour, Boissevain claimed, he gained a new sense of space and time, a new sense of 
freedom. His eyes delighted in the beauty of the landscape, his soul strengthened, and his 
blood streamed happily through his veins, purified and enriched. Boissevain travelled 
through the different regions of the country and described the regional differences of the 
Netherlands, but he did so only to resolve them as variations of one national landscape, as 
different expressions of one national heritage (355). 
 

In his account of cycling across the Netherlands, Boissevain compared cycling with ice-skating. 

As Ebert noted, his comparison of cycling with a popular national pastime was not coincidental. 

She explains:  

Skaters claimed that they engaged in an activity that was one of the hallmarks of Dutch 
identity and virtue. Dutch paintings of winter landscapes played an important part in this 
argument. They connected skating closely to the ‘Golden Age’ of Dutch history, the 
seventeenth century. With his equation of cycling and skating, Boissevain established a 
similar link between the cyclist and virtuous Dutchmen from the Golden Age. The 
bicycle was to be the vehicle on which the liberal-minded cyclist regained the strength 
and virtues of the Dutch Golden Age (356). 
 

Through the writings of Boissevain and others, cycling was presented as a Dutch activity. Ebert 

writes, “Cycling was being presented as a way to promote ‘traditional’ Dutch virtues, i.e. 

independence, self-confidence, self-control, balance and consistency, which needed to be 

preserved and reasserted in a changing world” (356). 

 Although speed was an important part of cycling, it was not the focus of Dutch cycling at 

the start of the 20th century. Some racing occurred, but it was largely limited to racetracks. As 

Ebert explains, “cycling was not supposed to be about speeding, it was supposed to be about 

getting in touch with your own national landscape and heritage” (359). The Dutch government 

actually enforced this notion in 1905 when it passed a law that prohibited racing on the streets, 

thereby “spreading their vision of the bicycle as the ‘tool’ and not the sporting device of the 
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Dutch citizen” (360). This stands in stark contrast to Germany, where speed “was always an 

important aspect of cycling. Speed represented progress” (359). 

 The respective ideological framings of cycling in the Netherlands and Germany likely 

affected the rate of motorization in the 1930s. In Germany, the bicycle was a symbol of 

modernization and speed, previously compared to a horse. With the introduction the automobile, 

a much faster, more modern machine, the bicycle quickly lost its ideological significance. In 

Germany in 1935, there were an estimated 16 million bikes and 2.2 million automobiles (Ebert 

2004, 361), a bike to automobile ratio of 7:1. In the Netherlands, on the other hand, the bicycle 

was associated with nationalism and self-control, previously compared to ice skating. The 

automobile did not challenge the bicycle on these grounds and, as a result, the bicycle remained 

ideologically significant. In the Netherlands in 1937, there was an estimated 3.5 million bikes 

and 91 thousand automobiles (Ministry of Transport 1999), a bike to automobile ratio of 38:1. 

Despite strong support for cycling in both countries at the turn of the century, by the start of the 

Second World War, bicycles were much more popular in the Netherlands than they were in 

Germany.  

 By the start of WWII, the role of cycling as a symbol of Dutch nationalism persisted. By 

the end of the war, it had strengthened significantly. The story of cycling during WWII is an 

interesting one that, due to length considerations, I will not be able to describe in much detail 

here. For an interesting account, see Pete Jordan’s book, In the City of Bikes (2013). In that book, 

Jordan presents the bicycle as a symbol of Dutch resilience and resistance. As an example of 

resilience, consider that, as food became critically scarce, Amsterdammers used their bicycles to 

transport as much as 120 pounds of food to the city from neighboring farms (224). During the 

Nazi occupation of Amsterdam, German soldiers were commanded to confiscate bicycles. 
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Amsterdammers resisted, preferring to slash their own tires or throw their bikes into canals rather 

than allowing the Nazis to use their bikes. Jordan cites a flyer printed by the resistance moment 

that stated: “Is there anything these [Nazi] thieves won’t steal from the people? Robbing and 

plundering for the benefit of their war machine. Netherlanders, there is but one answer to give. 

Refuse en masse to surrender your bicycles” (200). Amongst the many atrocities committed 

during the war, the confiscation of bicycles was like salt in the wounds of Amsterdammers. 

Jordan cites a report by a German officer that stated, “Probably no German measure has caused 

such bitterness in all ranks of society as has the confiscation of the bicycles” (201). 

 The bitterness stemming from the Nazi confiscation of bicycles was still fresh in the 1970s. 

In 1974, the soccer World Cup was hosted by West Germany. Dutch fans gathered in Munich and 

sang, “Give me back my bike!” (Jordan 2013, 246). The final match pitted the two teams (West 

Germany and the Netherlands) against each other. During the game, Dutch fans flew banners that 

read, “First return my bike” (246). Unfortunately for those Dutch fans, West Germany won the 

match. Over a decade later, in 1988, West Germany hosted the European championship. After the 

Netherlands emerged victorious over the Soviet Union, thousands of fans chanted, “Grandma, 

we’ve found your bike!” (247). As these examples show, throughout much of the 20th century the 

bicycle has been framed in a nationalist context in Amsterdam. 

 

8.1.2. Bike Culture in Calgary 
	

To maintain the comparative structure contained throughout this dissertation, it is 

important to mirror the discussion about bike culture in Amsterdam with one about bike culture 

in Calgary. The problem, however, is that those ‘cultures’ are largely incomparable, in at least 

three ways. 
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First, when I spoke about bike culture in Amsterdam, I framed it primarily in the context 

of Dutch culture. A parallel discussion of bike culture in Calgary would have to consider cycling 

in Canadian culture. Because of Canada’s relatively young history, its commitment to multi-

culturalism, and its vast landscape2, among other things, it is difficult to pin down a specific 

description of Canadian culture. Although one could likely make a strong case for the inclusion 

of activities like ice hockey or canoeing in a description of Canadian culture, such a description 

would almost certainly not include cycling. Cycling is seldom, if ever, associated with Canadian 

culture. In stark contrast with Dutch culture, cycling in Canadian culture is virtually nonexistent.  

Second, where cycling in Amsterdam can be interpreted as being a part of a national 

culture, cycling in Calgary is better described as being a part of a sub-culture. In that sense, 

saying that there is a cycling culture in Calgary would be like saying that there is a cross-country 

skiing culture, a quilting culture, or a comic book culture in that city. These activities exist, and 

there are groups of people that come together to share their ideas and passions, but they are not 

prevalent across the city like cycling is in Amsterdam. Perhaps the most appropriate comparison 

would be between the so-called bike culture in Amsterdam and the so-called car culture in 

Calgary. Although these two notions are comparable in terms of prevalence, automobility in 

Calgary does not tend to contribute to one’s sense of (national) identity like cycling does in 

Amsterdam. This is based on speculation, however, given that any examination of identity in 

Calgary’s regime of automobility falls well beyond the scope of this dissertation. 

Third, and finally, it is important to recognize that Calgary’s cycling culture is disparate 

and fragmented. Although this observation is premature at this point (I will establish this claim 

throughout the analysis contained in Part 3), it is worth introducing here. In short, cycling in 

																																																								
2 Canada is almost 244 times larger than the Netherlands. Even the small Canadian province of Nova Scotia is larger 
than the Netherlands.  
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Amsterdam is much more homogeneous than it is in Calgary. Whereas, in general, cycling in 

Amsterdam looks pretty much the same throughout the city, cycling in Calgary varies greatly by 

practice (e.g., road cycling, mountain biking, long-distance commuting) and by region (cycling 

looks much different in the trendy inner-city neighborhoods than it does in the suburbs). I will 

elaborate on these observations throughout Part 3. 

	
8.2. Conclusion 

	
 Although the bicycle has been used as a symbol of Dutch nationalism for over a hundred 

years, I do not believe that this ideological framing is responsible for the high rates of cycling 

today. People in Amsterdam do not ride bikes because of some nationalist sentiment. As I 

explained earlier, cycling rates declined heavily after WWII. As Tom Godefrooij told me, in the 

1960s “certainly cycling was looked upon [by transportation planners] as something which was 

bound to disappear”. It is important to remember that the policies of concentrated 

deconcentration expedited what was seen as the imminent demise of cycling in the Netherlands 

by facilitating (and, in many cases, necessitating) automobility. In other words, in the 1960s, 

neither the nationalistic framing of cycling, nor the still-dominant Calvinist work ethic, could 

keep people on bikes instead of in cars. That said, however, I believe that the cultural 

significance of cycling did affect contemporary cycling rates through government policy.  

 As I explained earlier, the 1970s was a turbulent period of several interrelated social 

movements. I believe that the bicycle emerged as an obvious solution to transportation problems 

(as expressed through environmental concerns and concerns for personal safety) because of its 

significance as a symbol of Dutch nationalism and because it was seen as virtuous in a Calvinist 

work ethic. The young adults protesting in Amsterdam’s streets would have been raised by 

parents who suffered through the Second World War and who were raised in a household 
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dominated by a Calvinist work ethic. In other words, those protesters were likely exposed to 

these nationalist and virtuous merits of cycling. This is not to say that protesters advocated for 

cycling because of nationalist or Calvinist sentiments. Because of their exposure to them, 

however, the bicycle was an obvious choice when looking for a safe, egalitarian, non-polluting 

alternative to the automobile.  

 Because so many people across the Netherlands had been exposed to a nationalistic 

framing of cycling and had been raised in a household that (explicitly or not) embraced a 

Calvinist work ethic, policy that supported cycling might have been relatively easy to accept and 

support. In contrast, in most other countries (including Canada) cycling had no ideological 

significance. In fact, if there were ideological connotations given to cycling, then they were 

likely negative ones. The ongoing embrace of modernist sensibilities in cities like Calgary would 

have implied that cycling was a slow, outdated mode of transportation. In this sense, any policy 

that supported cycling might have been seen as regressive. Because, in the Netherlands, so many 

people recognized the merits of velomobility, it was taken up relatively easily by governments at 

every scale of government. The resulting policies, as described in primarily in Chapter 5, 

subsequently enabled cycling for future generations in the Netherlands and directly contributed 

to the high rates of cycling in Amsterdam today. 

 Earlier, I showed that the Dutch State has used cycling to achieve goals related to urban 

density, transportation management, pollution control, and greenhouse gas emission reductions. I 

argued that cyclists were a smaller part of a broader object of governance: citizens. Simply put, 

since its efforts began in earnest in the 1990s, the Dutch State has enabled and encouraged 

everyday cycling amongst its population. Today, people throughout the Netherlands ride a bike 

on a regular basis.  
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 So, do people ride bikes because they’re Dutch? No. People in the Netherlands, as I’ll 

show in Part 3, ride a bike because it is the quickest, cheapest, and easiest way to get around. It is 

vital to recognize that, as I’ve shown throughout Part 2, the Dutch state has worked hard, for 

decades, to ensure that cycling is the quickest, cheapest, and easiest form of transportation. The 

state’s policies may have been enabled or inspired by discourses related to nationalism and a 

Calvinist work ethic, but those discourses are not directly responsible for the high rates of 

cycling in Amsterdam today; the state is. Because the high rate of cycling across the Netherlands 

is such an international rarity, Dutch people today use cycling as a means of national self-

identification. In other words, people don’t ride a bike because they’re Dutch, but because most 

people in the Netherlands ride a bike, cycling has become a way to distinguish Dutch people 

from citizens of other countries.  

 Many people (falsely) assume that cycling in the Netherland has always been the way it is 

today. They might hear stories about the history of cycling in the Netherlands. That is, they may 

hear accounts (accurate ones) about the popularity of cycling in the first half of the 20th century 

and perhaps about the significance of cycling during the Second World War. Then, seeing the 

contemporary popularity of cycling in the Netherlands, they might conclude (again, falsely) that 

it has always been this way. Jennifer, a young adult in Amsterdam, made a strong statement 

along these lines. She told me, “It's just in our blood. We're just made to ride a bike. That's our 

destiny.” Many people, like Jennifer, discount the role of government. The Dutch State has 

intentionally enabled and encouraged everyday cycling through a diverse array of policies 

enacted at every scale. Velomobility is a highly governed activity.  

 A brief summary will help to highlight some of the ways that individuals and institutions 

acting at every scale of government have influenced urban forms and streetscapes in Calgary and 
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Amsterdam. First, in Chapter 4, I showed that policies at every political scale align to enable 

sprawl in Calgary and constrain it in Amsterdam. I showed that the City of Calgary’s 1955 

developer agreements placed the responsibility of designing and developing residential roads 

into private hands. In contrast, Amsterdam’s ground lease system, implemented in 1896, ensured 

that developers, building on public land, must work within the constraints issued by the City. I 

showed that although development around the Calgary area was once overseen by an effective 

regional planning commission, the provincial government dismantled the regional planning 

process in 1995, thereby enabling sprawl beyond Calgary’s already-expansive city limits. One 

project, the CrossIron Mills shopping centre, stood out as the kind of project that might not have 

been allowed prior to 1995. In Amsterdam, because of retail policy enacted at the federal and 

local scales, retail developments outside of the city are almost unheard of.  

 I also highlighted the role of national governments. The Canadian government’s CMHC 

has played an important behind-the-scenes role in promoting and enabling suburban sprawl. The 

Dutch government has played a much more direct role in shaping urban forms. After the policies 

of concentrated deconcentration’s disastrous impact on inter-urban travel, the compact cities 

policy revitalized Amsterdam’s core and encouraged the densification of jobs, homes, and other 

destinations in urban areas throughout the Netherlands. Recently, however, influenced by some 

of the same market-based rationalities that guided the dismantling of Alberta’s regional planning 

commissions, the Dutch federal government has moved away from the policies of compact cities 

and towards the concept of networked urbanism. In Calgary, the alignment of conservatism at the 

local, provincial, and federal scales has enabled policy driven by a market-knows-best 

philosophy to guide urban development. Despite the Netherland’s recent shift towards a roll-out 

form of neoliberalism, the nation’s insistence on democratic participation and consensus creation 
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ensure that policies created within a citizens-know-best philosophy continue to guide urban 

development.  

 Shifting from urban forms to built forms at the street level in Chapter 5, I described 

techniques of governance and the guiding rationalities of governance in each city. I showed how, 

in Calgary, vehicular cycling discourse has dominated transportation planning for the better part 

of four decades. Only recently has this vehicular cycling regime been challenged. The uptake of 

interested cyclist discourse has led to the development of new objects and techniques of 

governance. These new techniques of governance, which include cycling places like bike lanes 

and cycle tracks, are not easily implemented, however. Outdated engineering standards (like 

Canada’s TAC guidelines), legal frameworks (Alberta’s Traffic Safety Act), and political 

challenges hinder the development of this emerging regime of velomobility.  

 In Amsterdam, on the other hand, planning, policies, and politics at every scale of 

government have aligned to promote cycling. Starting with a discussion of calls by activists from 

Stop the Child Murder in the 1970s to plan streets for people instead of automobiles, I showed 

how a traffic calming manual inspired activists in Amsterdam to write the cycling manual that 

would eventually become one of the most influential cycling planning guidelines in the world: 

the CROW manual. Importantly, the development of this manual did not happen in isolation. I 

showed how the national government’s SVV-II created the Bicycle Master Plan, a nationally co-

ordinated effort to conduct cycling-focussed research, fund and build innovative pilot projects, 

and disseminate information to municipalities across the Netherlands. By drawing on design 

elements contained in the CROW manual and by adhering to the principles of Sustainable 

Safety, planners in Amsterdam have built a city designed for cycling.  
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 A visual representation of the vast amount of information presented throughout Part 2 will 

help to contrast the regimes of velomobility in Calgary and Amsterdam. Two figures, Figure 8.1 

and Figure 8.2, below, highlight the impact of plans, policies, and politics at every scale of 

government. Each of the concentric rings represent a different scale of government. Many of the 

policies and plans discussed in Part 2 are labeled in the ‘ring’ that represents the scale of 

government at which they were enacted. Furthermore, each figure has two sides. The left-hand 

side contains the policies and plans that have, broadly, enabled velomobility and the right-hand 

side contains the plans and policies that have constrained it. Although these figures are 

necessarily oversimplified, they should help to summarize the contents of this chapter while 

visually situating each contemporary regime of velomobility in a broader historical and political 

context. 
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Figure 8.1. Summary of multi-scalar influences on Calgary’s regime of velomobility. 

This figure highlights two important points. First, cycling in Calgary is not supported outside of 
the municipal scale of government3. Second, the policies that enable velomobility in Calgary are 
recent developments; the Calgary Transportation Plan and Municipal Development Plan were 
approved in 2009 and the Cycling Strategy was approved in 2011. If I conducted this research 
project five years earlier, then there would be very little to report in terms of municipal programs 
that effectively enable cycling (other than recreational cycling, which has been supported for four 
decades). 

																																																								
3 I have, optimistically, included the Planning Act (which was replaced in 1995 by the Municipal Government Act) 
as enabling velomobility because the Act itself was not detrimental to cycling. Because it existed in period of 
developer-led growth and vehicular cycling philosophy, it did not reach its full potential in enabling velomobility. I 
believe that, were it still in effect today, it would enable planners in Calgary to support velomobility by adhering to 
the principles of smart growth. 
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Figure 8.2. Summary of multi-scalar influences on Amsterdam’s regime of velomobility.  

As this figure makes clear, cycling is broadly supported at every scale of government4. Notably, 
especially in comparison with Figure 8.1, cycling is supported in many different ways at the 
national scale. With the exception of the policies of concentrated deconcentration and, 
potentially, urban network policy5, the Dutch State has, for nearly four decades, utilized policy at 
every scale of government to promote cycling.  
 

 

																																																								
4 This figure does not include Amsterdam’s metropolitan scale of governance (Stadsregio Amsterdam) because it 
has not been discussed in this chapter. Importantly, however, cycling is also promoted and supported at that scale. 
5 Given the tendency for urban network policy to encourage capital flows by dismantling programs like retail policy 
and housing policy, I have listed it as “constraining velomobility”. Importantly, however, because of the widespread 
support for cycling at every scale of government, I doubt that those polices will be especially detrimental for 
cycling.	
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 Although the discussions presented in Part 2 do not do justice to the full complexity of 

each city’s tangled multi-scalar hierarchy of political and economic situations, they should serve 

to demonstrate that regimes of mobility do not operate in a vacuum. By highlighting the myriad 

ways that governmental decisions at each scale of government affect urban forms and 

streetscapes, I hope to have conclusively demonstrated that Calgary’s low rate of cycling and 

Amsterdam’s high rate are influenced by much more than just weather and topography. 

 When I talked to Tom Godefrooij, he was, understandably, proud of what Dutch cycling 

planners have accomplished over the past few decades. He was clear in pointing out, however, 

that there is always room for improvement. While describing the CROW manual, he told me, “I 

always say we do a reasonable job in the Netherlands, but we're not perfect. I refer to the 

Netherlands, when it comes to cycling, as King One Eye in the land of the blind. [He laughs.]”  

 This metaphor, King One Eye in the land of the blind, is fitting. As I have shown 

throughout this chapter, especially during my discussion of the Bicycle Master Plan, the Dutch 

State (King One Eye) has thoroughly researched cycling and the implications of infrastructure 

design (opened that eye). Through initiatives like SWOV’s Sustainable Safety philosophy and 

the CROW manual, planners in Amsterdam have worked hard to implement cycling-friendly 

infrastructure that protects cycling citizens (to govern the King’s subjects). In Calgary, 

meanwhile, the eyes of governance were kept intentionally covered while proponents of 

vehicular cycling successfully argued for the un-governance of cyclists. Only in the past few 

years, with the uptake of interested cyclist discourse, have planners and politicians in Calgary 

challenged the discourse that has blinded them for many decades. It remains to be seen, however, 

how far they’re willing to open their eyes. 
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Part 3: Contemporary Practices of Velomobility 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

“Getting from A to B can be very different depending on how the body moves. Any 
consideration of mobility has to include the kinds of things people do when they move in various 

ways.” 

-Tim Cresswell (2010, 20). 
 
 
 

“An analytics of government is not a ’sociology of rule’ if the object of this is solely actual 
relations of authority and domination. Rather, it is a study of the organized practices through 

which we are governed and through which we govern ourselves, what we shall call here regime 
of practices or regime of government.” 

 
-Mitchell Dean (2010, 28), emphasis in original). 
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Chapter 9: Why do People Ride? Motivations for 
Velomobility 

	 	
	
	
	

“And the people who like to exercise: if they're not out biking, then their thing might be 
volleyball” 

 
-Tony, Calgary 

 
 
 

“None of my friends take the bike because they want to work out. It's just because you want to 
get somewhere fast.” 

 
-Isuri, Amsterdam 

 
 
 
 
 In each city, I asked cyclists, “Why do you ride a bike?” I asked this simple, open-ended 

question early in each interview. Towards the end of each interview, I asked, “Why do other 

people in this city ride bikes?” By asking these two questions separately, I sought to explore any 

discrepancies between a participant’s personal motivations and the motivations that he or she 

might presume guide other cyclists’ practices. Both of these questions elicited a broad range of 

responses. Figures 9.1 and 9.2 present a summary of these responses. These visual summaries are 

based on thematic consistencies1, and these simplified results will help to establish my basic 

																																																								
1 Because the questions asked were open-ended, the categories presented in each of these figures are based on 
thematic consistencies and not necessarily on word choice. For example, responses like “it’s quick” and “it takes 
less time” would be grouped together under, “it’s fast”. These categories were developed solely for the visual 
presentation of results here. Furthermore, any distinct response to a question was tallied. For example, when Anouk, 
a woman in Amsterdam, explained that people there cycle “because it’s the most easy and most quick and most 
cheap way of transport”, each of the three components of her response was tallied separately. Where possible, I have 
tried to use the same categories throughout figures 9.1 and 9.2. However, with respect to the health benefits of 
cycling, I indicate that cyclists in Calgary ride “for health / fitness” and that cyclists in Amsterdam ride because “it’s 
healthy”. As I’ll explain later, this wording is intentional and represents a fundamental difference in motivations. 
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finding that cyclists in Calgary are motivated differently than cyclists in Amsterdam. Analytically 

relevant nuances and tensions within a category will be explored throughout this chapter.  

 

Figure 9.1. Summary of responses to the question, “Why do you ride a bike?” 
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Figure 9.2. Summary of responses to the question, “Why do other people in this city ride a 
bike?” 
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9.1. Primary Motivation in Calgary: Fitness 
	
 As Figures 9.1 and 9.2 demonstrate, the majority of cyclists in Calgary appear to ride a 

bike for health and fitness. This finding is consistent with the City of Calgary’s (2006) 

Downtown Commuter Cyclist Survey Report, which found “exercise” to be the most common 

reason given by commuter cyclists for riding a bike to work (11). Although fitness and leisure 

appear separately in Figures 9.1 and 9.2, these motivations are closely related: cycling is a 

pleasant way to get exercise. Nevertheless, fitness appears to be, in most cases, the primary 

motivation for cycling in Calgary. Consider these immediate responses to the question, “Why do 

you ride a bike?”: 

For the exercise mainly. (Alex, Calgary) 
 
To get exercise and feel better. (Nicolas, Calgary) 
 
Exercise. (Erika, Calgary) 
 
Good exercise. (Lauren, Calgary) 
 
For exercise. For fun. (Catherine, Calgary) 
 
I ride a bike for exercise and to be outside. (Mary, Calgary) 
 
Exercise. Number one. (Ken, Calgary) 
 

Interestingly, each of the passages above are presented in their entirety. These participants gave 

these responses, full stop, and waited for the next question. None of these participants provided 

any additional reasons for cycling. For example, Ken, who responded by telling me, “Exercise. 

Number one”, did not provide a second reason for riding a bike. The directness of these 

responses highlights the dominance of fitness as a top motivation for cycling in Calgary.  

 Several people provided specific details as to why they cycle for fitness, often comparing 

cycling with other fitness activities. For example, I talked to Charlie, a young man out enjoying 
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the sun during a mid-day bike ride on his summer vacation. Charlie explained that cycling is an 

ideal sport because, unlike many other sports, you can do it alone: “Well, I ride a bike just for 

health reasons. Because I realize that with other sports you sort of need to gather a bunch of 

people together. And with bikes, you know, you can do it yourself. Or you can ride in a group 

and do whatever you want. That's one of the main advantages.” Another young man, Matt, 

explained that because cycling happens outside, it provides a more interesting form of exercise 

than that typically available at a gym. He explained, “Mainly, it's a good reason to get outside 

and to get some fitness at the same time. I get kinda bored of going to the gym all the time, and 

this way you get to utilize the outdoors.” Matt was not alone in mentioning the ability to sight-

see while cycling. Vincent related this benefit of cycling directly to exercise, stating, “I don't like 

jogging. So, it's a good way of getting exercise but seeing a lot.” Several other people in Calgary 

compared cycling to running. Often, they specifically explained that they ride a bike because it is 

a low-impact movement that minimizes strains on their joints. Paul, for example, told me that 

cycling is “a good weight-supported exercise”. Similarly, Nicole, a retiree, described her husband 

Bill’s motivations for cycling: “right now, it's fitness for Bill too, because he hurt his knee and 

cycling is better than running or walking.” 

 Several people directly compared cycling with other fitness activities to explain why other 

people in Calgary might not cycle. Paul, an older man that I talked to along the river pathway, 

gave this explanation: “You know, some people just aren't into exercise at all. Other people, I 

mean, they're more gym people or something like that.” Paul’s comment is important because it 

suggests that if the singular objective of cycling is fitness, then people might not cycle for one of 

two reasons. First, if the goal of cycling is to get exercise, then someone who is not interested in 

exercise will have no interest in cycling and will not choose to ride a bike. Second, if a person’s 
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goal is to get exercise, and if there are better ways to burn calories or to build muscles, then the 

person will not choose to ride a bike. Megan, a young lady I talked to in the Bowness area of 

Calgary, echoed this second scenario: “Well, if I want to exercise, I would have to ride much 

longer and faster than maybe go for a short little run, you know? So, in order, like, looking at it 

cardiovascularly, I'd say it's just not as good as running.” 

 The same logic extends from fitness to leisure. If cycling is interpreted as a recreational 

activity, then it is in direct competition with other recreational activities for a person’s time. Tony 

made this point clear when he said, “And the people who like to exercise: if they're not out 

biking, then their thing might be volleyball or their thing might be baseball.” As Tony’s comment 

suggests, for many people in Calgary, cycling is simply just another recreational activity 

available in a city full of outdoor recreational potential.  

 A few people observed the wide-spread popularity of recreational activities in Calgary, 

especially outdoor ones, and used those observations to make general comments about Calgary’s 

‘culture’. For example, Sophie, a woman who works in the health and wellness sector, explained 

that “people ride bikes because Calgary is a pretty active city.” Walter also touched on this point, 

describing his Olympian son as the product of Calgary’s ‘culture’ of activity: “And I, quite 

honestly, think that Calgary is a fairly active city. I think it's culturally active. We have the 

mountains nearby, we have a lot of people that go skiing, for example. And I think it's a good 

way to maintain your fitness level. It becomes a way of life. It hasn't rubbed off for us, but our 

son was a three-time Olympian and two-time world champion [in the sport of skeleton].” 

 Calgary’s proximity to the Rocky Mountains and the popularity of outdoor activities like 

hiking, rock climbing, and skiing may amplify cycling’s status as an outdoor leisure activity. 

Similarly, the legacy of Calgary’s Olympic infrastructure (like the bobsled and skeleton facilities 
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that Walter hinted at, and the Olympic Oval, a speed skating facility) means that Calgary 

continues to be home to several national-level athletic training programs. This too, may amplify 

cycling’s status as an athletic activity or as a form of exercise. As I’ll discuss later (in Chapter 

12), the association of cycling with athletics or fitness has important implications for the ways 

that cycling is done in Calgary, as well as for the equipment that is used. It’s worth pointing out 

that the association of cycling with recreational activities or competitive athletics is not unique to 

Calgary. It seems, to me, rather typical of North American cities. It’s also important to recognize 

that competitive cycling and speed skating are also popular sports in the Netherlands. However, 

as I will show in Chapter 12, the widespread interest in these sports has not transcended the 

practices of everyday cycling in Amsterdam. 

 For many people in Calgary, cycling is an activity that is directly comparable to fitness 

activities like running or going to the gym and with recreational activities like volleyball or 

downhill skiing. For many cyclists in Amsterdam, on the other hand, comparing cycling with 

running or volleyball might seem absurd. Several people in Amsterdam made it abundantly clear 

that although cycling has obvious health benefits, fitness is seldom a motivation for cycling. 

Consider this exchange between Teun, a native Amsterdammer, and Isuri, his Surinamese 

girlfriend: 

Isuri: If you have a bike you can decide your own speed, or your own pace. 
 
Teun: Yep, and you exercise at the same time. 
 
Isuri: Well, I don't do it to exercise. Never. … I never, none of my friends take the bike 
because they want to work out. It's just because you want to get somewhere fast. 
 
Teun: Yep. 
 

Claire, a young woman I talked to in De Pijp, a gentrified neighbourhood in Amsterdam, 

recognized the cumulative health benefits of cycling by observing the relatively trim waistlines 
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of most Amsterdammers. Despite these benefits, she maintained that exercise is not a motivation 

for cycling, saying: “And also, it's healthy. I mean, we don't do it, we aren't, it's not like, ‘I’m 

gonna do some exercise; I'm gonna take the bicycle today.’ But because we always do. I dunno, I 

haven't seen a lot of obese people on the bicycle. Like really heavy. Because we do that at least 

fifteen minutes per day, cycling.” Jennifer was even more direct about the disconnect between 

exercise and cycling. While she explained the reasons that other people ride bikes, she told me, 

“I would like to say that Dutch people like to exercise, but that's not the case.” 

 

9.2. Primary Motivation in Amsterdam: Pragmatism 
	
 Although people in Amsterdam recognize the health benefits of cycling, fitness is not a 

motivation for riding a bike. During my interview with Claire, in Amsterdam, I mentioned the 

tendency for cyclists in Calgary to be motivated by fitness. Her dumbfounded response 

highlights the difference in motivations between cyclists in Calgary and Amsterdam. 

Jason: I do interviews with people in Calgary too, and that's one of the big reasons they 
tell me why they ride a bike: it’s for exercise. 
 
Claire: Not because it's free? 
 

This passage highlights the pragmatic sensibilities that motivate cycling in Amsterdam, a stark 

contrast with the fitness motivations in Calgary. 

 When I asked people in Amsterdam, “Why do you ride a bike?”, participants consistently 

cited pragmatic considerations. Anouk, a middle-aged woman, gave a response that exemplifies 

the responses given in Amsterdam: “because it’s the most easy and most quick and most cheap 

way of transport.” As Figure 9.1 suggested, the majority of responses to that question were a 

permutation of Anouk’s response. In Amsterdam, people ride a bike because it is quick, cheap, 

and easy. Based on the information presented in Part 2, we now know that cycling in Amsterdam 
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is quick, cheap, and easy because it was made to be quick, cheap, and easy through myriad and 

specific policies (i.e., compact cities policy; retail policy), engineering standards (i.e., SWOV’s 

Sustainable Safety philosophy; the CROW manual), political arrangements (i.e., traffic 

commissions), and funding models (e.g., the Bicycle Master Plan) that enable cycling at every 

scale of government. 

 Several people mentioned cycling as the fastest mode of transport but the quickness of 

cycling was interpreted in different ways. When I asked why she rides a bike, Anke responded by 

telling me, “Because it's fast. It's really the fastest way to get everywhere.” For Anke, cycling is 

fast because it takes the least time to arrive at a destination. Danique explained, “Because it's 

easy to go from one place to another place. It's fast, so you can go whenever you want. You don't 

have to wait for a bus or whatever. That's the reason.” For Danique, who explains that she prefers 

to hop on a bike rather than wait for public transit, cycling is fast because it is immediate. For 

others, cycling is fast because the motion of velomobility is more continuous than other travel 

modes. Consider this exchange between Justin and Luuk: 

Justin: It's getting more and more and more busy in traffic. So, it's easier to go on a bike 
because you get faster where you want to go. If you take a car, it will take forever to get 
somewhere. 
 
Luuk: For instance, if you have a traffic light, maybe four or five cars are going across 
when it's green. But bikes, maybe twenty, thirty. So, it's faster and its easier because 
you're more flexible because on a one direction road, on a bicycle just, phhhh, both ways 
you go. 
 
Justin: I’m going home right now, and I'm home in like ten minutes. But if I go by car, it 
will take me thirty minutes.  
 

As these passages indicate, cycling in Amsterdam is fast in terms of the total time it takes to 

travel to a destination, in terms of the immediacy of movement, and in terms of continuity and 



Chapter 9: Why do People Ride? 422 

flow. It is important to recognize that the CROW manual demands cycling infrastructure that is 

direct, cohesive, and continuous. Cycling in Amsterdam is quick by design. 

 Many people cited the low costs of cycling when they explained why people in Amsterdam 

ride bikes. Merel, for example, compared cycling to the cost of taking a bus: “It's cheap. It's 

cheap and it comes everywhere. Very cheap. When you go with the bus it costs €5.70 [for a one-

way ticket]. Not everyone has that.” Others mentioned the low costs of bicycles themselves. 

Anna said, “And it's cheap. Like, you don't have to get a bike for four hundred euros. You could 

get one for fifty. And you can fix it yourself.” Rahul compared the costs of buying a bike to the 

monthly costs associated with public transit. He said, “First of all, its cheaper. If you go and get 

the public transportation, the monthly card is almost one hundred euro. And I told you it's [his 

bike] thirty euros so I'm not worried about if somebody's gonna steal this bike.” Yorick 

mentioned the costs associated with parking a car. He told me, “if you go by car through the city, 

then you have to park the car, and it costs you five euro an hour. And the bike costs nothing. But 

that's the reason, I think, nobody—almost nobody—goes by car into the city.” Compared to 

every other mode of transportation (with the exception of walking), cycling is the cheapest way 

to get around Amsterdam. Importantly, cycling is cheap, especially in comparison with 

automobility, because of political struggles that have successfully implemented measures to 

restrict automobility. As I discussed in Chapter 6, parking prices are intentionally high in 

Amsterdam, especially in the city center, to discourage automobile use. Cycling is cheap in 

Amsterdam, because other modes of transport were made to be expensive.  

 The most common motivation for cycling is its ease. Luuk’s response was typical: 

“Because it's a really very easy way to travel in Amsterdam.” Others were more specific. Amy, 

for example, associated the ease of cycling with its door-to-door nature. She explained, “And, it's 
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easy. I mean, you don't, by car you can't get everywhere. And public transport, sometimes it’s a 

walk for a long time because you can't get to the door. And I think with the bike you can get from 

door to door. It's the easiest way.” Others, like Lars, compared the ease of cycling to the hassle of 

driving a car, especially with respect to finding a parking spot. He said, “I had a car myself and 

the bike is much faster to come somewhere. And it’s difficult to park a car. And Amsterdam's a 

small city and it brings you easy from one place to another.” Some people, like Esther, 

mentioned the ease of being on a bike. She explained that people in Amsterdam might ride a bike 

“to enjoy the city and to get around the city in a comfortable and convenient and easy-going 

way”. For Esther, cycling is not just easy because it lacks complications, but also because it 

facilitates relaxed, care-free, easy-going travel. Once again, it is important to stress the 

significance of the CROW manual. By adhering to designs outlined in the CROW manual, 

planners in Amsterdam ensure that trips by bike are easy by designing bike infrastructure that is 

direct, attractive, and comfortable (to name just three of the five requirements of bike 

infrastructure). Cycling in Amsterdam is easy by design. 

 To understand the popularity of cycling in Amsterdam, it is vital to recognize that cycling 

is quick, cheap, and easy because it was made to be quick, cheap, and easy. This is a message 

that I will emphasize throughout the remainder of this dissertation. Although many of the people 

that I interviewed in Amsterdam appeared to take the city’s infrastructure for granted, some, like 

Martijn, recognized the importance of infrastructure in facilitating quick and easy cycling. 

Martijn told me, “Well, my sense is that it is being made very easy and that has everything to do 

with the infrastructure. Because if you didn't have all the bike paths—and there are a lot of kinds 

of bike paths of course—but if you didn't have them, period, then, I mean, then using your bike 
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like this wouldn't exist, I guess. And now that it does exist and everybody's kind of honed into it, 

you know, then you just pick it up and you go along with it.” 

 The fact that cycling is so quick, cheap, and easy is easily understood given the 

information presented in Chapters 4, 6, and 5, respectively. First, cycling is quick, in part, 

because of elaborate plans to contain urban sprawl. As I explained in Chapter 4, in Amsterdam, 

and in the Netherlands in general, the density achieved through policies like the compact cities 

policy intentionally and effectively minimized distances between destinations. By minimizing 

distances between destinations, these policies made cycling quick. As I summarized in Chapter 6, 

the referendum held in Amsterdam in 1992 ensured that planners and policy makers had the 

mandate to do whatever was necessary to restrict automobility in the city, including increasing 

the costs of automobility. These policies made cycling cheap. Finally, the development of the 

Sustainable Safety philosophy and the CROW manual led to the wide-spread development of 

safe cycling infrastructure. As Ria Hilhorst, told me: “We have a lot invested in cycling and the 

cycling facilities. Like, we have a large bicycle network. … at this time, about 90 percent of our 

city is bicycle friendly. …  it's about five hundred kilometres of separated bicycle paths—

separated from other traffic, I mean.” Because 90 percent of the city is bike friendly (accessible 

by separated bicycle paths), everyday trips, like those made to work, to a grocery store, or to a 

pub, are safe and hassle-free. Often, people can make these door-to-door trips without ever 

interacting with a moving vehicle. SWOV’s Sustainable Safety philosophy and the CROW 

manual made cycling easy. The pragmatic motivation for cycling in Amsterdam was enabled by 

decades of work conducted by activists, citizens, planners, and politicians at every scale of 

government.  
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9.3. Environmental Motivations 
	
 Environmental motivations for cycling stand out not for the frequency at which they were 

mentioned, but, rather, for their significance in conversations about urban sustainability, which 

often contain discussions about cycling. As Figures 9.1 and 9.2 demonstrate, environmental 

reasons are infrequently cited as motivations for cycling. However, similar to mentions of health, 

the context of those mentions varied significantly between cities.  

 When environmentalism was mentioned in Calgary it often appeared to be a significant 

motivation for cycling. One woman, Catherine, whom I interviewed along with her friend Julia, 

made this motivation especially clear when I asked them why they cycle: 

Jason: Why do you ride bikes? 
 
Catherine: For exercise. For fun. 
 
Julia: Same. Exercise and fun. 
 
Catherine: And for a way of cutting down on driving and carbon emissions.  
 
Jason: Ok, so there's an environmental aspect? 
 
Catherine: Yeah, you betcha. You betcha. 
 

Charlie, the young man who mentioned the benefits of being able to cycle alone, made a similar 

comment in his response to the same question. He told me, “Well, I ride a bike just for health 

reasons. … The other is environmental reasons. Because we live in Calgary and we always focus 

on the oil and petroleum economy, but we need to learn how to control our environmental 

footprint as well. And biking is just one of the main ways to do that.” Notice that, like Catherine, 

Charlie mentioned health before environmentalism. However, in both of these cases, 

environmental considerations were mentioned explicitly as a strong secondary reason for 

cycling.  
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 For one woman, Rachel, her awareness of environmental issues was the primary reason for 

cycling: 

Rachel: Well, I used to live basically right across the river here, and work downtown. 
And then I bought a place in the suburbs and I was carpooling with three other people, 
and then their office moved. … And I just didn't, I couldn't justify driving one person in a 
car. 
 
Jason: On what grounds couldn't you justify it? 
 
Rachel: Well, I've just always been sensitive when it comes to environmental, like, being 
sensitive to environmental issues. And we all know cars are one of our bigger problems, 
so I kind of took it on as a personal challenge to ride to work. 
 

In this passage, she describes her environmental awareness as a motivation and then describes 

cycling as “a personal challenge”. This wording is significant. The “challenge” of cycling 

suggests that her cycling is motivated by the accompanying environmental benefits rather than 

the pragmatic justifications of speed, cost, and ease. 

 In Amsterdam, much like health, environmentalism was mentioned as a benefit of cycling, 

but not as a motivating factor. Environmental benefits stem from the everyday use of bicycles, 

which is motivated by pragmatism. Often, the benefits of cycling were mentioned after the 

pragmatic reasons of convenience and ease. Leon, for example, touted the efficiency of cycling 

before mentioning the environment: “Because here, everywhere there is paths for the cycle. So, 

it's very efficient. You can go through the cars. It's good for the environment.” Another man, 

Pieter, also mentioned the environmental benefits of cycling after highlighting the convenience 

of cycling. He said, “I always go by bike, in the city at least. And outside the city I often take a 

bike as well, because it's so convenient. It's not polluting. It's an exercise.” For Pieter, cycling has 

the benefit of being a non-polluting mode of transport and it provides health benefits, but the 

primary reason that he cycles is because it is convenient. 
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 As with the discussions of health, several people in Amsterdam went out of their way to 

explain that although cycling has obvious environmental benefits, those benefits are not the 

motivation for cycling. Lise and Ruben made this clear at the end of the interview. 

Jason: Ok, well that's all my questions. Is there anything that I didn't ask about that I 
should understand, either about the politics or the culture or anything else, that I need to 
understand about cycling in Amsterdam? 
 
Lise: I never thought about it distinctly so let me think. 
 
Ruben: It doesn't have anything to do with the environment.  
 
Lise: No, we're not green. 
 
Ruben: Maybe you think that we all want to save the planet by riding a bike instead of 
taking a car, but that's not an issue here. 
 

The unprompted nature of Lise and Ruben’s comments highlights their significance. (They 

obviously feel strongly about this point.) Claire made a similar comment. She explained: 

“[Cycling is] better for the environment. But, you know, we don't really care about that. If we 

were, if it was more convenient to go by car, we would. Not because of the environment.” Again, 

as these comments demonstrate, we see that, in Amsterdam, the pragmatic benefits of riding a 

bike outweigh other motivations, such as the health and environmental benefits of cycling. In 

Calgary, on the other hand, because of the pragmatic limitations of cycling (it is not particularly 

quick, cheap, or easy) motivations such as exercise and environmental conviction dominate.2 

																																																								
2 As mentioned earlier, to explore discrepancies between personal motivations and the perceived motivations of 
others, I asked each person why he/she rides a bike and why other people in that city ride bikes. When I conducted 
similar interviews in Germany in 2012 with forty-seven cyclists in Berlin, Munich, and Freiburg, environmental 
concerns were never a primary reason given for cycling (Ponto 2015). Interestingly, however, environmentalism was 
mentioned, relatively often, as a reason given for why other people cycle. This implies that people in those cities do 
not cycle for environmental reasons, but they assume that other people do cycle for environmental reasons.  
 Based on these findings, I expected similar findings in Calgary. That is, I expected to see practical reasons 
emphasized during explanations of personal motivations and environmental reasons emphasized during explanations 
of others’ motivations. This was not the case, however. Environmental justifications were given as personal 
motivations at a frequency that was roughly equal to others’ motivations.  
 Although this dissertation examines only two cases, Calgary and Amsterdam, it is interesting to speculate 
on how discussions of environmental motivations compare to the German cities mentioned above. In Amsterdam, 
the bicycle is so quick and easy that pragmatic motivations dominate the conversation. Environmental benefits are 
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9.4. Perceived Barriers to Cycling 
 

 Just as motivations for cycling varied between cities, so too did perceptions of barriers to 

cycling. During each interview, I asked, “Why do you think that some people in this city do not 

ride a bike?” The responses to this question are summarized in Figure 9.3. 

 

																																																								
recognized, but are insufficient motivational factors to outweigh the quickness, ease, and low costs of cycling. In 
Calgary, the bicycle is relatively difficult to use: distances are long, traffic can be dangerous, and many places are 
inaccessible by bike. For those reasons, motivations like health and environmentalism dominate over pragmatic 
ones. However, when perceptions of others’ motivations are discussed, environmental motivations remain relatively 
scarce compared to Berlin, Munich, and especially Freiburg (see Ponto 2015). Urban cycling infrastructure (taken 
here to exclude recreational facilities like Calgary’s river pathway system) is, generally speaking, safer and more 
comprehensive in those German cities than it is in Calgary. Accordingly, cyclists in those German cities cite 
pragmatic reasons as their own motivations more often than in Calgary. In Germany, however, environmental values 
are much more widespread than they are in Calgary, as demonstrated by the fact that, as of 2013, sixty-three of the 
631 seats of the German federal parliament are controlled by the Green Party (which has held seats in the parliament 
since 1983). Because of the relatively widespread acceptance of the importance of environmental protection in 
Germany, many people there appear to believe that environmentalism is a primary motivation for cycling. In 
Calgary, on the other hand, environmentalism is much less common, and issues of environmental justice are often 
ignored or even downplayed. For many people in Calgary, an economic conservative stronghold, the benefits of a 
thriving oil and gas sector far outweigh environmental considerations. Because environmentalism (which is often 
considered a fringe or even extremist position in Calgary) is much less common in Calgary than it is in Germany, it 
stands to reason that people would mention it less frequently as an explanation for why other people ride a bike.	
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Figure 9.3. Summary of responses to the question, “Why do you think that some people in 
this city do not ride a bike?” 
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 The reasons for not cycling in Calgary are notable for their range. (In Amsterdam, it 

appears that there are fewer reasons not to ride a bike.) Most cyclists in Calgary didn’t hesitate to 

list several significant barriers to cycling. More often than any other response, however, 

participants cited a fear of cycling3 as the reason that other people don’t ride bikes in Calgary. 

When I asked Catherine and Julia why some people in Calgary don’t ride bikes, Julia responded, 

“I think fear, for some people. For sure.” Another man, Harry, explained, “Well, I'd have to use 

my work colleagues as an experience to that. So, the thought of [cycling] frightens them.” 

Another man, Ben, also highlighted the fear of cycling that commonly dissuades people in 

Calgary from riding a bike: “I'm sure that some people are like, they're scared to do it.”  

 Fear was not just speculative. Many of the people that I talked to in Calgary admitted to 

being scared on their bikes. My conversation with Victoria, for example, highlighted her fear of 

cycling: 

Victoria: When I'd go on bike rides, it was more like to enjoy and just get a bit of 
exercise. And I'd go onto the pathways on Lindsay Park. But go on the bike pathways, 
which are nowhere near traffic. Like, I honestly hate biking in traffic. It scares me.  
 
Jason: You're not the only one. 
 
Victoria: Who doesn't want to die?! 
 

Here, we see that Victoria, like most of the people that I interviewed in Calgary, is motivated by 

fitness to ride a bike. Where she bikes, however, is limited by her fear of riding with automobile 

traffic. Given the inevitably high severity of injuries that would result from a collision with a 

motor vehicle, her fear is not unjustified. Several people pointed out cyclists’ vulnerability on the 

road. Robert, for example, told me, “[Y]ou don't have a frame around you. You're basically out in 

																																																								
3 Dave Horton’s (2007) observations about the social construction of a “fear of cycling”, as discussed in Chapter 1, 
are relevant here.  
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the open and if you hit another cyclist, or, God forbid, hit a car, that's a no win situation for a 

cyclist.” 

 One particular conversation struck me as exemplary of the fear that many people in 

Calgary feel and of the risk mitigation strategies that they adopt to alleviate some of that fear. I 

interviewed Harry, an Englishman who commutes from his home on the south side of Calgary to 

his job at the Calgary International Airport (a twenty-five-kilometre journey). I asked Harry 

about his thoughts about cycling and safety. 

Jason: Tell me a bit about cycling and safety. Do you feel safe on a bike? 
 
Harry: No. 
 
Jason: No? 
 
Harry: No. 
 
Jason: But you do it anyway?  
 
Harry: Yes. 
 
Jason: So, how do you manage the risks then? 
 
Harry: Well, quite frankly, I enjoy it. 
 
Jason: So, it's worth it? 
 
Harry: Absolutely, yeah. But I manage to ameliorate the road use by staying on the bike 
paths most of the time. I try to avoid being on the roads and so I’m extra cautious when I 
am on the roads. I always make eye contact with the drivers. But, do I feel safe? Not on 
the roads. No, to be honest, they're pretty bad. 
 

Here, we see that Harry does not feel safe on a bike. Despite the anxiety that must accompany 

this unsafe feeling, Harry commutes nearly fifty kilometres (round-trip) to work and back each 

day. To ensure his safety, he adopts several strategies, including choosing a safe route, wearing a 

helmet and bright colours, and by making eye contact with drivers. I will describe strategies like 

Harry’s later in Part 3, when I discuss where people ride (Chapter 10), what equipment they use 
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(Chapter 11), and how they ride (Chapter 12). For now, know that, in Calgary, fear is a 

significant barrier to cycling and, for those who cycle anyway, fear shapes the ways that people 

ride a bike.  

 It is important to remember that, as outlined in Chapter 5, support for vehicular cycling has 

dominated the cycling scene in Calgary for several decades. People like Victoria, Robert, and 

Harry would obviously disagree with the engineers and the vocal activists that tend to advocate 

for vehicular cycling. Unfortunately, the voices of people like them (the interested but concerned 

cyclists) have, until very recently, not been heard. Decades of planning practices that embrace 

vehicular cycling philosophy have left cyclists to fend for themselves on streets that are full of 

large, speeding automobiles.   

 When I asked about the reasons for not cycling in Amsterdam, the responses given were 

significantly different from those in Calgary. The participants that I interviewed were often 

visually taken aback by the question4 and appeared to be hard-pressed to think of a reason not to 

ride a bike. Several people responded by alluding to the abnormality of not cycling. Danique, for 

example, explained that everyone she knows has a bike (and, presumably, uses it for 

transportation). She responded to the question this way: “Good question. I think they don't have a 

bike and they use public transport. But actually in my surroundings, all my friends—everyone—

has a bike. When you don't have a bike, it’s: ‘Why don't you have bike? Buy one. Get one.’” 

Similarly, another woman, Eline, recognized that most people in Amsterdam have (and use) a 

bike. When I asked Eline why people in Amsterdam might not ride a bike, she explained, “I think 

																																																								
4 When I asked people in Amsterdam why some people might not ride a bike, they often looked at me with a hint of 
incredulity or disbelief. It was as though they couldn’t comprehend life without a bicycle. I might have gotten a 
similar response from typical, non-cycling Calgarians by asking, “Why don’t some people in Calgary drive cars?” 
This hypothetical respondent might first point out that he or she doesn’t know anyone who doesn’t drive a car. 
Second, they might point out that life is incredibly impractical, verging on impossible, without a car. This is how 
most of the Amsterdammers that I talked to felt about their bikes. 
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most of them don't have a bike over here. Because I assume, I'm not sure, but I assume that 95 

percent of people that live here, that they have a bike. It's like when you rent a room here, the 

first thing you do is you rent a room and the second things is that you rent a bike.”  

 When asked why other people might not ride a bike, people in Amsterdam tended to 

describe the specific conditions under which someone might temporarily choose another mode of 

transport. This is significantly different from the responses given in Calgary, where people 

tended to explain why someone might never take a bike. The most common reason given for not 

riding a bike in Amsterdam was that a bike is inappropriate for inter-city travel. Leon, for 

example, explained, “[If] they have to drive to another city, or maybe another country, then they 

need the car of course.” It is common for people in the Netherlands to live and work in different 

cities (due, in part, to the lasting effects of concentrated deconcentration). Lars alluded to this 

situation when he described the need to commute to another city as a reason why other people 

might not cycle. He responded, “[If] they work outside of Amsterdam. I think that's the main 

reason. Because as far as I know, that's the only reason. Of course, even if people have a car, they 

use the bike here in Amsterdam.” Although Leon and Lars describe why some people might not 

ride a bike, the message that underlies their comments is that the bicycle is the best way to travel 

inside of Amsterdam. It is only when leaving the city that other modes of transport, like an 

automobile, might be considered.  
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Chapter 10: Where do People Ride? Sociospatialities of 
Velomobility 

 
	
	
	

“It’s a big struggle because you feel like you don’t really belong anywhere.” 
 

-Hailey, Calgary 
 
 
 

“The cyclists are the boss.” 
 

-Marco, Amsterdam 
 
 
 
 
 Tim Cresswell (2010) asks, “What route does it take?” (24). He explains, “Mobility is 

channeled. It moves along routes and conduits often provided by conduits in space” (24). As 

Byron Miller and I have suggested (Miller and Ponto, 2016), it is important to ask about the 

sociospatial co-constitution of the spaces that channel mobility. In this chapter, I will draw on the 

TPSN framework to explore the sociospatial co-constitution of the routes that people in each city 

take with their bikes. I will describe the types of destinations to which people cycle and where 

they ride to get to those destinations. Given the significantly different motivations for cycling 

that dominate in each city (fitness in Calgary and pragmatism in Amsterdam), it might come as 

no surprise to learn that, as I will show, different kinds of routes dominate cycling in each city. 

This chapter also emphasizes the notion of place, demonstrating that, in Calgary, cyclists are 

typically out-of-place, while, in Amsterdam, cyclists almost always have a place.  
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10.1. Places in Amsterdam: Everyday Destinations 
	
 As I demonstrated in the previous chapter, people in Amsterdam are pragmatically 

motivated to cycle. The relative speed, low-cost, and ease of cycling help to make it a highly 

practical form of mobility. That practicality is further evidenced by the range of places to which 

people in Amsterdam take a bike. In each interview, I asked, “What kinds of places do you take 

your bike to get to?” In Amsterdam, respondents made clear that they went everywhere in the 

city on a bike. Interestingly, these claims to cycling everywhere were made in three distinct 

ways: by appealing to the sociospatial dimensions of place, territory, and network. 

 Most often, people in Amsterdam indicated that they cycle everywhere by producing a list 

of places to which they ride a bike. Because most places in Amsterdam are relatively near to one 

another (thanks to compact cities policy), and because they are connected by safe cycling 

infrastructure (thanks to the CROW manual and Sustainable Safety philosophy), people in 

Amsterdam can access almost anything required in their daily lives quickly, safely, and easily on 

a bicycle. When I asked Tessa, an obviously pregnant woman, originally from Germany, about 

the kinds of places that she cycles to, she responded, “Let's see. I would say: downtown, work, 

lunch places, coffee places, friends. Just everywhere.” Anouk also responded by providing a list 

of places: “Everywhere. My son's school, work, train station, friends, café, university.” Lars 

made a similar statement. He responded, “To all kinds of places! To friends’, to work, 

supermarket. Everything on the bike.” As these comments demonstrate, people in Amsterdam go 

everywhere on a bike. For Tessa, Anouk, and Lars, however, “everywhere”, is a collection of 

places.  

 Another man, Pieter, made a similar comment, but added another dimension of 

sociospatiality. He responded to the question by telling me, “My work. And to friends. 
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Restaurants. Cinema. Shop. Anything within the city. Anything I do in the city, I always take the 

bike.” Although Pieter lists places in the city, his comment, “anything within the city,” 

demonstrates that, for him, “everywhere” has a territorial aspect of sociospatiality. That is, 

anywhere within city limits is potentially a place to which he might cycle. Like Pieter, Jasper, a 

man I interviewed while he waited for his date to arrive, combined notions of place with notions 

of territoriality. He responded, “Well, from and to work. Home. Friends. I'm meeting a girl here 

at the café, so, you know, for eating, for drinking, for all kinds of social events. As long as it's in 

Amsterdam, usually it’s the bike.” Here, by mentioning “[a]s long as it’s in Amsterdam”, Jasper 

is appealing to a territorial aspect of sociospatiality. Others appealed to territoriality exclusively. 

Nadine, for example, responded, “To everywhere. Everywhere I go in Amsterdam.” Sanne made 

a similar comment, saying “Mostly in Amsterdam.” Olaf made a territorial claim to cycling 

everywhere in Amsterdam when I asked if there were any places that he would not take bike to 

get to. He responded, “No. I just ride a bike in town. Not outside of it.” As with the appeals to 

place, these comments demonstrate that people in Amsterdam tend to go everywhere on a bike. 

By appealing to territorial aspect of sociospatiality, however, Pieter, Jasper, Nadine, Sanne, and 

Olaf are qualifying “everywhere” by describing a bounded spatial territory: the City of 

Amsterdam.  

 Several people alluded to networks when they explained that they ride everywhere. 

Typically, references to a networked aspect of sociospatiality made mention of Amsterdam’s vast 

network of cycling infrastructure. Tessa, for example, told me, “Well, here [cycling is] just a lot 

more handy. You know, you can take the bike everywhere. You can put your bike everywhere. 

There's all the bike paths on the side.” By associating the ability to “take the bike everywhere” 

with “all the bike paths”, Tessa is describing the network of infrastructure that enables her to 
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cycle everywhere. Leon also mentioned infrastructure when I asked him about the places to 

which he rides his bike. He responded, “Everywhere there is a path or a cycle way.” By 

describing his dependence on cycling infrastructure this way, Leon demonstrated that networks 

are sociospatially relevant to cycling everywhere. Another person, Sara, also referred to 

networks, but in a way that did not specifically include infrastructure. When I asked about the 

places that she goes to on a bike, she responded, “My life radius. And if it's outside the city I take 

the train or go by other one's cars. But within the city, I do everything by bike.” Here, Sara 

makes a sociospatial claim rooted in territoriality (“within the city, I do everything by bike”), but 

her reference to her “life radius” adds an additional dimension of sociospatiality. Because her life 

radius cannot be defined by political borders (that is, territorially) and because she does not 

specifically list places, I interpret her “life radius” as the span of the network through which she 

accomplishes day-to-day tasks. Sara goes everywhere on a bike, but, for her, “everywhere” is 

construed as her network of daily activities (a network that is enabled by safe and continuous 

cycling infrastructure). 

  



Chapter 10: Where do People Ride? 439 

 

 

Image 10.1. Cycling along the Overtoom in Amsterdam.  

The density of destinations and the availability of safe infrastructure throughout the urban fabric 
ensure that everyday places are accessible by bike in Amsterdam. In this photo, cyclists move 
along a grade-separated cycle track that runs parallel to a major road, the Overtoom. Like most 
streets in Amsterdam, the Overtoom is lined with an assortment of shops, services, restaurants, 
bars, cafés, and supermarkets. The cycle track shown here provides easy access to all of the 
places along the Overtoom. 
 

 As these passages demonstrate, people in Amsterdam tend to cycle everywhere on a bike. 

Importantly, however, “everywhere” is sociospatially polymorphic. People cycle to all kinds of 

places, throughout a territory, and across a network. 

 

10.2. Places in Calgary: River Pathways 
	
 With respect to the types of places to which people ride, once again, differences dominate 

the comparison of cycling in Calgary and Amsterdam. The following conversation that I had with 
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Vincent, whom I interviewed near the river pathway near downtown Calgary, highlights many of 

these differences.  

Jason: What kinds of places do you ride to most often? 
 
Vince: Most often, I would say, in town. But all around town. But I like to make a pit stop 
at Princess Island or Glenmore Landing, somewhere where it's a nice little pit stop to 
enjoy the scenery. My bike very seldom sees rain. So, it's more of a, for me, a luxury, 
something that I want to do. A pastime that I want to do, instead of having to do. 
 
Jason: So, when you go to places like restaurants or bars or anything, do you take your 
bike? 
 
Vince: Very seldom. Very seldom, no. Nope, I've usually ate before I've come out for the 
ride. 
 
Jason: So you ride mostly just for recreation? 
 
Vince: Just recreation, yep. 
 

This conversation is important because it highlights differences between cycling spaces in 

Calgary and Amsterdam while representing different dimensions of sociospatiality. Early in the 

passage, Vincent tells me that he cycles “all around town”. At first glance, this appears to be 

similar to the territorial responses that people in Amsterdam gave about cycling everywhere in 

Amsterdam. Vincent also mentions several of the places that he visits on a bike, including 

Princess Island and Glenmore Landing. Again, at first glance, this might appear to be similar to 

the list of places that people in Amsterdam gave when they explained that they cycle everywhere. 

As the conversation develops, however, it becomes clear that Vincent cycles almost exclusively 

along the river pathway system. This realization informs the important sociospatial differences 

between Vincent’s claim to cycle “all around town” and the claims to cycle “everywhere” in 

Amsterdam. The places that Vincent visits are almost exclusively parks or rest stops along the 

river pathways, not everyday destinations like cafés and grocery stores. The network that he 

travels through is comprised almost exclusively of pathways surrounded by nature, not by streets 
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lined with stores, cafés, and businesses. Finally, his reference to territoriality appears to imply the 

territory that contains the pathway system. Although this is certainly a territorial reference to the 

City of Calgary’s footprint, it is slightly different from those territorial references to the City of 

Amsterdam. The people interviewed in Amsterdam used territoriality inclusively; all of the 

territory was accessible by bike. In contrast, Vincent used territoriality to demonstrate the bounds 

of the pathway network, omitting the vast majority of the territory as a result. 

 In general, the people that I interviewed in Calgary seldom cycle to places. The obvious 

exceptions to this claim are those who cycle to and from work: the commuter cyclists. Several 

people told me that their cycling consists almost exclusively of riding to and from work. When I 

asked, “What kinds of places do you ride to most often?”, Anthony told me, “Most often, usually 

just back and forth to work.” Similarly, Harry, the man who commutes to the airport, responded, 

“Usually work, the vast majority of the time.” Ken, another man who commutes to work on his 

bike, responded to the question by saying, “Well, basically from home to downtown.” These 

comments are significant because they demonstrate that although these men1 cycle to places 

(specifically, to their work places), the types of places to which they cycle to are very limited. 

My conversation with Jack further demonstrates this point. 

Jason: What types of places do you ride to most often? 
 
Jack: At the moment I'm usually riding to work. So, just along a bike path. 
 
Jason: Ok, so you ride to work mostly? 
 
Jack: Yep. 
 
Jason: Do you ride to, like, dinners or anything like that? 
 
Jack: No, no. …  No, mainly just commuting to work. It's all bike paths. 
 

																																																								
1 Gender is significant here. The strong and fearless cyclists that are brave enough to adopt the vehicular cycling 
strategies required to get to their workplaces are much more likely to be men. 	
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This conversation, which emphasizes that most destination-oriented cycling in Calgary happens 

to and from work, hints at another important finding: the significance of bike paths as places in 

Calgary. 

 

 

Image 10.2. Cycling through Edworthy Park in Calgary.  

Multiuse pathways like the one shown here are common destinations for recreational rides and 
popular routes for commuter cyclists in Calgary. This photo, taken on a beautiful summer day, 
suggests that this might be a relaxing place to ride a bike. Importantly, though, notice the 
conspicuous absence of other places, like supermarkets, bars, and other shops.  
 

 For the majority of the people that I talked to in Calgary, the pathways were the destination. 

This became especially clear during my conversation with Julia and Catherine: 

Julia: I will often ride in the neighbourhood, just to get on my bike. So, with no particular 
destination, but just to get exercise.  
 
Jason: So, the pathway is almost the destination? Just being out? 
 
Julia: Yes, exactly.  
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Many of the people that I interviewed in Calgary made similar comments when I asked about the 

types of places to which they cycle. Hugo responded by telling me, “Just the bike paths. Usually 

along the river, and sometimes up into Weasel Head, Fish Creek Park, and downtown, all the 

way down into the river banks.” Weasel Head and Fish Creek are large natural areas in Calgary 

with bike paths and picnic areas. Similarly, Alex explained, “I just ride on the bike paths. …  

along the river and down into Fish Creek and that area kind of thing. Not any particular location. 

Just sort of ride for the fun of it and go home.” As these comments make clear, in Calgary, the 

river pathways typically are the destination for cyclists. Because the pathways are the 

destination, it is relatively common for people to load their bikes onto their cars, and drive from 

their suburban homes to the nearest park, which serves as an entry point into to the pathway 

network.  

 Recall that, as I explained in Chapter 4, Calgary’s pathways have been intended and 

designed for recreational cycling from the outset. Nelles (2005) described how Calgary’s 

pathway system “was a postmodern trail, not to or from anywhere, but rather along something 

and through something, a space to pass through aimlessly, simply for the joy of moving” (41). It 

should come as no surprise then, given the amount of work that has gone into developing 

recreational spaces for cycling, that most cyclists in Calgary use the pathways system for 

recreation.  

 Many of the people that I talked to in Calgary cycle exclusively on the pathways that run 

through parks because, for them, they are the only safe place to cycle. Over and over again, 

people in Calgary told me that they avoid riding on the roads if at all possible. Erika, a young 

woman that commutes to work on her bike, told me, “When I go to work, I try to stay on the 



Chapter 10: Where do People Ride? 444 

pathways as much as I can. There's only intersections that I cross. But I don't go on the road. 

Never.” Others, like Vincent, specifically mentioned the risks associated with riding on the road: 

Vincent: I have no problem with safety until you get out on the road. You've got to 
remember that you're the small vehicle. You want to play with cars, then you're playing 
with a heavier animal. Yeah, I find cars, some people are inconsiderate, but most people 
are considerate. But it's those ones that will take you out. 
 
Jason: You feel safe on the pathway? 
 
Vincent: Oh, yeah, on the pathway, no problem. 
 

As Vincent explains, he feels safe on the pathway because, unlike being on a road, there is no 

chance that a vehicle will “take [him] out”.  
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Image 10.3. A signed bikeway in Calgary.  

In Calgary, signs like the one shown in the top right of the photo are used to indicate on-street 
bikeways. Although most bikeways do not feature any cycling-specific design elements, 
engineers have deemed them be bike-friendly because of their relatively low traffic volumes. 
Many of the people that I interviewed in Calgary told me that they would feel unsafe riding on a 
route like this one and would avoid cycling there if possible. This image was used during the 
photo elicitation interviews in Calgary as YYC PE 4 (See Appendix C). 
 

 When I showed Image 10.3 to people in Calgary, several of the participants mentioned that 

they would feel unsafe riding on a road like the one shown in the picture. When Roger and 

Florence saw this picture, Florence immediately said, “This is not where I like to ride.” Roger 

added, “We don’t generally cycle on the roads if we don’t have to.” When Victoria saw this 

image, she commented, “It just looks like a space too tight for me. I'm not really confident riding 
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through traffic like that. So, I try to avoid it actually.” Not everyone would avoid riding on the 

street, however. John told me that he wouldn’t be bothered by riding on a street like this one. 

Interestingly, however, he seemed reluctant to ride there with his kids. He explained, “I’ve had 

enough experience biking now that it doesn't really bother me. If I had my kids behind me in a 

trailer or something, then maybe I'd be a little bit leery of biking somewhere like that.” 

Apparently, John is willing to risk his own safety to ride on this street but is unwilling to risk his 

children’s safety. 

 The risks of cycling with automobile traffic restricts cyclists’ movements to pathways but, 

importantly, it also limits access to everyday places like grocery stores, shops, and restaurants. 

My conversation with Harry emphasized this point when he explained to me that he would not 

ride his bike downtown.  

Jason: Are there places that you go to on a regular basis that you wouldn't use a bike to 
get to? 
 
Harry: Are there regular places that I go to? 
 
Jason: Like, I don't know, a pub or a restaurant? 
 
Harry: No, downtown I wouldn't go on a bike. 
 
Jason: How come? 
 
Harry: Unless I was taking the bike on the C-Train [Calgary’s light rail public transit 
service], I wouldn't take it downtown. I don't go on many major roads if I can avoid it. 
 
Jason: And so that’s just to avoid car traffic? 
 
Harry: Anything that I consider too dangerous, I won't do. 
 

Recall that Harry commutes fifty kilometres to work and back every day. His trip is only possible 

because the majority of his commute happens along bike paths. Despite Harry’s extensive 

experience on a bike, he will not cycle to downtown destinations because he considers it to be 
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“too dangerous” to ride in traffic.  I asked the same question to Mary and Walter and heard a 

similar response.  

Jason: Are there types of places that you go to on a regular basis, either coffee shops or 
restaurants or something like that, that you would not take a bike to get to? 
 
Walter: Oh, yeah. 
 
Mary: Yeah, lots. Timmies. Lots of it Timmies. We only ride on paths, we don't ride on 
roads.  
 

Tim Hortons, which Mary refers to as “Timmies”, is chain of fast food restaurants (specializing 

in coffee and donuts) that is exceptionally popular across Canada. For Mary, as for many 

Calgarians, Tim Hortons is a daily destination. For Mary, because Tim Hortons is only accessible 

by road, it is inaccessible by bike. Because many people in Calgary avoid cycling on roads, they 

are unable to access the everyday destinations that are only accessible by road, which, in 

Calgary, is the vast majority of destinations. 

 The earlier discussion about pathways as destinations emphasized a place-based 

sociospatiality but this discussion about accessing everyday places emphasizes the network-

based dimension of sociospatiality. Put simply, the perceived (and, in many cases, very real) 

dangers associated with cycling on the road in Calgary result in blocked access (by bike) to 

networks of everyday places. These network blockages were especially apparent to the people 

that I talked to that live in subdivisions in suburban Calgary. Nicole, for example, suggested that 

she might consider riding her bike to work were it not for the network blockages caused by 

unsafe cycling conditions on roads. She told me, “I [would] have to go across highways and 

major freeways and I'd be taking my life into my hands. So, you know, if there was some way—

and of course we can't do it everywhere—but if there was some way to get the suburbs to 

connect to the other places where it's safer to ride.”  
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 Of course, ensuring safe access from suburbs to everyday destinations is often simply a 

matter of building a few bridges over freeways and developing more bike lanes, but the city’s 

political milieu makes those propositions far from simple. The political realities in the city (as 

highlighted in Chapter 6) suggest that supporting plans that propose to take space away from 

motorists while spending more money on cycling infrastructure might be something akin to 

political suicide. Very few in Calgary would be willing to ensure safe network connections for 

cyclists if it means taking space away from automobiles. 

 One young woman, Morgan, eloquently described the aforementioned problem of network 

blockages as relating to “the geography of access.” Her comments related primarily to 

recreational cycling, but they hold true for commuting and other utilitarian forms of cycling as 

well. She told me, “It's the geography of access. If you were way down in the south, and you 

don’t have access to the pathways, but you still want to ride your bike, well, you throw it on the 

back of your car and go.” This passage highlights the polymorphic nature of sociospatiality 

discussed throughout this chapter by emphasizing pathways as destinations (places) that are only 

safely accessible by car (networks). Although Morgan used “the geography of access” to 

highlight blockages in a network which might prevent people from accessing the pathways, the 

same blockages also prevent people from accessing other everyday places, like grocery stores, 

work places, and (in Mary’s case) Tim Hortons. In Calgary, the “geography of access” restricts 

access to everyday places. Returning to the words of Sara, from Amsterdam, for most people in 

Calgary, their “life radius” is not easily or quickly accessible by bike. This is starkly different 

from Amsterdam, where everything is accessible by bike. The geography of access in each city 

shapes the nature of cycling trips. Cycling in Calgary often happens in scenic loops. In 

Amsterdam, it typically happens in purposeful linear chunks, from one destination to the next.  



Chapter 10: Where do People Ride? 449 

 The comprehensiveness of Amsterdam’s cycling network and the fragmentation of 

Calgary’s is easily understood when presented visually. Figures 10.1 and 10.2 highlight 

differences between each city. Both figures were produced using a bicycling filter on Google 

Maps and use the same spatial scale. Both figures feature a circle that is roughly centered around 

the city centre. The circle has a radius of 7.5 km to depict the catchment area of comfortable trips 

to the city centre.  
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Figure 10.1. Cycling network in Amsterdam. 

This image, produced using Google Maps, highlights Amsterdam’s extensive cycling 
infrastructure. This image focuses only on cycle tracks and dedicated bike lanes. It is important 
to recognize that the vast majority of the streets that are not highlighted here are residential 
streets that have a speed limit of only 30 km/h and, aligning with Sustainable Safety philosophy, 
feature design elements like speed bumps and chicanes to slow down automobile traffic. The 
circle on the image has a radius of 7.5 km. By centering it roughly around the southern tip of 
Amsterdam’s city center, it highlights the catchment area for comfortable trips to the city centre. 
From this Figure, it should be clear that almost everything in Amsterdam is accessible by bike. 
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Figure 10.2. Cycling network in Calgary. 

This image, produced using Google Maps, depicts Calgary’s cycling network. As you can see, 
this network is sparse and fragmented when compared to Amsterdam’s cycling network (Figure 
10.1). The circle on the image has a radius of 7.5 km and represents the ‘sweet spot’ for 
commuting distances. The circle is roughly centered on Calgary’s downtown area, demonstrating 
the catchment area for comfortable bike commutes to the downtown area. 
 

 Although Figures 10.1 and 10.2 clearly demonstrate the differences between the cycling 

networks in Amsterdam and Calgary, respectively, the map of Calgary featured in Figure 10.2 

does not tell the whole story. As mentioned earlier, the majority of Calgary’s cycling 

infrastructure is not located on city streets; rather, the majority of Calgary’s cycling infrastructure 



Chapter 10: Where do People Ride? 452 

is comprised of regional multi-use pathways that run through parks and other greenspaces. 

Figures 10.3 and 10.4 demonstrate the prevalence of multi-use pathways in Calgary’s cycling 

network. Both images were created using the City of Calgary’s interactive map (City of Calgary, 

N.D.). Unfortunately, due to technical constraints, the network was not visible at a scale that 

depicted the entire city. As a result, the networks in Figures 10.3 and 10.4 appear at a smaller 

scale than those in Figures 10.1 and 10.2. Signed bikeways have been omitted from Figures 10.3 

and 10.4 because, unlike bike lanes, cycle tracks, and multi-use pathways, signed bikeways are 

not explicitly designed for cyclists. Figure 10.3 depicts bike lanes, cycle tracks, and multi-use 

pathways in Calgary. Figure 10.4 depicts only on-street cycling infrastructure (that is, bike lanes 

and cycle tracks). By comparing Figures 10.3 and 10.4, the prevalence of multi-use pathways 

and the sparsity of dedicated on-street cycling infrastructure becomes abundantly clear. Once 

again, a circle with a radius of 7.5 km has been added to each figure. For comparability, the 

circles in those figures are centered on approximately the same location as the circle in Figure 

10.2.  
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Figure 10.3. Bike lanes, cycle tracks, and multi-use pathways in Calgary’s cycling network.  

By depicting bike lanes, cycle tracks (depicted with bold lines), and multi-use pathways in 
Calgary, this image, when viewed in conjunction with Figure 10.4, highlights the prevalence of 
multi-use pathways in Calgary’s cycling network. The circle, roughly centered on Calgary’s 
downtown, has a radius of 7.5 km.   
 
 

 

Figure 10.4. Bike lanes and cycle tracks in Calgary’s cycling network.  

By omitting the multi-use pathways included in Figure 10.3, this image demonstrates the sparsity 
and fragmentation of Calgary’s on-street cycling infrastructure. The circle, roughly centered on 
Calgary’s downtown, has a radius of 7.5 km.   
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 Although Figures 10.2, 10.3, and 10.4 provide excellent representations of the extent of 

fragmentation in Calgary’s cycling network, they do not adequately depict the ways that these 

fragmentations affect cyclists’ experiences. Image 10.4, below, depicts one instance of network 

fragmentation.  

 

 

Image 10.4. Network Fragmentation in Calgary. 

This image provides an example of network fragmentation in Calgary. In this photo, a multi-use 
pathway (recognizable by the yellow line intended to separate directional flows) ends abruptly. 
For users travelling along the multi-use pathway (as I was when I took this photo), the pathway 
ends and turns into a sidewalk. Because it is illegal to ride a bicycle on the sidewalk in Calgary, 
cyclists are forced to dismount, walk their bike to the intersection, cross the street, and then 
proceed to the pathway on the other side of the road. This image was used during the photo 
elicitation interviews in Calgary as YYC PE 9 (See Appendix C). 
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 When I showed Image 10.4 to Owen, he said, “It’s kinda just, like, if you're a bike path 

rider you're like, ‘Where the hell? Where do I go next?’ You know? You're kinda used to seeing 

this yellow line, and then all of a sudden, you're not seeing it anymore.” Brent Clark, the 

president of Bike Calgary, immediately recognized the image and exclaimed, “Ah-ha! Yeah, I’ve 

got this same picture!” He also explained how the infrastructure in this particular image 

effectively encourages cyclists to ride on the sidewalk2 (an illegal activity in Calgary). Darren 

Bender, also an active member of Bike Calgary, told me, “[This location] is infamous in Bike 

Calgary. We call these ‘asphalt sidewalks.’” Interestingly, this image hit on a source of tension 

between the activists at Bike Calgary and the staff at the City of Calgary. When Don Mulligan 

saw the image, he said: 

Bike Calgary's all over us all the time for this stuff. But we can't change a city like that 
[he snaps his fingers]. That's a good thing. This [sidewalk] was probably in there before 
[the multi-use pathway was developed]. We would love to keep this [multi-use pathway] 
going, but you know, you've got to rip out a fire hydrant, a street light, and that, that costs 
hundreds of thousands of dollars. We don't have that [much money] to extend this [multi-
use pathway] that far. We'd love to, but. 

	
Finally, Josh White described the commonality of network fragmentation and alluded to the 

dichotomy of commuter and recreational cyclists. He said: 

Oh, this is interesting. This is where a multi-use path ends, and goes absolutely nowhere. 
So, this is a case of, in the hinterland of the city, where you have a lot of fragmentation in 
a cycling network, where there's not a full connection of a network. And that's one of the 
challenges that we really face is closing these gaps. Like, we have lots of isolated 
segments that are good for recreational use, but if you want a continuous path through, 
you are often faced with these challenges of just infrastructure ending and connections 
not being made. 

	

																																																								
2 Mr. Clark told me: “When I look at this specific picture though, what I see, if I wasn't tuned into cycling issues, if I 
was just riding my bike here or driving through here, I'd be like, ‘Wow! This pathway is telling me that I'm now 
supposed to ride on the sidewalk, which means it's OK to ride on the sidewalk.’ So, I think that these types of things 
really confuse the issue or the perception amongst people riding, amongst people driving and walking, as to whether 
cyclists belong on the road or the sidewalk. One of the biggest complaints amongst Calgary drivers is: ‘Somebody's 
riding their bike on the sidewalk. We should ticket them! They shouldn't be on the sidewalk!’ And then you get this, 
which says: ‘Ride your bike on the sidewalk!’” 
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As I explained in Chapter 5, for several decades (prior to the recent uptake of interested cyclist 

discourse), planners in Calgary developed multi-use pathways for recreational cyclists and 

expected commuter cyclists to utilize vehicular cycling techniques and ride on the street. Image 

10.4 is a visual reminder of the legacy of that dichotomy. 

	
	

10.3. Urban Form 
 

10.3.1. Suburban Calgary 
	
 Roadways dominate the landscape in Calgary. Very few of these roads feature built forms 

or visual indicators designed to ease the passage of cyclists. Much of Calgary’s sprawling 

footprint is dedicated exclusively to roads and residential dwellings. The freeways and collector 

roads that service these residential areas form a maze of automobile-centric roads that can be 

difficult for cyclists to negotiate. As I explained earlier, the resulting transportation network is 

one that, for cyclists, is rife with blockages and inaccessible destinations. Catherine, for example, 

told me, “There's no way I would go on a major thoroughfare. I will find a million ways to go 

around it, ten times longer, than to go on a major thoroughfare here in the city.”  
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Image 10.5. A satellite image of suburban Calgary. 

This image, produced using Google Maps, presents an aerial view of a community known as 
Hamptons (and the surrounding communities in northwestern Calgary). The green space at the 
bottom right is the northwestern tip of Nosehill Park, a large park that is popular with walkers, 
joggers, and recreational cyclists. The expressway curving vertically on the left-hand side of the 
image is Sarcee Trail and the one running horizontally across the top of the image is Stoney 
Trail. Both expressways are high-speed, high-volume roads that are difficult to cross on foot or 
by bike. This image was used during the photo elicitation interviews in Calgary as YYC PE 12 
(See Appendix C). 
 

 To initiate talk about urban form and urban planning, I showed Image 10.5 to participants 

in Calgary during photo elicitation interviews. Cyclists often mentioned that these kinds of 

suburban neighbourhoods are difficult to negotiate. John said, “It sort of shows how confusing it 

can be to get across the city.” Rachel explained that she is familiar with this area. When I asked 
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her if this was an area that is easy to negotiate on a bike, she responded: “No! Within each 

community, I would say, ‘Yes.’ But. Well, it depends what you're doing. Like, if you're just 

trying to get within the community to, like, a grocery store or something, that's not so bad. But if 

you're actually trying to get somewhere, then quite often it's hard to cross all the big roads. Or 

find like an efficient route” (my emphasis). Brent Clark, the president of Bike Calgary, echoed 

these sentiments, telling me: 

So, this is interesting because it does show a lot of major arterials and maybe even an 
expressway or two that bisect a bunch of communities. And there aren't a lot of obvious 
points of crossing if you want to go from one neighbourhood to another neighbourhood 
without going through a very big intersection. … If you want to go from here to there, 
you've gotta go, like, all the way out. It's a very roundabout route. Like, there's not direct 
access across these barriers. 
 

Here, Mr. Clark interprets the image as highlighting the barriers to bicycle travel that are typical 

of suburban neighbourhoods.  

 The strongest responses, however, came up during extended interviews with those playing 

a direct role in shaping the city’s urban fabric. Josh White, a policy analyst for the Office of the 

Mayor, associated prevailing development patterns with the difficulties that arise for commuter 

cyclists: 

Yeah, so this is prototypical ‘80s and ‘90s suburban sprawl. You know, lollipop patterns 
of road network, disconnections, major roads that are fragmented. Really can't move 
between communities very effectively. There's probably really beautiful pathways—you 
can see them—in the valleys and stuff like that, really nice recreational facilities. … But 
unrealistic for people to meet their daily needs by bike. It's just completely unrealistic. 
You know, difficult, if not impossible, to do much commuter cycling in here. 
 

Don Mulligan, the director of Transportation Planning for the City of Calgary, problematized 

this kind of residential development while highlighting the role of the development industry: 

This is that curvilinear subdivision I talked about [earlier in the interview]. Lots of cul-
de-sacs. If you're a bus, I can come in here, but how do I serve all these people? As a 
bike, I want to get from here to here, it’s not well connected. It’s single family 
[residential units]. It's all those things I just talked about [earlier in the interview]. And 
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there's speeding, guaranteed, on these roads here. So, it’s got all kinds of issues that result 
from this design. We're well aware of them. We're trying to change it. It’s tough as hell 
because the development industry's powerful. 
 

Other responses were just as direct. Gian-Carlo Carra, a councillor for the City of Calgary, 

alluded to the high financial costs of maintaining a suburban form when he said, “And there's our 

metastasized automobile habitat that doesn't pay for itself.” Tom Thivener, the City of Calgary’s 

Bicycle Coordinator, was bluntly critical of the planning realized in the image. He looked at the 

photo and commented, “Just more bad planning. Auto-centric, obesity, short life spans, you 

name it.” Each of these comments is representative of discussions that I’ve presented throughout 

Part 2, including sprawl-enabling planning policy (Chapter 4), differences between design speeds 

and posted speeds (Chapter 5), and discussions of financial sustainability and the politics of 

automobility (Chapter 6).  

 

10.3.2. Urban Amsterdam 
	
  It should be clear by now that Amsterdam is a city that has been built for bikes. As a result, 

people in Amsterdam ride their bikes everywhere. Drawing on the network-based interpretation 

of ‘everywhere’ presented earlier in this chapter, it is important to recognize that virtually every 

street is designed to accommodate cycling. Just as importantly, however, because the city is so 

compact, almost ‘everywhere’ is accessible within a short bike ride. 
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Image 10.6. A satellite image of Amsterdam.  

This image, produced using Google Maps, presents an aerial view of southwestern Amsterdam. 
Perhaps shockingly, this image, which displays the majority of the city, was produced at the 
same scale as Image 10.5, which presents an aerial view of just a few suburban communities in 
Calgary. This photo demonstrates the evolution of urban planning in Amsterdam. The famous 
canal district, the horseshoe-shaped region visible in the image’s top right corner, was built in the 
16th and 17th centuries. Vondelpark, visible in the central upper portion of the image, and its 
surrounding neighbourhoods were developed starting in the mid-1800s. The freeway running 
across the bottom and up the left of the image is the A10, a major freeway that circles 
Amsterdam. The area just above the A10, to the right of the image, identifiable by a wedge shape 
visible in the bottom-right corner of the image, was designed in the 1910s by Hendrik Petrus 
Berlage, a famous Dutch architect. (Interestingly, three people independently mentioned Berlage 
during photo elicitation interviews.) The areas outside the A10, including Nieuw-West, visible 
on the left hand side of the image, began development in the 1950s. Notice that they resemble 
the “stamps” discussed in the AUP (Chapter 4). This image, especially when viewed in 
conjunction with Image 10.4, highlights Amsterdam’s high density and high degree of urban 
planning. This image was used during the photo elicitation interviews in Amsterdam as AMS PE 
9 (See Appendix C). 
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 Like I did in Calgary, I presented participants in Amsterdam with an aerial image of the 

city during photo elicitation interviews (Image 10.6). The cyclists that I interviewed often used 

the image to explain that Amsterdam is a small city with short distances that are easily covered 

on a bike. During my interview with Marco and Claire, for example, Claire said, “Oh, this is 

nice. You can see, like, the city is not that big.” She then identified where she lives and added, 

“We live, well, I live here. He lives here. Here is Centraal Station and it's like twenty minutes 

[by bike] and then you're from one side of the city to the other side.” Matthijs and Oliver made 

similar comments. Matthijs said, “[Cycling] is very convenient, especially in Amsterdam, which 

is a really small city and pretty highly populated.” Oliver added, “And everything's, you know, 

it's not big, so you can really get from one side of the city to another in no time at all. It's very 

convenient.”  

 Several people commented on the high degree of spatial planning evident in the image. Ria 

Hilhorst, a Policy Advisor for the City of Amsterdam’s department of Infrastructure, Traffic, and 

Transport (IVV), said: 

Well, it's very dense as you know and it's beautiful. This is very special. This is what the 
Netherlands are famous for: just planning and organizing their cities very, very well. And 
you can see it even in the days that this was built, it was just all planned. There were 
plans made. It was not just everyone did whatever; no, there were plans. So that's, I think, 
special. 
 

Maarten Bakker, a policy advisor for Stadsregio Amsterdam, commented, “Well, here you've got 

the city, and you can see all of the different times on it.” He then gave a summary similar to the 

one presented in the caption for Image 10.6. Frans Osté, a policy advisor for the Nieuw-West 

borough, made a similar comment: “[Y]ou see the old map and you see it's so systemized and the 

ideas of the time how we thought about land use planning and housing and so on.”  
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 Fjodor Molenaar, a councillor for the City of Amsterdam, discussed the contemporary 

politics of mobility in each of the historical regions of the city. Upon seeing Image 10.6, Mr. 

Molenaar commented, “And there you see the difference between the inside of the A10 [a major 

freeway, as explained in the caption to Image 10.5] and the outside. Here [outside the A10] is 

much more space and here [inside the A10] is much more dense.” He then roughly divided the 

city into three parts and briefly described the politics of mobility in each region. Regarding the 

first region, the city centre, he explained, “[T]he discussion is complete about the city centre. We 

know what we want. We want all the cars out and it's just a matter of time.” This comment 

should call to mind the earlier discussion of the politics of automobility in Amsterdam (Chapter 

6).  

 In the second section, which is comprised of the region outside of the city centre and inside 

the A10, he said, “In between, we have the discussion about how we should divide between the 

different [transportation] modalities.” Here, he was referring to the struggles that arise from 

trying to make space for pedestrians, cyclists, motorists, trams, and buses on Amsterdam’s 

relatively narrow streets. As discussed in Chapter 6, traffic commissions are tasked with the 

difficult, but important, task of approving infrastructure projects through a consensus-based, 

multi-stakeholder process.  

 Finally, about the third region, the area outside the A10, he said, “And outside the A10 

there is so much space that you can have them [the different modalities] all together. It's not a 

problem” (my emphasis). Initially, I found Mr. Molenaar’s comment, “there is so much space”, 

to be shocking3. Although, to a lesser extent, I am still somewhat stunned by this comment, it is 

																																																								
3 Coming from Calgary, and Edmonton before that, I repeatedly heard that there was simply not enough room on the 
streets for bike lanes, let alone physically separated cycle tracks and tram lines. Keeping in mind that both images 
have the same scale, I encourage you to re-examine Image 10.5 and then return to the left-hand side of Image 10.6. 
Then, after re-examining both images, re-consider Mr. Molenaar’s comment about having “so much space”. Perhaps 
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more comprehensible now that I recognize the influence of federal planning policies like the 

compact cities policy (described in Chapter 4). 

 

10.4. Places for Cycling 
	

10.4.1. Out-of-Place Cyclists in Calgary 
	
 As I demonstrated earlier in this chapter, many Calgarians are reluctant to cycle on 

roadways. One woman, Olivia, had recently purchased a bike with the intention of commuting to 

work. As she explained, however, that didn’t happen. She told me, “The big reason there is that I 

find it more intimidating at five o'clock to ride with all the traffic. If it was safer for me to ride 

downtown at five o'clock without feeling like I was going to get run off the road, then I definitely 

would.” Another woman, Amber, shared the feeling of being run off the road. She told me, “I 

don't like being on the road if there's no markings. I would prefer to be on the sidewalk, because 

I feel like I will get hit by a car [on the road]. But I know that I'm not allowed to be on the 

sidewalk, so it's really uncomfortable. I don't like that. I just don't feel safe on the road”. Adding 

to Amber’s comment, her friend Hailey said, “Yeah, it's a big struggle because you feel like you 

don't really belong anywhere” (my emphasis). Hailey’s comment is important because it 

demonstrates that, in addition to feeling unsafe on the road, many cyclists feel like they don’t 

belong on the road; they feel out of place. 

 Tim Cresswell (1996) explored how spaces and ideologies sociospatially co-constitute 

place. He explained, “Places are neither totally material nor completely mental; they are 

combinations of the material and mental and cannot be reduced to either” (13). Like all places, 

																																																								
you will find the differences between the scale of planning and relative use of space in each city as surprising as I 
did. 
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Calgary’s streets have obvious material components, including the asphalt surface, curbs, grates, 

lane markings, and signage, not to mention the many cars and trucks that inhabit those places. 

But, as Cresswell implies, Calgary’s streets also have a mental component. They are imbued 

with meaning derived from ideology. Places are not just places; they are places for something. In 

Calgary’s case, the streets are places for automobiles. As a result of this ideological construction 

of place, cyclists are interpreted as being out of place. In other words, cyclists in Calgary deviate 

from the ideological norms associated with streetspace. When they ride on the roads, cyclists are 

transgressing place.  

 To explore any possible stigma associated with velomobility, I asked cyclists about how 

they think other people perceive them. Responses to this question often highlighted the sense of 

being out-of-place that some cyclists feel on the road. The following conversation with Jack was 

typical: 

Jason: How do you think that riding a bike affects how people perceive you? 
 
Jack: I don't know. I don't think that people really like cyclists. 
 
Jason: They don't like cyclists? 
 
Jack: I don't think so, yeah. 
 
Jason: So, what would they not like about cyclists? 
 
Jack: Oh, just being slow. Just being on the road, being in the way. 
 
Jason: So, they'd see you as a nuisance or something like that? 
 
Jack: Yeah, definitely. 
 

As Jack explains, people often “don’t really like cyclists” simply for “being on the road”. Harry 

made a similar remark. When I asked him how he thinks people perceive him, he responded, 

bluntly, “An asshole. Yeah, a nuisance.” For Jack and Harry, and for several of the other cyclists 
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that I interviewed, the road is a place for automobiles. When non-motorized road users venture 

onto the roads, they are perceived as being out of place, as “assholes”. 

 

 

Image 10.7. A street near downtown Calgary. 

This street is typical of the kind found around the downtown area. Although the sign on the right 
encourages motorists to “share the road,” it is clear that this is a road built for automobiles. Aside 
from the sign, it features no design elements that facilitate the safe and easy mobility of cyclists. 
It is easy to imagine the unease that many cyclists would feel when riding between the row of 
parked cars (on the right) and the camper-equipped pickup truck (on the left). The speed limit on 
this road is 50 km/h, but, as discussed earlier, it is designed for speeds up to 60 km/h. 
 

 Several of the people that I interviewed in Calgary described the actions of aggressive 

motorists who have, presumably, interpreted cyclists as “assholes” that should not be on the 

road. Ben told me, “There's been such a bad stigma attached to cyclists riding on the road. 

[Motorists] just want to run you over.” Similarly, Ken said, “I think when you're downtown, 

people think you're a courier and people try to kill you!” Darren Bender, an instructor for a 
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cycling skills course called CAN-BIKE, suggested that it is relatively common for cyclists in 

Calgary to encounter aggressive motorists. He said, “You really have to be a brave and confident 

cyclist. And you have to have a thick skin too, because people are constantly bullying you and 

honking their horn at you and stuff.” The all-too-common actions of aggressive motorists might 

be understood as attempts to discipline the cyclists that they interpret as transgressing place. The 

bullying and horn-honking4 reinforce the streets as a place for automobiles.  

 Interestingly, just as cyclists are not in their place on the roads, neither are they on the 

multi-use pathways that line Calgary’s rivers and parks. Granted, cyclists tend to be more 

welcome on the multi-use paths than they are on the roads, but these spaces are not exclusively a 

place for cyclists. One woman, Catherine, described the potential for negative interactions on the 

multi-use paths. She explained, “Depending on how crowded the pathways are, you can get a lot 

of dirty looks from people who are walking or taking up a lot of room.” During my interview 

with Morgan and Tyler, Morgan described an incident which demonstrated that hostile feelings 

towards cyclists are not manifest exclusively on the roads. She recalled an interaction that 

happened on a multi-use path earlier on the day of the interview: 

We're riding here and we rode over to the other side of the island. We rode by another 
couple and we could hear her cursing under her breath, "Fucking cyclists." I'm like, 
"Seriously? I am on a single-speed bike with a giant-ass bell and a skirt. Like, what the?”, 
swearing. … And it's not like I blew past them or anything. She just was cursing under 
her breath. … [People are] just irrationally annoyed by a bike for whatever reason. They 
figure that you're some kind of left-wing, granola-chomping peacenik. I don't know. It's 
just very strange. 
 

																																																								
4 A news story (CBC 2015b) reported on a recently posted YouTube video. The video, taken in Calgary, shows a 
motorist, stopped within inches of a cyclist’s back tire, pressing his or her horn for at least forty seconds while 
waiting for the light to turn green. The cyclist was situated at the front of the intersection and intended to proceed 
straight after the light had turned green. The motorist behind him wanted to turn right (which is legal on a red light) 
and felt that the cyclist should have moved out of the way, thereby enabling him or her to do so. Because bicycles 
are considered vehicles under law, the motorist should have waited patiently, just as he or she would have done if 
another car was stopped at the front of the intersection. Unfortunately, I have had similar experiences on my bike. 
Drivers have honked at me and called me an “asshole” in the same situation. 
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Morgan’s description of some peoples’ interpretations of cyclists as “left-wing, granola-

chomping peaceniks” vividly illustrates the ideological underlay of the sociospatial co-

constitution of place. As these stories of dirty looks and whispered curses suggest, just as on the 

roads, cyclists are not always interpreted as being in-place on Calgary’s pathways.   

 

 

Image 10.8. A multi-use pathway in Calgary.  

This photo, taken in Confederation Park, highlights the multi-use nature of multi-use pathways. 
Here, a woman is seen walking her dog while another man walks in front. Paths like this one are 
frequently used by pedestrians, dog-walkers, joggers, rollerbladers, skateboarders, and cyclists. 
Although cyclists are allowed in this space, this is not a place for cyclists. This image was used 
during the photo elicitation interviews in Calgary as YYC PE 12 (See Appendix C). 
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 I used Image 10.8, which depicts a woman walking her dog along a multi-use pathway, 

during the photo elicitation interviews in Calgary. Like many of the other photos, it elicited a 

wide range of talk. Some people, like Victoria, described how they would handle the depicted 

situation. She said, “I'd probably ding my bell and I'd try to pass on the left. But this looks like a 

good kind of path to go on the grass too, if you had to.” Others, like Brent Clark, recounted 

personal experiences. He told me, “Well, I've been bitten a couple of times by dogs on pathways.  

… Actually, funny enough, both times they were on a leash. And they just got surprised. Yeah, 

came around a corner coming up onto a bridge, and the dog just didn't expect the cyclist.” Don 

Mulligan summarized the multi-use nature of these kinds of paths:  

These are called multi-use pathways for a reason. They're multi-use. And so you end up 
with all different ages, different uses, different abilities. And over time, as these—this is 
easy, this is beautiful—but, over time, when you get more and more of the different users, 
different skill sets, different types, different, all in the same pathway, there does come a 
point where it becomes challenging. 
  

Josh White specifically commented on those challenges: 

This picture, I think, illustrates the challenge we have with using this infrastructure as a 
commuter mode. There is conflict often with pedestrians. It's called multi-use. It's because 
you have pedestrians that move at a different speed and you have a dog that can move 
unpredictably. You have that conflict of cyclist being able to use this infrastructure beyond 
recreational use. And we have rules in place that restrict, really constrain the use of this 
infrastructure for commuting purposes. We have speed limits of 25 km/h, which is not a 
realistic speed for commuting. 

 
These comments demonstrate that the multi-use space used by recreational cyclists is not ideal 

for commuter cyclists.  

 One way to help cyclists feel in-place is to design and build spaces specifically for them. 

As described in Chapter 5, The City of Calgary has recently begun developing cycling-specific 

places, including bike lanes and cycle tracks. Cycle tracks differ from bike lanes in that they are 
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physically separated from other road users whereas the space contained in bike lanes is largely 

symbolic, denoted by painted lines that are easily overtaken by other road users.  

 Most cyclists recognized the benefits of bike lanes. They felt much safer cycling in bike 

lanes than they did sharing the road with motorists. Alex, for example, told me, “I think it's nice 

to have bike lanes. I feel a lot more safe if I'm riding in a bike lane.” Similarly, Olivia told me, “I 

personally wouldn't want to ride on the road, unless it's a specified bike lane.” Bike lanes also 

help to connect cyclists to destinations that are not accessible by the river paths alone, enabling 

cyclists in Calgary to safely access everyday destinations like groceries stores and their 

workplaces. Harold mentioned this when he said, “The pathway system is great in Calgary, but it 

doesn't go everywhere. Now that they're starting to put more bike lanes in, that's huge.” 

 Several cyclists clearly described the sense of place that bike lanes produce. Morgan for 

example, clearly explained: 

I mean, it at least gives you the psychological sense of: you are in your place. And, at least 
for me, it made me a little more assertive and aggressive because I'm like, "See, they 
painted a giant bike on this patch, which means it's mine!" (my emphasis) 

 
Aaron made a similar comment about bike lanes, saying, “You're still exposed on the road, but 

you feel like you have your own little piece of real estate” (my emphasis). When I showed Amber 

and Hailey a photo of the middle-aged man commuting from work in his lycra cycling clothes 

(presented earlier as Image 3.1, YYC PE 5 in Appendix C), Amber commented on the bike lane 

visible in the image. She told me, “What I like about this picture is that there's signage. So, 

there's markings on the road. And I think that gives you more authority on the road because 

vehicles tend to stay out of those lanes when there are markings” (my emphasis). As these 

comments demonstrate, a bike lane symbolizes a cyclist’s legitimate claim to that space. Julia 

pointed out that motorists tend to respect this claim. She explained that with bike lanes “it's 
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clearly delineated where the bikes are expected to be. And I think that cars are more respectful of 

that.” We might interpret this increasing level of respect as an indication that, for motorists, 

whereas a cyclist on the road is transgressing place, a cyclist in a bike lane is understood to be in 

the right place. 

 

  

 

Image 10.9. A bus encroaches onto a bike lane in Calgary.  

This image highlights the symbolic nature of bike lanes. In this image, a bike lane is sandwiched 
between a row of parked cars (on the left) and a single lane of traffic (on the right). All three 
lanes flow towards the viewer (the bus is moving out of the photo). It is easy to imagine the 
unease that a cyclist might feel riding through this tight situation. This image was used during 
the photo elicitation interviews in Calgary as YYC PE 8 (See Appendix C). 
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 Bike lanes give cyclists a symbolic claim to a place on the road, but, unfortunately, 

symbols alone do not protect cyclists from the very real threat of moving automobiles that might 

turn across the lane, park in it, or otherwise encroach into the cyclist’s space. Image 10.9 

highlights the symbolic nature of bike lanes by depicting a moving bus inching into a narrow 

bike lane. I showed this image to participants in Calgary during photo elicitation interviews. As I 

explained earlier in this chapter, many cyclists in Calgary ride exclusively on the pathway 

system, avoiding interactions with automobiles at all costs. This image appeared to reaffirm their 

decision to stay on the multi-use trails. When I showed the image to Roger and Florence, Roger 

said, “That looks horrible.” When I asked him if he had ever been in a situation like that one, he 

responded, “Nope. Yeah, we just don’t go [on the roads].” Similarly, Victoria explained that she 

has not been in a situation like this one because she avoids riding on the roads. She did, however, 

speculate what it might be like to ride there. She told me, “It definitely wouldn't be comfortable 

and I'd probably be scared for my life.” As Victoria makes clear, the symbolic protection offered 

by bike lanes is insufficient to build the confidence and sense of safety that many Calgarians 

need to ride on the streets. 

 In another interview, Don Mulligan looked at Image 10.9 and commented, “Yeah, so you 

can get doored here, that's not good. This is not good to be in between these two [the parked cars 

and the moving traffic].” Dooring happens when a motorist opens the door of his or her 

automobile, swinging it into the path of an approaching cyclist. If the cyclist is caught unaware, 

he or she might ride directly into the car door. Sadly, the resulting collision can be fatal for the 

cyclist (Yutangco 2008; Strachan 2015). Given the severity of potential collisions, the threat of 

being doored is often on cyclists’ minds. Victoria alluded to this threat when, after seeing the 

photo, she said, “I’m always trying to look out for people opening doors and things like that.” It 
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is important to recognize that doorings are only likely when cyclists are forced to ride within a 

door’s width of a parked car (as is the case in Image 10.9). Although doorings are easily 

avoidable with alternative road designs, outdated engineering standards (such as the TAC 

Guidelines described in Chapter 5) ensure the continued development of these dangerous 

situations.  

 

 

Image 10.10. A cycle track in Calgary.  

A cyclist rides along a cycle track on 7th Street SW in downtown Calgary. This cycle track, a 
two-way facility, differs from a bike lane because it is physically separated from other transport 
modes. A curb on each side of the cycle track ensures that cyclists are physically separated from 
pedestrians (on the left) and from motorists (on the right). Notice also that because this cycle 
track is located on a downtown street, cyclists have safe and easy access to everyday destinations 
along the cycle track. Buchanan’s, visible on the left, is a restaurant that would not have been 
safely or easily accessible by bike before the installation of the cycle track. This image was used 
during the photo elicitation interviews in Calgary as YYC PE 10 (See Appendix C). 
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 Cycle tracks are an optimal form of cycling infrastructure because they enable a sense of 

being in-place while physically protecting cyclists from collisions with motorists. Image 10.10 

depicts a cycle track running through downtown Calgary. This cycle track, located on 7th Street 

SW, is the first of its kind in Calgary and at the time of my research it was the only cycle track in 

Calgary5. After seeing Image 10.10 during photo elicitation interviews, the praise for the 7th 

Avenue cycle track was nearly unanimous. Amber, for example, told me, “This is the one I used. 

It was awesome! … It was super safe. A vehicle cannot invade that space. It was great.”   

 Compared to every other road and pathway in Calgary, the 7th Street cycle track stands out 

because it provides cyclists with both a genuine sense of safety and a sense of being in-place. 

Moreover, because it runs through downtown Calgary, it connects Calgarians to several everyday 

destinations. This facility is so unique, in fact, that some of the cyclists that I interviewed didn’t 

even recognize it as being in Calgary. When Victoria saw Image 10.10, she said, “I mean, this is 

obviously amazing. This is probably Europe.” Owen, who did recognize the facility, made a 

similar remark, telling me, “This reminds me of European streets. Like, in Germany it was like 

that. Amsterdam was like that as well. … I think that's, like, forward thinking.” For Brent Clark, 

the forward thinking behind this cycle track gives hope for the future of cycling in Calgary. He 

said, “This is, I think, a reason to be optimistic, because this cycle track is a very well-designed 

and well-planned facility. And I think it's an example of what bike facilities in Calgary could 

be.” As explained in Chapter 5, this facility is indicative of an important shift away from the 

vehicular cycling philosophy, which is advocated for by a few strong and fearless cyclists, and 

towards a new governmentality that caters to Calgary’s many interested but concerned cyclists.  

 

																																																								
5 The City is planning for the development of a network of cycle tracks in Calgary’s downtown core. At the time of 
writing, four additional cycle tracks had been designed and approved. 
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10.4.2. In-Place Cyclists in Amsterdam 
	
 As I explained in Chapter 5, virtually every street in Amsterdam has been designed to 

accommodate cycling. Most cyclists recognized and appreciated Amsterdam’s widespread 

cycling infrastructure. Danique, for example, told me, “We have [cycle tracks] everywhere. So, 

it’s very easy to use the bike. I think that’s the main reason [why so many people cycle]”. Recall 

that SWOV’s Sustainable Safety philosophy emphasises functionality, homogeneity, physical 

forgiveness, predictability, and state awareness. Moreover, the CROW manual outlines five 

requirements for bike infrastructure: it has to demonstrate cohesion, directness, attractiveness, 

safety, and comfort (it should be continuous and smooth). As a result, virtually every busy street 

in Amsterdam is equipped with cycle tracks, physically separating cyclists from motorists and 

pedestrians. Similarly, quiet streets, which do not have bike lanes or cycle tracks, physically 

enforce a 30 km/h speed limit for automobiles through the strategic incorporation of vertical 

deflections (speed bumps), horizontal deflections (chicanes), and other speed-reducing design 

elements. Furthermore, intersections are designed with cyclists in mind and feature bike-specific 

traffic signals. In short, the city is full of cycling places.  
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Image 10.11. A street in Amsterdam’s Nieuw-West borough.  

This street, which includes one of the area’s major roads, is typical of Amsterdam’s post-war 
neighbourhoods. From right to left, notice that there are designated spaces for pedestrians, 
cyclists, parked cars, moving cars, and a tram (which runs along the meridian that is barely 
visible in the centre of the street). Each modality is physically separated and the spaces are 
visually differentiated with different colours and textures. The pattern is mirrored for traffic 
moving in the opposite direction on the other side of the road. I encourage you to compare this 
streetscape to the one in Calgary depicted in Image 10.7 and notice that this street is not much 
wider than those found throughout Calgary. Notice, also, the social cycling depicted in this 
image. Cycle tracks like this one run throughout Amsterdam and provide safe and convenient 
access to destinations throughout the city. This image was used during the photo elicitation 
interviews in Amsterdam as AMS PE 1 (See Appendix C). 
 

 In general, built forms protect Amsterdam’s cyclists from motorists. However, in addition 

to cycle tracks and low-speed streets, there are many bike lanes in Amsterdam. As in Calgary, 

bike lanes effectively provide symbolic space for cyclists but do not offer physical protection. As 

Image 10.12 suggests, cyclists in Amsterdam are not always protected from automobiles. In 
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many ways, Image 10.12 is similar to Image 10.9, which depicts a bus encroaching onto a bike 

lane in Calgary. In Amsterdam, however, the interactions between cyclists and motorists are 

significantly different from the interactions in Calgary. In Calgary, as Dr. Bender explained, 

“[motorists] are constantly bullying you and honking their horn at you and stuff.” In Amsterdam, 

on the other hand, as Marco put it: “The cyclists are the boss.” Marieke made a similar comment: 

“[Cyclists] are very arrogant here. When you’re on bikes, everyone thinks they’re king on the 

road.”  
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Image 10.12. A man rides in a bike lane in Amsterdam.  

Bike lanes are fairly common in Amsterdam. This image was taken in Nieuw-West. Although 
this street design does not meet today’s design standards (because the small, slow cyclists are 
able to mix with heavy, fast automobiles, it does not adhere to the Sustainable Safety principle of 
homogeneity), it continues to provide a place for cyclists. As in Calgary, bike lanes offer a sense 
of place and a perception of safety but do not offer any physical protection from automobiles. In 
general, however, motorists in Amsterdam seem to be more aware of cyclists and to show them 
more respect than motorists in Calgary might.  
 

 People repeatedly told me that because there are so many cyclists on Amsterdam’s roads, 

motorists are constantly watching for cyclists and subsequently yielding to them. Danique, for 

example, told me, “All the cars are used to all the bikes. … they know that there are always 

bicycles.” Christiaan made a similar comment. He said: “People in cars are very much aware that 

there can be bikes everywhere and always.” As Oliver reminded me, “The vast majority of 

motorists are cyclists themselves,” so drivers tend to be highly attuned to the needs and 

tendencies of cyclists. In addition to the empathetic inclinations arising from growing up on a 



Chapter 10: Where do People Ride? 478 

bicycle, motorists are taught about interacting with cyclists during driver training classes. 

Christiaan and Eline mentioned these classes and I asked what instructors teach during them. 

They explained: 

Eline: Well, be very aware that there are bikes and you have to give them space. And also 
that bikes are kind of unpredictable. So, especially when you drive along a mother and a 
child, for example, that you have to lower your speed and be, yeah, drive slowly and be 
careful. Also, because Amsterdam people on bikes don't really take much notice of traffic 
rules, so, yeah. You have to be more careful. 
 
Christiaan: Yeah, people on bikes, they can just cross the street whenever they want and 
wherever they want, and may not always look around them as well as they should. 
 

As Christiaan and Eline explain, given the high number of cyclists in Amsterdam and their 

“unpredictable” nature, drivers are constantly expecting interactions with cyclists. Motorists slow 

down when they are near a cyclist and give them a wide berth when they pass. Perhaps this is 

why cyclists in Amsterdam feel like “the boss” or the “king on the road”.  

 Cyclists in Amsterdam always have a place. Whether on cycle tracks, bike lanes, or low-

volume streets, there is always a place for bikes. In all of my interviews, no one in Amsterdam 

ever recalled an incident that involved curses, honks, dirty looks, or otherwise to suggest that a 

cyclist was transgressing place. Of course, cyclists do misbehave. Deviant practices like ghost 

riding (riding the wrong way down a one-way cycle track) might be met with dirty looks, but, in 

general, cycling, in all of its forms, is accepted virtually everywhere in Amsterdam.  
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Image 10.13. A woman on a scooter in Amsterdam.  

Here, a woman on a scooter overtakes a man on a bicycle. Throughout my interviews, scooters 
were almost unanimously described as a scourge of the city. This photo was taken along the 
Overtoom, a major street in Amsterdam (which was also the location of Image 10.1). Notice the 
wide, brickwork sidewalk for pedestrians and the grade-separated, asphalt-surfaced cycle track 
for cyclists. This street also features a lane for automobiles and a tramway (not visible in the 
image). Like virtually every other major street in Amsterdam, the Overtoom is spatially divided, 
giving almost every mode of mobility its own place. Scooters, however, do not have their own 
space. In the eyes of many cyclists, scooters are out-of-place on the cycle tracks. This image was 
used during the photo elicitation interviews in Amsterdam as AMS PE 7 (See Appendix C). 
 

 Scooters are a common sight on Amsterdam’s bike paths. There are two categories of 

scooters. The first is capable of exceeding 45 km/h. These scooters are marked with yellow 

licence plates and riders must wear helmets and drive on the road with automobiles. The second 

category, marked with blue licence plates, are, in theory, mechanically restricted to 25 km/h. 
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These blue-plated scooters do not require a helmet and are allowed wherever bicycles are 

allowed. After simple mechanical tweaks, however, these blue-plated scooters can easily exceed 

that speed, reaching upwards of 50 km/h. Gerrit Faber, an employee of the Cyclists’ Union, cited 

recent research findings, explaining: “The practice is that the blue number plate [scooters] are all 

driving on average—so not maximum, average—36, 37 [km/h]. Average!” Based on findings 

like these, many people in Amsterdam, including the Cyclists’ Union, are arguing that because 

scooters travel at a speed closer to that of cars, they belong on the road and should not be 

allowed on cycle tracks. This argument is based on the Sustainable Safety’s principle of 

homogeneity, which, as outlined in Chapter 5, calls for vehicles with significantly different 

masses and velocities to be physically separated from one another. 

 Just as the automobile dominates place in Calgary, the bicycle dominates place in 

Amsterdam. In Calgary, the ideological dominance of automobility is made clear through honked 

horns and whispered curses that remind cyclists that they are transgressing place. In Amsterdam, 

where, as I’ve shown, bicycles are almost always in-place, another vehicle, scooters, highlight 

the ideological dominance of velomobility. When I showed Marco and Claire Image 10.13, a 

photo depicting a scooter overtaking a cyclist on a cycle track, they passionately voiced their 

opinion about scooters: 

Claire: Oh, scooters! We hate scooters! 
 
Marco: We hate scooters! [Pause] No, I don't hate them, but they should be on the 
roadway. … Because when you're cycling and then someone's just, WOOO OOOH [a 
horn noise]. 
 
Claire: And they're really big! I mean, look at this thing! It's three foot wide and … And 
then the horn, it’s the annoying beep like, “MEEP! MEEP! I'm gonna go pass you.” 
 
Marco: There are several articles about it in the Amsterdam paper. 
 
Claire: Yeah, and petitions online and they're working on it. 
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Marco: The scooters hate the bicycles. But the bicycles, we have more cyclists. So, we 
should do something about it. 
 
Claire: Yesterday, I saw a man on the bicycle who was just shouting at two girls [on 
scooters], and was just holding them that they couldn't get past him. I can foresee some 
incidents with people fighting. 
 

Marco and Claire’s disapproval of scooters on the cycle track is obvious in this passage. As 

Claire’s story about a man shouting at two girls on scooters highlights, this disapproval is 

widespread. The fight between cyclists and scooter riders can be distilled into one question: 

What is the right place for scooters? At the time of my research, this discussion was ongoing, but 

it appeared that the cyclists were winning the argument, insisting that bike paths are places that 

should be exclusively reserved for velomobility. They were designed to be bike places, after all.  
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Chapter 11: What do People Ride? Materialities of 
Velomobility 

	
	
	
	

“[Cycling is] like drugs. [laughs] I don't know. I don't know why there's an obsession [with 
cycling]. It's just an obsession with, you always want to get better in terms of skill. In terms of 

your bike, you want to have a better bike. …  I mean, it's always nice to have one thing that 
you're obsessed about, right?” 

 
-Charlie, Calgary 

 
 
 

“It’s just a normal Dutch bike.” 
 

-Yorick, Amsterdam 
 
 
 
 
 Drawing on Actor-Network Theory, Tim Dant (2004) described a driver-car hybrid. He 

argues, “The driver-car is neither a thing nor a person; it is an assembled social being that takes 

on properties of both and cannot exist without both” (74). Dant’s approach is important because 

it emphasizes the ways that materiality and sociality are co-constituting. His argument also holds 

for cycling. Accordingly, it is important to recognize the material specificity of velomobility. 

Different kinds of bicycles and different equipment (or lack thereof) affect the practices of 

velomobility and the resulting experiences in specific ways. Surprisingly, much of the cycling 

literature treats bicycles as neutral and ineffectually interchangeable. It similarly tends to neglect 

the impact of cycling equipment and apparel. In this section, I will attend to the materiality of 

velomobility by describing some of the most common kinds of bikes and accessories in each 
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city. As I will show, attending to these specific materialities results in important insights into 

some significant barriers and enablers of cycling. 

 Given the aforementioned differences between motivations for cycling (for fitness in 

Calgary and for practical reasons in Amsterdam) and the types of places that serve as 

destinations (pathways through parks in Calgary and everyday destinations in Amsterdam) one 

might expect to find different kinds of bikes and cycling equipment used in each city. That is 

indeed the case. In this chapter, I will describe the intended uses of particular styles of bikes and 

equipment and highlight some of their key features and benefits.  

 A few precursory remarks might help to set the stage for this chapter. First, it is important 

to know that these descriptions, which may, at times, appear to be presented in an excessive level 

of detail, are vital to the critical discussion of cycling practices that will follow, including 

discussions of enablers of and barriers to cycling. Second, the technical details presented here are 

meant to be representative of the kinds of details that a person who owns such a bike might 

value. Third, and relatedly, the discussion presented here mimics the language used by bike 

owners (especially in Calgary). With that in mind, although the technical details themselves may 

not be of interest to the reader, the discursive context of ownership should be of interest to 

anyone seeking to understand the regime of velomobile practices each city.  

 

11.1. Bikes and Accessories in Calgary 
	
 The tendency to cycle for fitness and/or recreation in Calgary is reflected by the types of 

bikes that Calgarians ride. Although many styles of bikes exist, with many variations within 

those styles, I will emphasize what I observed to be the three most common styles of bikes in 

Calgary: road bikes, mountain bikes, and hybrids. 



Chapter 11: What do People Ride? 485 

 Road bikes, named for their on-street capabilities, are most easily recognized by their thin, 

treadless tires and their downward curving handlebars. These bikes are designed for high speeds 

and energy efficiency over long distances on smooth, paved surfaces. The thin profile of road 

bike tires, coupled with their bald, treadless surface decreases the rolling resistance of the tire. 

Road bikes often have two front chainrings and nine gears on the rear wheel, resulting in 

eighteen ‘speeds’. They typically have hard, narrow saddles (seats), which support the cyclist’s 

bone structure without doing much in the way of added comfort for the flesh. As a result, most 

cyclists on road bikes wear special padded lycra bikes shorts that cushion the seat area and 

minimize the chaffing that might result from loose, bunching fabric.  

 The road bike’s geometry encourages a particular body posture that conserves energy over 

long rides and maximizes the power delivered to the pedal. This forward-leaning posture 

minimizes the aerodynamic drag caused by air rushing into the cyclist’s chest. The downward 

curving handlebars allow several different grip positions. When riding in the ‘drop’ position, 

with the hands on the lowest portion of the handle bars, the cyclist’s head can be level with his 

hips, resulting in a very aerodynamic riding posture. The high saddle position on road bikes 

allows for a complete leg extension, maximizing the force applied to the pedal during the pedal 

stroke. Although experienced cyclists can maintain this posture for several hours of riding, few 

cyclists would describe it as comfortable. Road bikes are arguably the least comfortable bikes to 

ride, especially over short distances. Road bikes are designed for racing and long-distance 

cycling, making them ideal for cyclists looking to ride fast and far, burning lots of calories along 

the way. 

 Road cyclists typically wear special cycling shoes. These shoes clip into ‘clipless’ pedals 

(so named because they lack the permanent toe-clips of earlier models), keeping them firmly 
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attached to the pedal throughout the vertical motion of the pedal stroke. They release with a 

horizontal twisting motion, similar to a downhill ski binding. These clipless pedals and the stiff-

soled shoes that attach to them enable the foot to ‘pull’ the pedal during the up-stroke, thereby 

maximizing power transfer to the wheel (measured in watts), and resulting in a more energy-

efficient cycling motion.  
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Image 11.1. A man commutes on a road bike in Calgary.  

Notice the road bike’s characteristically thin tires and downward-curving handlebars. The bike’s 
geometry forces the rider into an extended, aerodynamic posture. This man is wearing cycling 
shoes that clip into ‘clipless’ pedals. Like most road cyclists, he is wearing lycra cycling shorts 
(complete with the corporate sponsorship provided by Subaru). Several other specialized 
accessories are visible here. The cyclist is wearing sunglasses that might have been purchased 
from a bike shop. Their aerodynamic shape likely allowed the manufacturer to market them as 
sunglasses specifically designed for cycling. The cyclist is wearing fingerless cycling gloves, 
which feature padding in locations that bear the brunt of the cyclist’s torso’s weight. This road 
bike is equipped with two water bottle holders, one of which contains a water bottle. (During 
high-intensity rides, hydration is important to replace the fluids lost as sweat.) Two objects are 
mounted on the centre of the bike’s handlebars. On the left, the flat, lightly coloured object is the 
bike’s headlight. Beside it, the dark object tilted slightly upwards, is a cycling computer that 
displays the cyclist’s speed and the distance travelled (among other statistics). Two panniers 
(saddle bags) are mounted on the rear of the bike. These panniers, which are typically out of 
place on a road ride, indicate that this cyclist is likely commuting home from work with a change 
of clothes packed into the panniers. Finally, and perhaps most obviously, the man is wearing a 
helmet, an ubiquitous accessory in Calgary that will be discussed in greater detail later in this 
chapter.  
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 Road bikes and their accessories are typically quite expensive. In 2011, I interviewed 

“Steve”1, an employee at a bike shop in Calgary. Steve explained that an “entry level 

performance bike” starts at around fifteen hundred dollars. Variations in components and frame 

materials can bring the cost of a high level performance bike upwards of ten thousand (!) dollars. 

However, as the arsenal of accessories described in the caption for Image 11.1 suggests, the cost 

of riding a road bike does not end with the purchase of a bicycle. Steve described the importance 

of accessories: 

Another thing a person needs to understand is, on a road bike you need to have shoes, 
pedals, shorts. [These] are really important. But the shoes and the pedals add three to five 
hundred dollars on that budget. This is something we always tell a person. If you have a 
thousand-dollar budget, add three to five hundred dollars, realistically, for the other 
equipment that you will need. You need to have shoes. You need to have pedals. These 
are important on a road bike. 
 

As this passage underlines, the speed and efficiency of a road bike do not come cheap. 

Conservatively, I estimate the total value of the cycling equipment depicted in Image 11.1 to be 

in excess of twenty-five hundred dollars.  

 Because most people ride road bikes for athletic purposes, they tend to opt for a bike that 

offers the best performance that they can afford. For example, I talked to Alex, who described his 

bike for me. “It's a fairly newer road bike. It's an aluminum frame with carbon fibre forks”, he 

told me, “and I did some triathlons with it.” Notice here that Alex specifically comments on the 

materials that make up his bike. It is common for road cyclists to seek out the stiffest and lightest 

materials that they can afford. Steve, the bike shop employee, explained: “Carbon fibre is the 

premier material in the bike world. The more carbon fibre, the better ride quality you will have. 

Starting at an entry level with carbon fibre fork [and an aluminum frame]; the next step up: 

																																																								
1 I conducted this interview as part of a course on research methods during my coursework. The informed consent 
form used for that project did not allow me to use the individual’s name or the name of the business. 
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carbon fibre seat post; the next step up: full carbon frame [and] fork.” Later in my interview with 

Alex, I asked him how he uses his bike. He responded, “Mainly for sport. I don’t really commute 

to work.” In this case, Alex, who explained that he rides “for the exercise mainly” has chosen the 

bike that best suits his motivations. He rides a high-tech road bike (albeit an entry level one) that 

enables him to achieve fitness through sport.  

 Mountain bikes are another common style of bike in Calgary. Mountain bikes, as their 

name implies, are designed for rough terrain. The characteristically wide, knobby tires provide 

traction in loose dirt and over roots and rocks. Many mountain bikes feature a total of twenty-

seven ‘gears’ to accommodate travel over a wide range of terrain, including hillsides that are 

much steeper than those typically encountered on a road bike. Unlike the crouched, aerodynamic 

posture of a cyclist on a road bike, the mountain bike’s geometry facilitates a broad, athletic, and 

relatively upright stance meant to achieve a dynamic riding posture that provides stability over 

rough and undulating terrain. This upright posture allows the rider to adjust his or her centre of 

gravity over either the rear wheel (for going down steep hills) or over the front wheel (for going 

uphill). A mountain bike’s relatively low saddle height accommodates these dynamic riding 

postures better than the high saddle position of a road bike (which encourages a stable posture). 

The wide, flat handlebars help the rider to stabilize the bike when passing over roots and rocks 

and enables quick steering adjustments. This posture also allows the cyclist to use his or her arms 

as shock-absorbers, soaking up any bumps along the path. With respect to shock-absorption, the 

mountain bike does most of the work. Most mountain bikes have pneumatic suspension systems 

built into the bicycle’s front fork. These bikes, which do not have suspension on the rear wheel, 

are commonly referred to as ‘hard-tail’ bikes. Other, more specialized mountain bikes, have 

suspension systems on both wheels. These bikes, which are aptly named ‘full-suspension’ or 
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‘downhill’ bikes, are usually very heavy, however, and are typically designed for riding down 

hills as fast as possible.  

 Although suspension is beneficial over rough terrain, it can be a hindrance on smooth 

surfaces, like the paved paths that line Calgary’s river valley. The mountain bike’s suspension 

system is designed to absorb the upward vertical force of bumps in the road, but it also absorbs 

some of the downward vertical force that the rider delivers to the pedals, making it rather 

inefficient in terms of energy expenditure. To overcome this problem, most mountain bikes 

feature a mechanism that allows the rider to ‘lock out’ the suspension, disabling it during travel 

over smooth terrain. Many people in Calgary ride mountain bikes with the suspension ‘locked-

out’. 

 When I interviewed Jeremy and Olivia (a young couple) near Calgary’s downtown, Jeremy 

provided some specific information about his mountain bike. He told me: 

This bike is a Specialized Rockhopper. A couple years old …  just a front-suspension 
mountain bike. One of the reasons I bought it is the shocks, you can actually lock them 
out when you want to just have a stiff fork. So you, when you're riding on flat ground you 
can save a little bit of energy by locking those out. And it was a newer model and I sort of 
liked the way it looked. It's got all the gears you could ever want. I've got a lock for it. 
Just a good city bike. 
 

Here, Jeremy mentions the manufacturer of his bike (Specialized) and the model (Rockhopper). 

Notice also that he specifically mentions the energy savings achievable by locking out the front 

suspension. Throughout this section, I have descried the ergonomics and efficiencies of bicycles 

in what might appear to the uninterested reader as being an excessive amount of detail. However, 

it is important to highlight that this is how many people in Calgary think about bikes. They pay 

close attention to the micro-details that might reduce their bike’s weight by a few grams or 

increase power output to the wheel by a few watts. Many cyclists think about cycling in terms of 

ergonomics and efficiencies. In Jeremy’s case, these details come together as “a good city bike”. 
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 As with road bikes, there are many accessories available for mountain bikes. Steve, the 

employee at the bike shop, talked about accessories and his role in informing customers about 

the many accessories available: 

To make your weekends the best, if you're a mountain biker, you need to have hydration. 
So, you need a water bottle or Camelback [a backpack with a water reserve fed through a 
hose to the rider’s mouth]. To stay protected: Do you have gloves? Do you have glasses? 
Do you have a helmet? As suggestions, if a person doesn't have these, and we send them 
out over the weekend and they didn't have any idea that they needed this, they're going to 
be incredibly mad with us. They want to make sure that they get the right equipment for 
the right application to make it an enjoyable ride. So, if we send somebody out on a 
weekend and they get a flat tire in the middle of nowhere, it’s: ‘Well, nobody told me that 
I needed a tube and patch kit’. It's our fault. So, we at least have to make the suggestions. 
We're not a commissioned staff, so it’s up to us to make sure they get the right gear. 
Shoes and pedals for road bikes; hydration, if you're on mountain bikes. Gloves, things 
like that. Minimal, at the very minimal. … You can have everything in the shop to make 
that experience the absolute best, but we really need certain things, you know? Gloves, 
helmet, glasses. These are important things. 
 

Importantly, Steve explains that “we really need certain things”, like gloves, a helmet, and 

glasses. As I will explain shortly, the perceived necessity of these expensive accessories can 

discourage potential cyclists from taking up cycling. 
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Image 11.2. A man and woman ride mountain bikes in Calgary.  

The mountain bikes in this image are identifiable by their wide, knobbed tires, the frame 
geometry, and the flat handlebars. The cyclists shown here might have taken Steve’s advice 
about “needing” certain things. Both are wearing cycling gloves, sunglasses, and, of course, 
helmets. They are not wearing cycling shoes and clipless pedals, which are popular on mountain 
bikes, but perhaps not as common as they are on road bikes. They are also not wearing the lycra 
bike shorts that are commonly found with road bikes, but, like many other mountain bikers, they 
may be wearing padded shorts under their baggier outer clothes. Two additional accessories 
visible here indicate that these bikes might be used primarily for commuting. The man’s bike, on 
the right, has after-market fenders that prevent a spray of dirty water from striping the rider’s 
back and spraying his legs. The woman’s bike, on the left, has a rack mounted behind her, above 
the rear wheel. This allows her to carry a small bag that might hold snacks and a jacket. She 
might also be carrying a spare tube, a patch kit, and a minimal selection of bike tools so that she 
might be able to perform quick repairs while out on the trail2. Like road bikes, mountain bikes 

																																																								
2	To be honest, and somewhat generalizing, while many mountain bikers would carry tools and perform quick 
repairs, I doubt that the woman shown here would do so. Based on her uncomfortable riding posture, physique, and 
clothing choices, she does not look, by Calgary’s standards, like a frequent cyclist. At the risk of reading too much 
into this situation, I would speculate that the man, who is likely her husband, is a newly enthusiastic mountain biker 
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are not cheap. The bikes shown here likely cost around a thousand dollars each and the riders are 
both utilizing hundreds of dollars’ worth of accessories.  
 
 
 
 Hybrid bikes, the third and final type of bike that I will describe here, are quickly 

increasing in popularity. They seek a middle ground between the efficiency of road bikes and the 

relative comfort of mountain bikes. Hybrid bikes combine the thin, treadless tires of road bikes 

with the more relaxed, upright posture of mountain bikes. Because they are designed primarily 

for use on smooth, paved surfaces, they do not have any suspension systems. The combination of 

comfort and efficiency make these bikes an increasingly popular choice for commuter cyclists in 

North American cities.  

 

																																																								
and commuter cyclist. Consistent with the reasons that other people in Calgary have given me for cycling, he has 
probably convinced his wife (or helped her to realize) that cycling is a pleasant way to enjoy the summer sunshine 
while getting a little bit of low-intensity exercise. Her bike and equipment look new. From this, we might infer that, 
based on conversations with people like Steve, the man has taken his wife to a bike shop and helped her to pick out 
the things that she “needs” to ride a bike. The woman, who does not look like she would be comfortable riding down 
a mountain trail, likely chose a mountain bike because it is more upright and comfortable than a road bike.  
 Although this inference is purely speculative, it is based on my experience hanging out in bike shops, 
casually talking to cyclists, and on my formal interviews with cyclists. Julia, one of the participants in my interviews 
in Calgary, described a situation that is similar to the one that I proposed above. She told me: “I was dating a fellow 
at the time who was quite a serious cyclist. And so he wanted me to try a road bike. Now, the tires are pretty darn 
thin on a road bike, as you know. And I really did not feel stable enough. So, I tried it, and I tried it with these 
[clipless] shoes, and I was very unsuccessful. So, that didn't happen. Didn't buy that bike.” Although Julia is 
describing a road bike, I believe that her situation might be similar to the one that I have speculated about in the 
photo. In both cases, a man, a “serious cyclist”, encouraged trying out particular equipment. The difference being 
that, in the situation depicted in Image 11.2, the woman did buy the bike. Of course, my speculation may well be 
false in this instance, but, based on what I have seen and heard in Calgary, I believe that it is more likely than not to 
be accurate. 
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Image 11.3. Man commuting from work on a hybrid bike in Calgary.  

The hybrid bike shown here is identifiable by its thin tires and the flat handlebars. This man is 
likely commuting home from work. I am comfortable making this assumption because I took the 
picture during the post work rush hour and he is headed out of the downtown core along a 
popular commuter route (10th Street NW). Notice the spokes in the wheel. The wheels feature 
relatively few spokes, suggesting that these are high-end wheels designed to be light and quick. 
Furthermore, this man is utilizing almost every accessory described thus far. He is wearing a 
helmet, sunglasses, cycling gloves, cycling shoes that clip into his clipless pedals, and padded 
lycra shorts with a matching cycling jersey. His bike is equipped a cycling computer, water bottle 
holders, and a detachable rear fender. His bike does not have a rear rack, however, so he carries a 
backpack which likely contains his work clothes. In many ways, this image depicts a typical 
commuter cyclist in Calgary: a MAMIL (Middle-Aged Man In Lycra). This image was used 
during the photo elicitation interviews in Calgary as YYC PE 5 and in Amsterdam as AMS PE 15 
(See Appendix C). 
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 I showed Image 11.3 to participants in Calgary and in Amsterdam during photo elicitation 

interviews. This image produced an interesting range of talk that I will draw upon throughout the 

remainder of this dissertation. During one interview, with Chelsea and Owen, our conversation 

went like this: 

Owen: Uh, he looks like a commuter. A daily commuter with a nice commuter bike. He's 
on the bike lane. He's got all the gear you need to bike. 
 
Jason: And so, what is “all the gear you need to bike”? What does that mean?  
 
Owen: He's like a gear head. He's got every single bell and whistle that he ever needs to 
go biking. But it's probably like he's going downtown and back. 
 
Chelsea: It looks like he's got a routing watch [a GPS watch that tracks movement], or 
whatever those are called. And he's got, like, the clip-in shoes. 
 
Owen: And he's got his tights. He's got like the top-of-the-line, like, really high-end 
commuter bike and he probably uses it like once a year. 
 

This passage raises at least three points. The first two will be more relevant later in this 

dissertation, but are worth mentioning here, and the third point follows directly from the 

preceding discussion. First, the man in Image 11.3 “looks like a commuter” (my emphasis). The 

significance of this observation will be made clear in Chapter 14 when I discuss cycling apparel 

and the class-based performance of identity. Second, another interesting aside, Owen displays a 

cynicism of wealth in Calgary. Calgary is a relatively affluent city and many people, often 

employees of the then-booming oil and gas industry, have large disposable incomes that can be 

put towards hobbies like cycling. This affluence is evidenced by the City of Calgary’s 2006 

Downtown Commuter Survey (Calgary 2006), which found that nearly half (45 percent) of 

cyclists who commute downtown have an income that exceeds $90,000 per year (23). Owen’s 

suggestion that the man has a “really high-end commuter bike and he probably uses it like once a 

year” displays an attitude that is critical of the seemingly frivolous purchases made by wealthy 
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Calgarians. This point, which is slightly out of place here, will become more relevant in Chapter 

14 when I discuss class status and social hierarchy. 

 The third, and most immediately relevant point raised in the preceding passage, pertains to 

the broad spectrum of gear that people in Calgary perceive as required for cycling. For many 

people in Calgary, the aforementioned items (helmets, gloves, shoes, lycra shorts, and bike 

computers, to name a few) are not simply just accessories, but things that you need to ride a 

bicycle. Owen suggested this when he observed that the man in Image 11.3 has “all the gear you 

need to bike” (my emphasis). Steve, the bike shop employee, echoed this notion when he told 

me, cited earlier, “we really need certain things” (my emphasis).  

 Many people in Calgary own an assortment of bikes so that they always have the right bike 

for the task or terrain. When I interviewed Morgan and Tyler, for example, Morgan told me, 

“These are two out of our four bikes. These are the noodle-around-commuting-won’t-be-

heartbroken-if-they-get-stolen bikes.” Luke also told me that he has two bikes, one of which is 

specifically designated for winter riding3. He explained, “Two winters ago, I upgraded, got this 

bike, and turned my old bike into a winter bike. And I've got studs on it for winter riding”. Harry, 

the Englishman who commutes to the airport, owns four bikes. When I asked why he selected 

that particular one on the day I interviewed him, he explained, “Because the roads now have 

been swept. I use this one now because the gravel would puncture these tires too easily. So, you 

know, the roads have to be cleaned, nice weather. And this is very fast.” Like Luke, Harry 

explains that he has different bikes for different road conditions. Harry was not the only person 

																																																								
3 So-called ‘winter bikes’ typically have studded tires. Additionally, and perhaps more importantly, winter bikes are 
often older bikes with cosmetic damages. The salt laid on the road to melt the ice is corrosive, causing rust that can 
quickly diminish a bike’s appearance and eventually impair its functionality. 
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that I talked to with four or more bikes. During my interview with Taylor and Ben, it became 

apparent that, between the two of them, they own several bikes. I asked them about it: 

Jason: So, how many bikes do you guys have? 
 
Ben: Um [counts]. I'd say like four and a half. There's a few in parts. 
 
Taylor: And I have three. Well, I guess like two and a half. One's like, one I'm totally 
taking apart and rebuilding right now. So, it's been in my back yard. It's looking pretty 
sad right now. 
 

Ben told me that he likes “doing things with his hands” and that restoring and working on 

bicycles is a hobby for him. As a result, he and Taylor own six and two half bikes between them.  

 As these passages indicate, people in Calgary own multiple bikes for several reasons: for 

different sports (mountain bikes and road bikes), for different usages (for sport and for 

commuting), for different seasons (for summer and for winter), and, for people like Ben and 

Taylor who like restoring bikes, simply for different aesthetics. In any case, cycling Calgarians 

often own multiple bikes. This is reflected on Bike Calgary’s website. To become a member of 

Bike Calgary and to participate in their online forums, a person must fill out an online 

membership form. A large section of the membership form, titled “Your Equipment”, is 

dedicated to listing one’s bikes (Bike Calgary N.D.). There are empty fields for “1st Bike”, “2nd 

Bike”, “3rd Bike”, and then “Other bikes”, a space where one can list all of the bikes that didn’t 

fit into the first three spaces.  

 Simply put, many cycling Calgarians are obsessed with gear. Owen alluded to this when, 

during his description of Image 11.3, he described the man in the photo as “a gear head”. Gear 

heads, it appears, take the acquisition of accessories a step further and exceed the basic ‘needs’ of 

cycling by collecting multiple instances of a piece of equipment or by collecting the ‘best’ of 

each piece of equipment. Charlie, who earlier mentioned the benefit of being able to cycle alone, 
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might describe himself as a gear head. At the end of each interview, I typically gave the 

respondents a chance to elaborate upon or clarify their responses. I asked Charlie, “Is there 

anything that you want to tell me about cycling that you think a researcher should know about?” 

He took the opportunity to highlight the significance of gear acquisition for cyclists in Calgary. 

Charlie: Well, I guess one of the things about cycling is, once you get into it, you're just 
pretty much obsessed about it. I'm sure a lot of people will tell you that. … 
 
Jason: So, what's the obsession with cycling? Or, how do cyclists become obsessed? 
Describe the obsession to me. It's interesting. 
 
Charlie: It's like drugs. [laughs] I don't know. I don't know why there's an obsession. It's 
just an obsession with, you always want to get better in terms of skill. In terms of your 
bike, you want to have a better bike. And, it's not even just to go faster, it's just [pause] I 
can't describe it. [laughs] I guess it's just to improve your fitness and, yeah. I mean it's 
always nice to have one thing that you're obsessed about, right? 
 

The obsession that Charlie describes, as it pertains to cycling equipment, is informally known as 

Gear Acquisition Syndrome, a condition in which an individual feels the constant need to 

upgrade his or her equipment. An underlying assumption of Gear Acquisition Syndrome, which 

applies to a wide range of outdoor activities, is that if the gear is improved, then so too will the 

performance.  

 People do not start out as “gear heads” that are “obsessed” with cycling. Rachel, for 

example, described the “progression” to her current cycling set-up. During the interview, I 

observed, “You've got clipless pedals and a helmet and the whole cycling gear on.” She 

responded: 

Rachel: Yeah, it's been a progression. 
 
Jason: Yeah? Tell me about the progression. 
 
Rachel: Well, when I first started with my Rockhopper [a mountain bike], I wore hiking 
boots and just any old pair of shorts. And then, just the more I rode, the more I discovered 
comfier clothing and the efficiency of clipless pedals. The clipless pedals also came about 
when I got my mountain bike. So, I think I've only been riding in them for two years. 
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But, yeah, I just wanted to get better at mountain biking and clipless pedals seemed to be 
the way to go.  And, yeah, they definitely make your ride more efficient, I think. On both 
mountain and road bike. 
 

Here, Rachel’s attempts to improve her mountain biking performance includes a “progression” of 

both skill and equipment. I will elaborate more on the skill side of the progression when, in 

Chapter 12, I’ll describe how people ride. For now, it is important to see how, in Calgary, the 

progression of cycling performance is associated with the acquisition of gear and accessories. 

Rachel’s “progression” and Charlie’s “obsession” will likely lead to the acquisition of more bikes 

and more accessories. Others might call them “gear heads”, but for cyclists like Rachel and 

Charlie, the gear is simply what they “need” for cycling. 

 Several of the people that I interviewed mentioned bikes and equipment as a barrier to 

cycling in Calgary. The high cost of bikes and the gamut of (so-called) necessary equipment can 

be off-putting to potential cyclists. When I asked Mary and Walter why some people in Calgary 

don’t ride bikes, Mary responded by telling me, “I think that one of the reasons is that bikes are 

reasonably expensive for a lot of people.” During my interview with Matt, we discussed the 

potential for a bike share in Calgary. Matt had suggested that a bike share might be a good way 

to get more Calgarians onto bikes. He explained, “Like, I had to drop a thousand dollars to get 

this bike and most people don't want to do that. But if they could pay a small entry fee and then 

always have a convenient bike to grab, that would be awesome. I'm sure that would bring in a 

few people.” For both Matt and Mary, the high cost of purchasing a bike are potential barriers to 

cycling for other people in Calgary.  

 For others, it was not so much the costs of cycling equipment that acts as a barrier to 

cycling, but, instead, the range of equipment and options available that intimidate potential 

cyclists. Morgan told me, “I think people are intimidated by the logistics of doing it. Not just the 
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aspect of getting on the road to get where they're going, but understanding what bikes they 

should have and what gear they need” (my emphasis). I have briefly outlined three of the main 

categories of bikes above, but within each category there are several further distinctions4. For 

someone new to cycling, walking into a bike shop can easily become an overwhelming 

experience as they become aware of the dozens of models available to choose from. One person, 

John, specifically mentioned this as a barrier to cycling in Calgary when I asked him why some 

people in Calgary don’t ride bikes:  

John: Part of it is maybe the intimidation of getting started on a bike. 
 
Jason: What do you think would be intimidating? 
 
John: Uh, everything. It's a whole culture, right? Now, there's so many types of bikes, like 
hybrids and single speeds and mountain bikes, cross bikes. So, going into a bike store and 
not knowing about all that can be intimidating I think.  
 

Here, John describes the “whole culture” as being “intimidating”. This is an important 

observation that is related to “needing” accessories, an idea promulgated by “gear heads” that 

have an “obsession” with cycling.  

 I’ll return to this topic in Chapter 14, but, for now, know that the obsession with cycling 

gear, which is driven by a desire for high performance that is satiated by expensive equipment, 

has permeated the discourse of everyday cycling in Calgary. Commuter cyclists discuss 

groupsets (a bike’s system of gears and shifters) and energy efficient pedal strokes. These 

discussions are overheard by, or directed at, potential cyclists in places like bike shops, online 

																																																								
4 For example, there are several styles within the broad category of ‘road bikes’: triathlon bikes, race bikes, time-
trial bikes, endurance bikes, touring bikes, cyclocross bikes, and gravel bikes. Within each of these styles, 
manufacturers produce bike frames that come in a range of materials (for example: aluminum, carbon fibre, steel, 
and titanium). These frames are each accompanied by one of many available “groupsets”, which include 
components like the bike’s gears, shifters, brakes, and other parts. For example, one company, Shimano, offers 
several different groupsets for road bikes: Tiagra, 105, Ultregra, and Dura-Ace. I will refrain from explaining the 
differences between these groupsets here, but many cyclists in Calgary are well aware of the differences. It is 
common to hear cyclists ask questions like, “Is 105 good enough, or should I get Ultregra?” 
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forums, or around the water cooler at work. These conversations have weighty implications. In 

comparison to high-performance hybrids, cheap bikes might seem inadequate for commuting to 

work. Similarly, hearing that you “need” certain accessories to ride a bike might give some 

people the impression that cycling is impossible (or, at least, inadvisable) without them. As a 

result, the aforementioned “obsession” with cycling risks alienating potential cyclists through a 

combination of inaccessible vocabulary, impractical techniques, and financially unattainable 

equipment. 

 
11.2. Bikes and Accessories in Amsterdam 

	
 As in Calgary, a plethora of bike styles exist in Amsterdam. Many people there do ride 

bikes for sport (usually road bikes, given the conspicuous absence of mountains), but, as I’ll 

explain later in this chapter, road bikes are a relatively rare sight on Amsterdam’s bike congested 

streets. For that reason, in this section I will highlight two of the most common and most 

analytically significant styles of bikes in Amsterdam: Dutch bikes and cargo bikes. 

 Dutch bikes are gendered, coming in male and female versions. An omafiets (grandma 

bike) can be differentiated from an opafiets (grandpa bike) by the downwards sloping top 

crossbar. The downward bar on the omafiets is meant to facilitate getting on and off the bike 

while wearing a skirt and the opafiets’ vertical crossbar makes for a stronger frame. Although the 

bikes themselves are gendered, recent generations of cyclists in Amsterdam have abandoned any 

strictly gendered adherence to bike frame selection. It is common to see men riding omafietsen 

and women riding opafietsen. (During my stay in Amsterdam, I opted for an omafiets because of 

the ease of getting on and off the bike.) Dutch bikes typically feature steel frames (rather than 

aluminum, carbon fibre, or other high-tech composites), making them strong and durable, but 

rather heavy. Most Dutch bikes have only one gear; the flat Dutch countryside does not 
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necessitate a multi-gear system. Often, the bikes are slowed down with brakes activated by the 

pedals. Much like children’s bikes in North America, the rider engages the brakes by pedalling 

backwards. Dutch bikes are designed to be comfortable and practical over short distances. Their 

geometry encourages a relaxed, upright posture. The upright posture is enabled by high 

handlebars, which wrap horizontally towards the rider’s body, enabling riders to rest their hands 

comfortably in front of them with relaxed shoulders. The upright posture also has the added 

benefit of increasing a cyclists’ visibility of traffic. 

 Somewhat counter-intuitively, this comfortable, relaxed posture can be a bit jarring if you 

are used to a bike designed for sport, like a road bike or a mountain bike. I interviewed Oliver, a 

young man born in England and living in Amsterdam. Oliver told me, “The bikes are pretty 

different here. So, like, when I first came here, I rented a bike and it feels pretty alien compared 

to my bike back home in England.” My initial experience with Dutch bikes was similar to 

Oliver’s. Although I am an experienced cyclist, having ridden several styles of bicycles, my first 

experience on a Dutch bike was an unfamiliar one. It felt more like sitting on top of a garden 

tractor than being on a bicycle. As my familiarity with them increased, I found that Dutch bikes 

mimic the comfortable, upright posture of walking. At times, as I casually pedalled through the 

streets, it occurred to me that it felt as though I was going for a stroll. My velocity was more like 

that of a hard run, but my effort felt comparable to a slow walk. I also realized that my body 

posture, from the hips up, at least, could be likened to pushing a shopping cart through a grocery 

store. Significantly, riding a Dutch bike in Amsterdam didn’t feel like riding a bike in Calgary. 

After I learned not to expect the contortions required to ride a road bike, it felt very relaxed and 

natural (biomechanically-speaking). 
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 Because Dutch bikes are typically low-tech, low-cost bikes, it should not come as a 

surprise that few people there utilize expensive, high-tech accessories. Dutch bikes come 

equipped with features that would typically be sold as after-market accessories in bike shops in 

Calgary. They typically feature broad, plush saddles, which are often supported by springs that 

dampen vibrations and other bumps in the road. Most Dutch bikes features a chain guard (a 

plastic or steel enclosure that encircles the bike’s chain) that prevents pants, skirts, or other 

articles of clothing from getting caught in the chain. Many bikes also feature a guard that covers 

the third of the rear wheel closet to the rider, preventing skirts or scarves from being caught in 

the spokes of the rear wheel. Fenders come standard on Dutch bikes; virtually all of them have 

front and rear fenders that prevent spray from wet roads. A rear rack is attached to the frame and 

is meant to facilitate utilitarian cycling tasks like carrying groceries, a case of beer, or, often, 

other people. (I will describe these utilitarian tasks in greater detail later in Chapter 12 when I 

discuss how people ride). Most of these accessories are available for mountain bikes and road 

bikes in Calgary as after-market purchases. Significantly, however, although they might be 

common and readily available in Calgary, they are not typical there.  

 It is also worth pointing out the accessories that are not used with a Dutch bike. These 

bikes are intended for short, utilitarian journeys inside the city, not racing or other high energy 

output activities. As a result, people riding Dutch bikes tend not to sweat copiously. Therefore, 

the need for rehydration is not an issue and accessories like water bottles and hydration 

backpacks are unnecessary. Because energy efficiency is less of a concern over short distances, 

cycling shoes and pedals are unnecessary. Similarly, aerodynamic drag is not a concern so lycra 

clothing is not worn.  
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Image 11.4. Woman rides an omafiets in Amsterdam.  

This woman is riding a Dutch-style bike, an omafiets, through Vondelpark, a large park in 
Amsterdam. Notice the woman’s posture. She is sitting almost perfectly upright, with her 
shoulders only slightly in front of her hips. For contrast, compare this image with Image 11.1, 
where you can see that the man on the road bike’s shoulders are well in front of his hips, 
resulting in an extended and crouched posture. The bike is equipped with a headlight, fenders, a 
chain guard, and a rear rack, all of which come standard on a Dutch bike. This bike is also 
equipped with panniers (mounted on the rear of the bike) to help accomplish utilitarian tasks like 
hauling groceries. 
 

 From a North American perspective (and, apparently, from an English one as well), a 

Dutch bike is rather unusual: an anomaly amongst the typical offerings made by the often sport-
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focussed North American bike industry. For people in Amsterdam, however, Dutch style bikes 

are simply normal. When I asked people in Amsterdam to describe their bicycles, many 

responded by telling me that theirs is just a normal Dutch bike. In fact, many people seemed 

underwhelmed by my question, as if it were a boring and trivial thing to discuss. My discussion 

with Bram and Jennifer, for example, went like this: 

Jason: Tell me about your bikes. 
 
Bram: This is my bike. 
 
Jason: It looks like an old Dutch bike. 
 
Bram: Yeah, quite basic. 
 
Jason: Is there anything special or not special about it? 
 
Bram: Yeah, it's really not special. Just a basic bike. 
 
Jennifer: I have the same one, but with a rack on the front. 
 

Others appeared underwhelmed by the question as well. Natasha told me, simply, “It’s a normal 

bike.” Another man, Yorick, used nearly the same words, telling me, “It’s just a normal Dutch 

bike.” Teun described his bike in a similar way: “This is the plain, standard, old fashioned bike, 

with this old fashioned brake.” Repeatedly, people in Amsterdam used words like “normal”, 

“standard”, and “plain” to describe their bikes. Significantly, this contrasts strongly with the 

tendency in Calgary to name the make and model of their bike and to list its features and 

construction materials. 

 During my conversation with Lise and Ruben in the Oud Zuid (Old South) neighbourhood, 

Lise made comments that unknowingly mocked those people who take pride in their bikes (like 

many of the people in Calgary that I talked to). In the conversation that follows, I asked Lise and 

Ruben about their bikes. Like many of the other people that I interviewed, Lise started by 
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describing her bike as “a regular bike”. After that, however, when she started talking about her 

basket, her description took a sarcastic turn.  

Jason: Tell me about your bikes a little bit, and your equipment.  
 
Lise: Well, it's quite simple. A regular bike. It's quite new, just six months, but it’s a 
second hand bike. [Pause.] And this is really important to me, the pink basket. 
 
Jason: Oh, the pink basket. It’s important that it's pink? 
 
Lise: Yeah, it's both important that it’s pink and that it's a basket. [She looks at her bike, 
reading the decals.] And it's called a locomotief, like a train. And it's not only a 
locomotief, it’s also the type which is called ‘fashion’! [The decals on the bike actually 
said ‘locomotief’ and ‘fashion’, but her enthusiasm is pure sarcasm.] 
 
Jason: Oh, well then. [Laughter.] 
 
Lise: But it doesn't really matter what it looks like. It has to be convenient and high.  
 

Lise’s sarcasm, like Bram and Jennifer, likely stems from feeling underwhelmed at being asked 

about such a seemingly trivial topic. Aside from the amusement that arises from Lise’s sarcastic 

enthusiasm for her ‘fashion train’, this passage is significant because its mocking nature conveys 

an attitude shared by many of the people that I talked to in Amsterdam. For many people, a 

bike’s appearance simply doesn’t matter; it just needs to work. Christiaan observed, “lots of 

bikes here are pretty ragged old things.” Nadine said something similar: “Yeah, so everybody—it 

doesn't really matter—rides a crappy bike.”  

 Lise’s comments also included another important distinction. While many people in 

Amsterdam ride Dutch bikes, the vast majority of those bikes were purchased second hand. 

Leon, for example, a teenager whose English skills were good, but left room for improvement, 

described his bike for me: 

Leon: It's not the newest. Just—I don't know the English word for it—someone had it 
before and someone brought it to a bike shop and.  
 
Jason: We would say, “second hand.” 
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Leon: Yes. Yes. It's not nice. It's very old. It's making noises. 
 

While the obvious benefit of a second hand bike is its low cost (I bought two second hand bikes 

during my stay in Amsterdam: one for eighty euros and one for one hundred euros), another 

important benefit of owning a cheap, “crappy” bike is that potential thieves might be less 

inclined to steal it (I bought a second bike because my first was stolen).  

 Bike theft is a major problem in Amsterdam. Somewhere between 50,000 and 80,000 bikes 

are stolen every year (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2014). Daniel explained that, given high rates of 

theft, people in Amsterdam ride second hand bikes to minimize the likelihood that their bikes are 

stolen. He explained: “Generally the more expensive of bicycle you have—the more exclusive it 

is—the higher the odds are that it gets stolen. So, that's why you see a lot of people cycling 

around on very crappy bicycles. Because they know that people aren't very tempted to steal 

them.” Similarly, David told me, “If you have an expensive bike, it gets stolen. So, people 

actually prefer second hand bikes. And the shabbier the better.” It’s important to recognize that 

the high rate of bicycle theft in Amsterdam at least partially explains the popularity of cheap, old 

bikes. 

 The high rate of theft in Amsterdam necessitates the most important accessory for any 

cycling Amsterdammer: a lock. When I arrived in Amsterdam, one of the tips that I repeatedly 

heard from people was to buy a good lock. During casual conversations, people often provided 

me with one of two recurring tips. They either told me to make sure that my lock weighs more 

than my bike or told me that my lock should cost more than my bike. The latter tip came up 

during my interview with Eline, when she described her bike for me, telling me, “It’s very old 

and the most expensive [part] of it is the lock.” I interviewed Rogier Bosbaan, the owner of a 

small bike shop in Amsterdam. He told me, “you need a lock of at least forty or fifty euros. … In 
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Amsterdam, you need a lock of 3.7 kilos [just over eight pounds] to secure your bike.” These 

heavy locks5 are not the ‘U-locks’ that are popular in Calgary. As Rogier explained, “In the 

Netherlands, we love chains. We don't know why. I just was in Germany with ABUS [a lock 

manufacturer] and they said there is no country in the world that takes so many chain locks as the 

Netherlands.” Most bikes are also secured with a second lock. A rear lock6 is attached behind the 

seat and, when engaged, wraps around the rim of the rear wheel. Because the wheel’s spokes are 

unable to pass through the lock when it is engaged, the bike is rendered immobile.  

 Without the right technique, however, the large, heavy chains favoured by people in 

Amsterdam offer no protection whatsoever. It is important to wrap the chain through the bike’s 

frame, then around the front wheel, and then securely around a fixed object, preferably one 

intended for bike parking. Rogier explained, “You have to lock your front wheel or else it’s gone. 

Because you have the back lock, and you have the chain through the wheel and through the 

frame and the rack, otherwise it's gone.” Although I carefully locked up my bike whenever it was 

parked, my lock, which cost about fifty euros, was apparently of insufficient quality. I started out 

one morning, eager, as always, to explore the city on my bike, and was shocked to find it 

																																																								
5 These heavy chains range in quality and cost. On one lock, for example, the hardened steel that forms each link 
was 10mm thick and was shaped into a hexagon shape so that it was more difficult for bolt cutters to bite into the 
steel. That particular lock cost about €150. 
6 Counter intuitively, the locks are open when the key is in the lock. That is, the bike can only be ridden with the key 
still in the lock. Rogier Bosbaan found this process interesting and took the time to explain it to me: 
 

Rogier Bosbaan: And we have the back locks. That's what we have. And that's maybe fun for you to know. 
We're the only country in the world who drives the bike with the key in. You cannot get the key out when 
it's open. And we're the only country in the world that does that. Do you want to know why? 
 
Jason: Yeah. 
 
Rogier: For the insurance. The insurance wants to know—if you insure your bike—you need to send your 
two keys. And they want to know that if you have the two keys in your hand, then the bike is really locked. 
… If you forgot your key in the lock, then the bike is open, and you don't have the two keys and you can't 
get money. That's the thing behind it. All the locks like that for the insurance. They all need to lock them up 
with the key. You cannot get the key out when it's open. And that's why. And especially, these locks are 
made for the whole world, but only in the Netherlands they are different. 
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missing. I neglected rule number one: my lock did not cost more than my bike. After coming to 

the realization that it had been stolen, I felt mixed emotions. On the one hand, I was devastated; I 

really liked that bike (a sturdy black omafiets). On the other hand, I felt a little bit of pride; I felt 

that having a bike stolen was like a rite of passage. I felt like a true Amsterdammer.  

 Importantly, as cyclists told me repeatedly, cycling is cheap in Amsterdam. This is true 

because the bikes are cheap and require few accessories, aside from a study lock. Although new 

Dutch bikes can cost upwards of a thousand euros—and people do ride expensive new bikes—

most people in Amsterdam ride second hand bikes that they have purchased for around one 

hundred euros. Furthermore, virtually no money is spent on accessories, aside from a sturdy lock, 

which typically costs between sixty and eighty euros. In total, many people in Amsterdam spend 

as little as 160 euros to ride a bike. This is a far cry from the fifteen hundred dollars that might be 

common in Calgary.  

 Bakfietsen (cargo bikes), although less prevalent than the Dutch style bike, are a common 

enough sight in Amsterdam that they merit discussion here. Many shapes and sizes of cargo 

bikes exist, but the cargo bikes in Amsterdam typically feature a large crate on the front of the 

bike, which is supported by two front wheels. These bikes, which are essentially tricycles, are 

stable and offer the ability to easily transport large loads, like groceries and children. These bikes 

are quite expensive, often costing two or three thousand euros. The flexibility and utility that 

they offer Amsterdammers, especially young families who are reluctant to use an automobile, 

make the price seem quite reasonable.  
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Image 11.5. Man rides a bakfiets in Amsterdam.  

This man uses a bakfiets to pedal his daughter, toilet paper, and some other groceries through 
Vondelpark. Cargo bikes like this one are especially popular amongst young families in 
Amsterdam. Like many of the images included in this dissertation, this image was taken in 
Vondelpark, a large park south of the city centre. Although Vondelpark certainly functions as a 
park, with hundreds of joggers, picnickers, and other park-goers, it also functions as one of the 
busiest bicycle transportation routes in the city. I went to Vondelpark to take photos like this one 
because the park provided a variety of cyclists to photograph from a range of uninterrupted 
angles and distances, not because the practices of cycling were unique there. Although many 
images depict cycling in Vondelpark, they are representative of practices found throughout the 
city. 
 

 One of the most common uses for cargo bikes is transporting children. When Teun and 

Isuri saw Image 12.14 (to be presented in the next chapter), Teun highlighted the popularity of 

cargo bikes for young parents when he commented, “most of the parents have those bakfietsen, 

with a big crate in the front.” Many of the people that I talked to in Amsterdam explained that 



Chapter 11: What do People Ride? 511 

they ride a bike for the sense of freedom that it provides them with. Like most Amsterdammers, 

young adults embrace this freedom. However, because it can be difficult to use a bike to 

transport the diapers, blankets, food, and the other accessories that follow a young family 

wherever they go (not to mention the children themselves), the freedom offered by bicycle can 

be compromised by the responsibilities that accompany parenthood. Cargo bikes, however, give 

some of that freedom back to young parents. One man, Bart, mentioned transporting children 

with a cargo bike during his description of the sense of freedom offered by a bicycle: 

Of course, Amsterdam is not the best climate in the world. But, more or less, on a bike 
everybody feels it gives you a certain freedom as well, I think. You can put your bike 
wherever you want, more or less. Like you can go to the right, to the left, no sweat, no 
stress, no clutch on the cars. It's just, I think it's great fun for the people to do it anyways. 
You can take the kids, look, in those special bikes [cargo bikes], you can put two, three 
kids in it. It's fun, I think. I guess people think somewhere in their mind, also, a social 
freedom.  
 

With a car, the high costs of ownership, the slow rate of travel, and the hassle of finding a 

parking spot make automobility impractical (by design!) within the city of Amsterdam. Cargo 

bikes offer a middle ground between the flexibility of cycling and the cargo capacity of an 

automobile. Put simply, cargo bikes expand the freedom of cycling. I will further discuss cargo 

bikes and their many uses in the next chapter when I discuss how people use bikes. 

 Just like in Calgary, it is common for people in Amsterdam to own multiple bikes. When I 

was talking with Rogier Bosbaan, the owner of a bike shop in Amsterdam, he told me, 

“Everybody in Amsterdam has at least two bikes. …  Nobody has a car here in Amsterdam. 

Everybody has two bikes. They use it for transport, to buy groceries and stuff. Everything.” 

Although it is an exaggeration that “nobody has a car” and that “everybody has two bikes” (my 

emphasis), Rogier’s comments do indicate the regularity of owning two bikes. During my 

interviews, however, relatively few people mentioned owning multiple bikes. When they did 
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mention owning two bikes, the type of second bike varied. Nadine, for example, told me, “I have 

two crappy bikes, that almost fall apart.” Eline told me, “We have two different ones. We have 

one for the city. It's very old, and the most expensive of it is the lock.” For some people, the 

second bike might be used in situations with a heightened risk of theft. Someone might have a 

more expensive Dutch bike that is used for commuting and day-to-day tasks like grocery 

shopping. Then, their second bike (the cheap one) would be used for travel into the city centre (a 

common site for bike thefts) or during evening trips to bars and restaurants (thieves often operate 

under the cover of darkness). Alternatively, the second bike might be reserved for use by friends 

and family that are visiting from out of town.  

 More commonly, it seems, the second bike is used for sport. In this case, the cheap bike is 

used for day-to-day activities and the road bike is used on evenings or weekends for long-

distance rides outside of the city. I will return to this topic when, in the next chapter, I discuss 

how people ride bikes. While it is common for people in Amsterdam to have two bikes 

(according to Rogier—and my interviews at least partially confirmed his claim), none of the 

people that I talked to owned more than two bikes. It Amsterdam, it appears that nearly everyone 

owns a cheap bike, usually a Dutch style bike. It is reasonable to assume that there are people in 

Amsterdam who own three (or more) bikes, but none of the fifty people that I interviewed in 

Amsterdam mentioned owning three or more bikes.  

 

11.3. Safety Equipment 
	
 For the overwhelming majority of people that I talked to in Calgary, safety equipment is an 

indispensable cycling accessory. This is unsurprising, given the widespread fear of cycling in 

traffic. Of the fifty-two cyclists that I interviewed in Calgary, forty-five people wore helmets. 
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Given that only seven people did not wear helmets, it is difficult to generalize about reasons for 

not wearing one. Miguel, for example, originally from Mexico, did not wear a helmet. He told 

me, “I don't want to carry around a helmet. I just need to be less careless.” For Miguel, attentive 

and careful cycling is enough to ensure his safety. Vincent, another man who did not wear a 

helmet, explained, “I'm a sweater in the head, and I just get too sweaty. That's why. Probably not 

a good reason why, but that's it.” For Vincent, being conformable is more important than having 

the added protection of a hot, sweaty helmet. Others, like Erika, mentioned that they usually 

wear a helmet, but did not on that particular day. Hugo suggested that a helmet is only necessary 

on the road, and not on the pathways (where I interviewed him). He told me, “I’ve never needed 

it on the trail, but when you get off the trails and you’re riding on the rough streets and whatnot, 

it's just a good idea to wear your helmet.” Interestingly, he suggests that there is a place-based 

context for helmet usage. For Hugo, a helmet is in-place on the road, but not on the pathways. 

 Most of the people that I interviewed in Calgary emphasized the importance of wearing a 

helmet. Ken told me, “A helmet, I think, is a must.” Robert said, “We wear all the safety 

equipment. So, I think it’s important.” Tyler explained, “We always wear helmets. We like to be 

safe while riding.” The role of helmets in mitigating risk was often left unstated, but a few people 

specifically mentioned risk. Lisa, for example, told me, “We're very safety conscious. We always 

wear our helmets. I know a lot of people don't, but for me that's really important. I don't want to 

take the risk that I'm going to fall off and hurt myself.” Similarly, Charlie said, “I think the image 

is that cycling is a bit dangerous. But there are techniques to avoid risks and whatnot by wearing 

a helmet.”  

 It appears that cyclists in Calgary feel responsible for ensuring their own safety. As a result, 

they take it upon themselves to manage the risks associated with cycling (as evidenced by the 
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widespread fear of cycling on roads) by wearing a helmet. This finding should not be surprising, 

however, given the prevalence of vehicular cycling philosophy in Calgary. As I explained in 

Chapter 5, the governmentality in Calgary’s regime of velomobility produces (and expects) 

responsibilized actors, which stands in stark contrast to the governmentality that operates in 

Amsterdam, in which the state takes on the responsibility of keeping cyclists safe. 

 

 

Image 11.6. A pair of cyclists commuting from work in Calgary.  

Two cyclists commute side-by-side along a bike lane on 10th Street NW. The man wears a 
helmet, but the woman is wearing a cowboy hat. Both cyclists are riding hybrid bikes equipped 
with fenders. This image was used during the photo elicitation interviews in Calgary as YYC PE 
6 (See Appendix C). 
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 For the vast majority of people that I talked to in Calgary, a helmet is of the utmost 

importance. A helmet is so important, in fact, that for some people, the sight of seeing someone 

not wearing a helmet initiates a minor fit of anger. When I showed Image 11.6 to Roger and 

Florence, Roger took a quick glance and said, “And, of course, here's two people side by side. 

Cowboy hat instead of a helmet. Dumb, dumb, dumb. Don't need to say any more about that 

one.” He then quickly flipped to the next picture, seemingly annoyed at the ignorance associated 

with not wearing a helmet. Maude made a similar, but less forceful comment when she saw the 

image. She told me, “Now we have two cyclists riding beside each other. One on the inside 

wearing a helmet. The other on the outside not wearing a helmet. That wouldn't be too cool for 

me. I wouldn't be comfortable.” Using less aggressive language than Roger, Maude says that 

riding without a helmet is not “too cool”. It appears that she, like Roger, does not approve of 

cycling without a helmet. (I will return to Image 11.6 in the next chapter when I discuss social 

cycling.) 

 In addition to a helmet, many people in Calgary don bright and/or reflective clothing as an 

additional safety precaution. Brightly coloured jackets with reflective materials are especially 

common amongst commuter cyclists, who are more likely to venture onto the roads than 

recreational cyclists. Several people commented directly on the need for wearing bright, 

reflective clothing. For example, when I asked Charlotte why she was wearing a bright jacket 

(much like the one seen in Image 11.7), she explained, “Well, it is a city of cars. So, it’s just to be 

seen.” Similarly, Paul told me, “If I’m riding at night, I like to have my lights and a [reflective] 

vest on.”  

 



Chapter 11: What do People Ride? 516 

 

Image 11.7. A cyclist in Calgary wears a helmet and a bright yellow cycling jacket.  

Although this man is equipped for winter cycling, as suggested by the snow on the ground in the 
background, jackets like this one are common year-round in Calgary. This jacket, which was 
probably purchased at Mountain Equipment Co-op (MEC), is available in several bright colours, 
like red, blue, and yellow (as shown here). This jacket’s cut, which features long sleeves and a 
slight tail in the rear, is designed for the outstretched posture commonly maintained on sportive 
bikes like road bikes and mountain bikes. Additionally, the jacket features “pit-zips” (zippers in 
the arm-pits) that allow ventilation and air flow. Most importantly, however, the bright colour 
and reflective materials (the darker grey stripes in seen in the image) enhance the cyclist’s 
visibility for motorists. 
 

 During my interview with Tyler, I learned that he worked in the cycling department at 

Mountain Equipment Co-op, an important shopping destination for commuter cyclists in 
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Calgary. I took the opportunity to talk to Tyler about the kinds of things that he told customers at 

the store. He explained, “It was mostly just getting people kitted-out and make sure they have 

everything they need to ride safely and happily. You know, recommending things like having 

lights on the front and back that flashed so you would get noticed, and wearing reflectors and 

reflective gear and that kind of thing.” Interestingly, there is a strong parallel between Tyler’s 

comment, which is directed towards commuter cyclists, and Steve’s earlier comments about road 

cyclists. Both men, who are both employees at bike shops, explain that cyclists need certain 

things. Where Steve explained that road cyclists need certain things like cycling shoes and 

clipless pedals, Tyler explained that commuter cyclists need certain things like lights and 

reflective gear. Given the anxieties that many people in Calgary feel towards cycling on the road, 

this is advice that customers frequently heed. I will discuss some of the implications of these 

tendencies to wear helmets and reflective clothing in Chapter 14 (when I discuss issues of 

performing identity) but, for now, know that, for most people in Calgary, cycling does not 

happen without a helmet and, in many cases, without reflective clothing. 

 In Amsterdam, on the other hand, wearing a helmet is virtually unheard of. I talked to fifty 

people in Amsterdam and none of them wore a helmet. In fact, some people scoffed at my asking 

about helmets, as if were a silly thing to discuss. My discussion with Lars is representative of 

these dismissive attitudes: 

Jason: What are your thoughts about safety equipment, like helmets? 
 
Lars: Oh, ridiculous. 
 
Jason: Ridiculous? 
 
Lars: Absolutely. 
 
Jason: Why? 
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Lars: It's annoying me if I see it. 
 
Jason: Yeah? 
 
Lars: You asked me. 
 
Jason: No, of course. 
 
Lars: So ridiculous to go with that, yeah. 
 
Jason: Do you think it's not necessary? 
 
Lars: I think it's not necessary. Yeah, I don’t know the numbers, but, yeah. 
 

Not only does Lars think that helmets are unnecessary, but he also says that they are “ridiculous” 

and that he’s annoyed just by seeing one. It appears that Lars, from Amsterdam, is just as 

annoyed by the sight of someone wearing a helmet as Roger, from Calgary, is of someone not 

wearing a helmet!  

 These two radically different perspectives are representative of the viewpoints that 

dominate in each city. It is important to recognize that because virtually every street in 

Amsterdam has either a cycle track or a bike lane, and that the vast majority of those facilities 

align with the five principles of Sustainable Safety and the five requirements of the CROW 

manual, cycling in Amsterdam is a relatively low-risk activity. In Amsterdam, there are typically 

around five fatal cycling accidents each year and about five hundred accidents that result in 

serious injury (Gemeente Amsterdam 2016). In Calgary, on the other hand, where vehicular 

cycling has dominated policy development for several decades, there is often one fatality and 

about 150 serious injuries every year (Bike Calgary, N.D.). The massive differences in cycling 

rates in these two cities make these statistics difficult to compare, but, given that there are likely 

to be several hundred million7 (!) more trips made by bike in Amsterdam than there are in 

																																																								
7 Consider this simplistic calculation. If 50 percent of the 1.3 million people in the Amsterdam metropolitan area 
make one return trip every day (two bike rides), then there would be 474.5 million trips by bicycle every year in 
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Calgary every year, the fact that these statistics are even close should demonstrate that cycling in 

Amsterdam is much safer than cycling in Calgary. The radically different perspectives on safety 

equipment presented here are reactions to the very different realities produced through two 

radically different regimes of velomobility. 

 While most of the people I interviewed recognized that a helmet would offer extra 

protection, they typically viewed this level of protection as being excessive. Jasper made this 

perspective clear. When I asked him about his thoughts about safety equipment he responded, 

“This is the point where I should say, ‘Helmets are a good idea’, but … I mean, you could secure 

yourself against everything and I guess helmets, I dunno, it’s a bit too much.” Here, Jasper 

recognizes the safety benefits that helmets offer, but dismisses them as excessive. 

 The widespread reluctance to wear a helmet in Amsterdam was often explained through a 

territorial sociospatiality. I often heard that if I see someone wearing a helmet in Amsterdam, 

then I can be assured that the person on the bike is not from the Netherlands. Isuri, for example, 

explained, “In the city centre, sometimes I see people with those helmets and then I know: 

Americans!” Pieter said something similar. He told me, “People with helmets normally are either 

people who are raised abroad or tourists that, you know, they're coming to Amsterdam. No, we 

don't like that.” Rakesh told me, “In this country, nobody wears helmets.” Natasha said, “We 

don’t have [helmets] in the Netherlands.”   

 Several people associated this territorial tendency with the Dutch culture. Lars, who was 

annoyed by the sight of someone wearing a helmet, later explained, “In my opinion, [cycling is] 

Dutch. That's why I think it's ridiculous to wear a helmet. Because I'm Dutch.” Using 

																																																								
Amsterdam. This is likely an underestimate, because many people make more than two trips a day. If 1.5 percent of 
the 1.2 million people in Calgary’s metropolitan area make one return trip a day, then there would be 13.1 million 
bike rides every year. This is likely an overestimate because most people only ride during the summer months. 
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explanations mined from a similar vein, others cited their upbringing as the cause of their 

unwillingness to wear helmets today. Pieter explained the tendency not to wear helmets by 

saying, “We’re not brought up like that.” Similarly, Eline told me, “I think it is because we grew 

up with bikes. So, we cycle since we are three or four years old. And, it wasn't common at that 

time to use a helmet, so I think we are not used to it.” As I suggested in Chapter 9, we should not 

ascribe ‘culture’ with explanatory power. While the observations of Lars, Pieter, and Eline may 

be accurate, those observations are better explained through the development and widespread 

application of the Sustainable Safety philosophy and the CROW manual. In other words, people 

in Amsterdam don’t refuse to wear helmets because they’re Dutch; people in Amsterdam refuse 

to wear helmets because decades of social, political, and physical work have produced streets 

that are safe enough to comfortably ride a bike without a helmet.  

 Although people in Amsterdam explain the prevalent lack of helmets through their 

upbringings, it is important to recognize that many (most?) of the people that I talked to in 

Calgary were also raised to ride a bike without a helmet. Several people in Calgary commented 

on this directly. Megan, a young adult, told me, “We grew up not really wearing helmets.” 

Despite this upbringing, when I asked Megan and her friend Madison about their thoughts about 

cycling and safety, Megan told me, “I am very proud of my helmet”. Our conversation unfolded 

like this: 

Jason: So the safety equipment's important? 
 
Megan: Yeah, for me. 
 
Madison. I think the helmets are. 
 
Megan: Like, I would never have my kids on a bike without a helmet. That would never 
happen. 
 
Madison: Yep. 
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Megan: Yet I grew up without a helmet. 
 

As explained here, despite growing up without a helmet, Megan is very proud of her helmet and 

would never condone her children’s cycling without a helmet. This example suggests that 

something other than upbringing is responsible for helmet usage.  

 I’ll offer a brief interpretation of the shifting views of helmet use in Calgary. Over the past 

several decades, advanced liberal techniques of governance have helped to produce 

responsibilized actors in Calgary. Years of messages related to health and crime have taught 

people in Calgary (and cities across North America) about the necessities of risk mitigation and 

have informed them about appropriate risk management strategies. In Calgary, as I have 

explained, cycling is seen as a high-risk activity. (Importantly, this is related to decades of policy 

that is informed by vehicular cycling philosophy.) A prudent and responsible actor would 

mitigate some of those risks by wearing a helmet (and brightly colored, reflective clothing.) I 

will return to this discussion, and to the implications of the implied necessity of safety equipment 

for responsibilized actors, in Chapter 14. 

 Although most of the people in Amsterdam that explained not wearing a helmet as the 

result of their upbringing spoke rather generally, one man, Martijn, provided some specific and 

insightful comments. He explained that because people in Amsterdam grow up riding bikes and, 

importantly, grow up having minor accidents with their bikes, they recognize that the dangers 

associated with falling off of a bike are not severe. He explained: 

So, the fact that you can fall off a bike isn't really that intimidating because when you 
were a kid you used to fall off your bike all the time. And sometimes you scratch a knee, 
but you sort of get used to it, or it's not the end of the world. So, then, you're also then 
more comfortable with loading stuff on your bike or putting your baby on a bike, because 
you know that falling off your bike is not like having a car accident. You know? This is 
also because I'm checking out this stuff online a lot, like, I see these people in other 
cities—and I know that this is a different situation—but, they're on their bike with big 
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helmets and all that stuff. And it's like, what are you afraid of? Like, what's going to 
happen? You're on a bicycle! What can happen? You know? So then for me that's really 
weird.  
 

Martijn raises two important issues. First, in an argument that might initially appear to be 

counterintuitive, he explains that getting used to falling off a bike actually helps to make people 

feel more comfortable on a bike. That is, the frequent and continuous use of bicycles (the result 

of cycling every day for many years) alleviates the fear of cycling. This is an important 

observation. Very few people in Calgary ride with the frequency of people in Amsterdam. 

Furthermore, many people in Calgary return to cycling after spending several years, or even 

several decades, away from their bikes. Perhaps, as Martijn suggests, the fear of cycling in 

Calgary stems, in part, from forgetting the relatively inconsequential outcome of minor bike 

accidents. 

 Second, and more importantly, Martijn recognizes that the people in other cities “with their 

big helmets and all that stuff” are cycling in a “different situation”. Although he does not 

elaborate in this passage, Martijn recognizes that Amsterdam’s extensive cycling infrastructure 

makes it safe to ride a bike there. Because cyclists are typically protected from fast-moving 

vehicles by infrastructure that physically separates them from traffic (adhering to the Sustainable 

Safety principle of homogeneity), they do not have to fear accidents with cars. Although it might 

be a Dutch tendency to cycle without a helmet, it is vital to recognize that the extensive cycling 

infrastructure that spans the country (most of which aligns with the principles of Sustainable 

Safety and the requirements of the CROW manual) inspires the confidence necessary to ride 

without a helmet.  
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Chapter 12: How do People Ride? Practices of Velomobility 
	
	
	
	

“I'd normally drive [to other places]. I've got a three-and-a-half-year-old. It's pretty hard to load 
the family on the bike.” 

 
-Luke, Calgary 

	
	
	

“[M]y mother always says that, one of the things of having children that she liked the most was 
cycling with the children.”  

 
-Eline, Amsterdam 

 
 
 
 
 By now, it should be apparent that there are significant differences between how people use 

bikes in Calgary and Amsterdam. In this chapter, I will elaborate on these differences by 

highlighting a few of the ways that people use bikes in each city. First, I will discuss the practices 

of cycling for sport. I will show that, in Calgary, these practices are often spliced into the 

practices of cycling for transportation while, in Amsterdam, the two sets of practices remain 

distinct. Second, I will discuss the sociospatial context of practices of social cycling, such as 

engaging in conversation while cycling. Third, I will discuss the practices of transporting 

children with a bicycle. Fourth, I will describe the practices of transporting groceries and cargo. I 

will demonstrate that in Amsterdam utilitarian cycling, including hauling kids and cargo 

throughout the city, is typical whereas in Calgary the need to transport cargo, especially children, 

is typically seen as a barrier to cycling. Finally, following my discussion of transporting cargo, I 

will describe some of the emergent trends in bicycle use by Amsterdam’s business community. 
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12.1. Sportive Cycling 
	
 In the last chapter, I cited Charlie, from Calgary, as saying that cycling is “like drugs”. He 

explained that cycling is an obsession; cyclists are obsessed with improving their performance by 

obtaining better equipment and refining their technique. Whereas in the last chapter I focussed on 

the first part of that statement (obtaining better equipment), in this chapter I will focus on the 

second half (refining their techniques). Cycling technique is important not only to those riding 

for sport and exercise, but also for many of the cycling Calgarians that commute to work. Rather 

than comprehensively discussing sportive cycling techniques, I will discuss three specific topics: 

the pedal stroke, bike fit, and technologies used to measure performance. 

  



Chapter 12: How do People Ride? 525 

 

 

Image 12.1. A sporty commuter in Calgary.  

This photo, taken during the evening rush hour along the river pathway, shows a man commuting 
home from work. Notice his equipment and attire. Were it not for the backpack on his back 
(which, presumably, holds his empty lunch kit and his work clothes), this man’s transportation 
practices might be indistinguishable from his sportive practices. 
 

 To highlight one of the many skills that some people seek mastery of, consider one of 

cycling’s most fundamental techniques: the pedal stroke. As mentioned earlier,1 many cyclists 

use special shoes and clipless pedals to increase the efficiency of their pedal stroke. Although 

these accessories will offer an immediate performance increase, their benefits cannot be fully 

realized without the right technique. An article titled, The Perfect Pedal Stroke: How to get the 

most energy from each crank revolution, posted online on Bicycling.com, describes the “perfect 

																																																								
1 Recall that Rachel told me, “I just wanted to get better at mountain biking and clipless pedals seemed to be the 
way to go. And, yeah, they definitely make your ride more efficient.” 



Chapter 12: How do People Ride? 526 

pedal stroke” in excruciating detail (Mooney 2010). This article is representative of the kinds of 

articles read by the many people in Calgary (and those in Amsterdam who ride for sport) who 

want to improve their technique. The author draws on a scientific discourse by citing expert 

advice from a “biomechanist at Colorado's Boulder Center for Sports Medicine”.  The article 

highlights four zones, each with a distinct movement. Zone 1, for example, is described as “the 

power phase”. To get a feel for the kind of advice offered in the article, consider this portion of 

the expert’s advice from Zone 1: "At 12 o'clock, your toes should be pointed down about 20 

degrees, but as you come over the top, start dropping that heel so that it's parallel to the ground 

or even 10 degrees past parallel by the time you get to 3 o'clock." My intention here is not to 

teach the reader about the perfect pedal stroke, but, rather, to demonstrate the biomechanical 

specificity with which many cyclists seek to move. For many cyclists, the bodily motions of 

velomobility are highly governed events that require a high degree of self-regulation. 

 To optimize performance, the rider must optimize both the equipment and the technique. 

To emphasize the interconnectedness of these two elements, consider the fit of the bicycle to the 

rider’s body. Bike frames come in many sizes and are matched roughly to the rider’s height. 

Additionally, cyclists can perform micro-adjustments by adjusting specific elements like the 

height and the angle of the saddle, handlebars, and pedals. As the aforementioned article 

explains, “Proper bike fit, especially saddle height and fore-aft adjustment, is a prerequisite for a 

smooth pedal stroke.” When I talked to Steve, the employee at the bike shop in Calgary, he 

emphasized the importance of a bike’s fit. He explained that a good fit is achieved by observing 

specific angles. One such angle, for example, is found in the cyclist’s armpit, at the intersection 

of the lines made up by the cyclist’s torso and his or her outstretched arms. Talking specifically 

about road bikes, Steve explained: 
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If you're in the riding position, we want to see eighty-eight to ninety degrees in here [the 
cyclist’s arm pit]. And if you're over that, it’s going to be incredibly uncomfortable. If 
you're below that, it doesn't allow you to steer. Also, in the legs, most people are over-
extended on the legs. We want about a thirty percent bend. If you look at that on a leg on 
a cyclist, that's at the bottom of the pedal stroke. It doesn't look like much of a bend, but 
most people are almost above forty-five or more, in that percentage, as opposed to thirty 
percent bend. Thirty percent bend is incredibly important. 
 

Steve explained that his shop has a tool—essentially a specialized bike-fitting protractor—for 

measuring these kinds of angles to ensure the accuracy of the bike’s fit.2 

  

																																																								
2 Other bike shops take bike fitting even more seriously. One company in Calgary uses cutting-edge computer 
technology to achieve the best fit possible. Their service, which takes upwards of two hours to complete, costs 299 
dollars. 
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Image 12.2. Cyclists riding up the 10th Street NW bike lane in Calgary.  

This image depicts two commuter cyclists climbing a hill in a bike lane. Although the bike lane 
represents a separated space for cyclists, the safety afforded by it is largely symbolic. This road, 
a major northbound route for exiting downtown, has a posted speed limit of fifty kilometres per 
hour, but it is not uncommon for motorists, eager to escape the congestion of downtown, to pass 
within a few feet of cyclists at a speed exceeding seventy kilometres per hour. This image was 
used during the photo elicitation interviews in Calgary as YYC PE 7 (See Appendix C). 
 

 As with my description of the perfect pedal stroke, the purpose of this discussion of ideal 

bike fit is to demonstrate the biomechanical specificity of velomobility for many cycling 

Calgarians. During the photo elicitation interviews in Calgary, several people commented on a 

cyclist’s form. When I showed Rachel Image 11.3 (which depicts a lycra-clad commuter cyclist 

riding a hybrid bike in Calgary), she commented, “maybe his seat could go up a bit.” This 
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comment, which, at first glance, seems quite simple, is grounded in a tacit knowledge of the 

biomechanical principles of an efficient cycling stroke. Similarly, Owen commented on a 

cyclist’s form when he saw Image 12.2. Owen pointed to the trailing cyclist (on the left in the 

photo) and said, “This one’s struggling. This one doesn't know how to ride. This one's struggling 

up the hill. Just, his form is off.” By highlighting the flaws in the rider’s form, Owen, like 

Rachel, demonstrates a tacit knowledge of the biomechanical principles that underlie efficient 

cycling techniques. 

 Techniques like the perfect pedal stroke and an ideal bike fit come together to maximize 

the power and efficiency of cycling. For a growing number of cyclists, the outcome of these 

kinds of techniques are measured in seconds. For many years, cyclists have used small 

computers, mounted on the bike’s handlebars, to gather statistical information pertaining to 

distance travelled, current velocity, average velocity, and cadence (the number of pedal 

revolutions per minute). Increasingly, however, these measurements are done with smartphone 

apps, which use the phone’s GPS sensors to accurately track the cyclist’s motion.  

 Strava, one of the most popular cycling apps, combines the data collection of cycling 

computers with the virtual interaction of social networking sites. According to the company’s 

website: “Strava lets you experience what we call social fitness - connecting and competing with 

each other via mobile and online apps. … Strava lets you track your rides and runs via your 

iPhone, Android or dedicated GPS device and helps you analyze and quantify your performance” 

(Strava 2015). Using data collected during a ride, the user is able to see information like the 

distance travelled, the duration of the ride, and the average velocity. The app also provides more 

advanced data, like interactive graphs that highlight velocity, altitude, heart rate, and power 

output at any given moment during the ride. True to the “social fitness” aims of the app, Strava 
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allows you to ‘follow’ other cyclists and see the data collected during their rides (and allows 

other cyclists to see your data). One of Strava’s more unique features is the ability for users to 

compete with other cyclists by comparing their performance with others’ over specific 

“segments”. Users can use mapping software on Strava’s website to create specific sections of a 

road or trail, called segments, by marking the start and end points of a route. Segments can be 

located anywhere, but commonly represent challenging sections (like hills), or sections of a road 

or pathway between landmarks (like bridges). The data of any user who cycles the duration of a 

segment is collected and added to a leaderboard for that particular segment. 
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Image 12.3. Screenshot from Strava app.  

An example will help to demonstrate the kinds of data collected and shared with the Strava app. 
Image 12.2 depicts two cyclists riding up 10th Street NW. Knowingly or not, those cyclists are 
cycling along a Strava segment called “10th Steet NWUphill” (sic). The image presented here is a 
screenshot (taken from my phone) of Strava’s analysis of one of my efforts at climbing that hill. 
As shown here, the app provides a wealth of data. That particular segment, indicated by the dark 
line marked on the map, is 0.7 kilometres long and gains forty-two meters of altitude at a 5.9% 
gradient. During that particular ride, I climbed the hill in one minute and forty-eight seconds, my 
best result out of thirty-one tries. My average velocity over the climb was 25.9 km/h and I put 
out an average of 466 watts of power. To achieve this result, I used my carbon fibre road bike, 
bike shoes, clipless pedals, and lycra shorts. This effort ranks forty-ninth among the 427 Strava 
users who have ridden up that hill (not visible in the screenshot). My best effort was not enough 
though. My time is still far behind the current “King of the Mountain”, a title awarded to the 
holder of the fastest time. As of May 12, 2015, a user named “Gordon Jewett” is the King of the 
Mountain for this segment. Gordon completed the segment in only one minute and ten seconds. 
He averaged an astonishing 38.2 km/h. To sustain this speed, Gordon put out an average of 624 
watts. This output was hard work, though, and Gordon’s heart beat an average of 186 times per 
minute. All of this information is publicly available with the app. 
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 Rather than highlighting my own cycling prowess (or touting Gordon’s abilities) the 

example provided in Image 12.3 is meant to serve as the culmination of descriptions made 

throughout this chapter and as the basis for an important theoretically-informed observation. The 

collection and sharing of data from bike rides with smartphone apps like Strava has become 

commonplace amongst cyclists in Calgary (as evidenced by the 427 users that have climbed 

“10th Steet NWUphill”). It is increasingly common for cyclists in Calgary to, using Strava’s 

words, “analyze and quantify” their performance and then measure their performance against the 

standards and benchmarks set by the local cycling community. This self-monitoring, comparison 

against peer’s data, and subsequent refinement of cycling techniques and acquisition of 

technologies to improve one’s performance is significant from a Foucauldian perspective that 

pays attention to techniques of normalization and self-governance. Strava works through the 

competitive individualism fostered by economic neoliberalism and encourages the self-

monitoring and self-regulation that are common in advanced liberal techniques of governance. In 

short, apps like Strava help to normalize the practices of sportive cycling, both in terms of 

equipment and technique.3 Importantly, however, these practices are normalized not only for 

sportive applications, but for commuter cycling as well.  

																																																								
3 Apps like Strava help to normalize these sport-informed commuting practices. Consider this hypothetical scenario. 
A man has recently decided to dust off the bike in his garage and try riding to work. Eager to find out how far he is 
riding each day, he downloads the Strava app onto his phone. Upon arriving home after slowly climbing up the “10th 
Steet NWUphill” segment on his heavy, old bike, the man finds that he is ranked 397th on that segment. The man 
wonders, “Am I doing something wrong? Why am I so slow?” Curious, the next day at work he asks a co-worker, an 
experienced commuter cyclist, for advice. His co-worker, acting as a gateway friend, tells him about new bike 
technologies, about the efficiencies of clipless pedals, about the importance of a well-fitting bike, and about the 
comfort of sweat-wicking lycra cycling clothes. Eager to become a better cyclist, the man buys a new, entry level 
bike and the accessories that he needs to ride a bike. He reads websites that summarize techniques like the perfect 
pedal stroke. Over the summer, he continues using Strava keep track his performance, noticing significant decreases 
in the time it takes to get to work as he acquires new equipment and refines his technique. Drawing on excerpts from 
interviews that are scattered throughout Part 3, we can summarize this hypothetical situation as follows. After his 
“gateway friend” (Morgan) told him what he “needs” (Steve) to ride a bike, this hypothetical man has been through 
a “progression” (Rachel), resulting in him becoming a “gear head” (Owen) that has an “obsession” (Charlie) with 
cycling. Throughout this process, through appeals to sportive discourses, transportation practices (commuter 
cycling) have been infused with the sportive practices of road cycling. 
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  New cyclists in Calgary often learn about cycling practices and equipment from friends or 

co-workers. When I asked Morgan and Tyler about learning to cycle, Morgan told me, “I feel 

like you have a gateway friend. Like, someone who you know who does it, and sort of goes, 

‘This is what you should get and you should do this, this, and this.’ Or, I mean, you can look 

online and you start picking up cycling magazines.” It is important to recognize the significance 

of what Morgan refers to as a “gateway friend”. As I have shown throughout this Part 3, many 

commuter cyclists in Calgary utilize techniques and equipment designed for high-intensity, high-

speed cycling competitions. Importantly, however, these commuter cyclists treat these practices 

of cycling as normal. When acting as a “gateway friend”, many commuter cyclists draw on these 

kinds of sport-informed discourses by telling new cyclists, as Morgan explained, “This is what 

you should get and you should do this, this, and this.” When new cyclists in Calgary seek 

information about transportation practices (commuting), they are likely to encounter suggestions 

rooted in sportive practices that explain the particular equipment that they need to ride a bike and 

descriptions of the techniques (including descriptions of pedal stroke and proper bike fit) that 

they should employ to cycle efficiently. In this way, in Calgary, transportation practices are 

infused with sportive practices. 

 Several of the people that I talked to in Amsterdam own road bikes and ride them for sport. 

Bicycle racing is a popular sport in the Netherlands, like it is in many European countries. Many 

people watch televised races, like the Tour de France, which, in 2014, featured two Dutch teams 

and thirteen Dutch racers. Many people in Amsterdam watch cycle racing, cheer for Dutch teams 

and riders, and ride road bikes for sport and recreation. Bike races are covered extensively in the 

sports section of the local newspapers. I would hazard to say that bike racing is more popular in 

Amsterdam than it is in Calgary. Despite the relatively widespread interest in sport cycling, it 
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appears that, in Amsterdam, there is virtually no overlap between the practices of cycling for 

sport and the practices of cycling for transportation. This observation is crucial to understanding 

these two regimes of velomobility. 

 As in Calgary, some people in Amsterdam are obsessed with cycling, but, importantly, that 

obsession does not transcend the practices of everyday cycling. Martijn, for example, told me, 

“For me, [cycling] is kind of a hobby, kind of an infatuation. But, that has to do with the road 

biking and the sport and all that.” Despite Martijn’s “infatuation” with road biking, the practices 

of road biking remain distinctly separate from the practices of everyday cycling. When I 

interviewed Martijn, he was wearing jeans and casual shoes and riding an old Dutch bike. It 

appears that, even for those people, like Martijn, who have an “infatuation” with road cycling, 

the clothing, equipment, and ideas of road cycling remain distinct from those of everyday 

cycling.  

 Repeatedly, people established distinctions between cycling for sport and cycling for 

transportation. For most people in Amsterdam, the practices, equipment, and even the mindsets 

of sport cycling are distinctly different from normal, everyday cycling. Rahul made this clear. 

Rahul: Those who use the bicycle like a sport: then it's a different one. Bicycle is 
different. Clothes are different. The ideas: they are different. 
 
Jason: How are the ideas different? 
 
Rahul: Because you are not going to ride a bicycle, the sport bicycle, with these clothes 
on. [He gestures towards the suit jacket that he’s wearing.] 
 
Jason: You've got, like, a suit jacket on. 
 
Rahul: Yes, of course.  
 

Here, Rahul uses clothing to emphasize that the practices of cycling for sport differ from cycling 

for transportation in terms of equipment, clothing, and mentality. 
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 Several of the people in my sample that own road bikes used a territorial sociospatiality to 

differentiate sport cycling from everyday cycling. Recall that in Chapter 10, which focussed on 

where people ride, I explained that many Amsterdammers appealed to a territorial sociospatiality 

when they told me that they ride everywhere inside the city. Road bike users maintained this 

territorial distinction by explaining that they use their road bikes outside of the city. During my 

interview with Danique, I asked her what kinds of places she rides to most often. She responded 

by telling me, “Most of the time: places within Amsterdam. And I also use my bike—but then it's 

a racing bike—to go outside Amsterdam. I do it for sport. So, I have two, two types of bikes.” 

Danique uses one bike, the old omafiets that she had when I interviewed her, within the city and 

the other, a road bike, outside of the city. For Danique, then, the practices of cycling for sport are 

sociospatially distinct from the practices of everyday cycling. Another woman, Anouk, made the 

same distinction.  

Anouk: Of course you have people like me, just using it as transport and everything. But 
there's also people who cycle for fun. They're also in Amsterdam. 
 
Jason: Like, for sport do you mean? 
 
Anouk: Yeah, for sport. Take a little tour around town. Mostly they go outside [the city]. 
 

Here, although Anouk does not ride a road bike, she explains that, typically, road biking happens 

outside of the city. Like Danique, Anouk suggests that, in Amsterdam, the practices of everyday 

cycling are sociospatially distinct from the practices of sport cycling. That is, everyday cycling 

happens in one territory (inside the city) and sport cycling happens somewhere else (outside the 

city). The sociospatial separation of cycling practices in Amsterdam is significantly different 

from Calgary, where road cycling and commuter cycling often happen throughout the same 

networks, in the same territory, and in the same places.  
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 The distinction between cycling for sport and cycling for transportation was also apparent 

when I discussed helmet usage with people in Amsterdam. When I asked Danique if she ever 

wears a helmet, she responded, “No. When I use my racing bike, then I wear a helmet for sure. 

But, no, not on a normal bike.” For Danique, the practices associated with a “racing bike” are so 

distinct from the practices associated with a “normal bike” that a helmet is only required on the 

racing bike. Others made similar observations. Rakesh told me, “I think I have seen some people 

who are very, they look like professional bike riders, like [Lance] Armstrong. They wear all the 

clothes and then they will [wear helmets]. But not the regular bikers.” Just as Danique used 

helmet usage to help distinguish her racing bike from her normal bike, Rakesh uses helmets to 

differentiate those who “look like professional bike riders” from “the regular bikers”. In both 

cases, cycling for sport is distinct from cycling for transportation. In Calgary, as I explained 

earlier, that distinction is harder to make and, in some cases, cycling for transportation is 

virtually indistinguishable from cycling for sport. 

 Cycling for sport also differs from cycling for transportation in terms of the cyclist’s pace. 

Because they are riding old Dutch bikes to everyday places, like cafés or grocery stores, people 

in Amsterdam tend to cycle at a pace that is relatively slow compared to road bikers in 

Amsterdam or, for that matter, compared to many of the road-bike-riding commuter cyclists in 

Calgary. Although it’s not uncommon to be passed by someone speeding along on his or her 

omafiets, most Amsterdammers cycle at a steady, but relaxed pace. People might arrive at their 

destinations with cheeks that are flushed with exertion, but they seldom arrive in a sweaty mess. 

I talked with Sara about her cycling pace, asking her if she ever arrives sweaty to her destination. 

Sara: No. Just calm. Just from A to B without encountering too many difficulties, as in 
sweating, etc. 
 
Jason: So, do you try to keep it so that you're not out of breath? 
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Sara: It's not a sportive thing; it's a practical thing. It makes me go from A to B. 
 

Here, Sara explains that she does not ride so fast that she arrives sweaty. By differentiating 

cycling as a “sportive thing” from cycling as a “practical thing”, she hints that, in addition to the 

differences in equipment and territoriality discussed earlier, everyday cycling in Amsterdam can 

be differentiated from sport cycling by how cyclists manage their own bodies. Specifically, when 

riding for transportation, people in Amsterdam tend to limit their exertion at the point that their 

bodies produce sweat. The significance of this observation will become apparent in Chapter 14 

when I discuss the performance of identity.  

 Everyday cycling in Amsterdam might be likened to walking through a shopping mall. 

People in shopping malls tend to walk at a leisurely pace from one destination to the next. If 

someone was in a hurry to get from one end of the mall to the other, then he or she would likely 

walk at a brisk pace. It would be rare, however, for someone to jog or run through a mall. In both 

cities, jogging is done in particular places (on trails, not in shopping malls); it is done with 

particular equipment (shorts and running shoes, not with jeans and leather boots); and, it is done 

at particular times (during extended periods of leisure, not immediately before a meeting). In 

Amsterdam, cycling as “a practical thing” is similarly distinguishable from cycling as “a sportive 

thing”. The two activities have different paces, happen in different places, require different 

equipment, and happen at different times. In Calgary, on the other hand, the practices of 

commuter cycling are often comparable to wearing running shoes, athletic shorts, and a 

headband to jog through a shopping mall. 

 To highlight some of the differences between commuter cyclists in Calgary and in 

Amsterdam I took a series of photos during a weekday rush hour (at about 5:00 p.m.). The 

photos, Image 12.4 and Image 12.5, below, demonstrate the extent to which sporting practices 
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have influenced commuter cycling in Calgary and how they remain distinct from everyday 

cycling in Amsterdam. 

 

 

Image 12.4. Commuting home in Amsterdam.  

I took this photo during the evening rush hour in Amsterdam. The woman at the front (the right-
hand side of the photo) was cycling at a quick, but relaxed pace, as evidenced by her relaxed 
demeanour and slightly flushed cheeks. Notice that she is carrying what appears to be a bag of 
groceries in the box mounted on the front of her bike. As further evidence of the casual pace 
typical of commuter cycling in Amsterdam, notice that the young lady trailing the first woman 
(in the middle of the photo) is checking her phone while listening to music in one ear. Finally, the 
man at the rear, riding beside what appears to be his son, casually rides along with his hands 
comfortably clasped behind his back. 
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Image 12.5. Commuting home in Calgary.  

Like Image 12.4, this photo was taken during the evening rush hour. Although it is difficult to 
indicate velocity in a still photograph, this man’s quick pace is evidenced by the grimace of 
exertion that he wears on his face. Time after time, I watched commuter cyclists rush past me at 
high speeds. Like Image 12.1, which was taken during the same session, this man’s backpack is 
the only clue that he is commuting home and not riding purely for sport.   
 

 

12.2. Social Cycling 
	
 As I outlined in Chapter 9, people in Amsterdam are motivated by pragmatism. They cycle 

to everyday destinations and they ride simple bicycles that are practical for everyday 

transportation. Put simply, in Amsterdam, most trips by bike are done for transportation 

purposes. This was apparent when I asked Daniel and Anna about the types of places that they 

ride to.  

Jason: What kinds of places do you ride bikes to most often? 
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Daniel: I mean, depends what you do, because mostly it's a just means of transportation. 
And then it's usually in the city centre, I guess. 
 
Anna: Yeah … most of the time, like ninety percent, it's just for means of transport. Just 
to get somewhere where you need to go. 
 

Here, Daniel explains that most of his cycling is done for transportation purposes. Anna agrees, 

explaining that ninety percent of the time they use their bikes for transportation, mostly inside 

Amsterdam.  

 Virtually every form of transportation can be done with someone else. You can take a train 

with a friend. You can walk to a meeting with a co-worker. You can drive in a car with a family 

member to the grocery store. In Amsterdam, cycling is no different. Cycling is a social form of 

mobility. People cycle with other people. Riding side-by-side as they cycle to a destination, 

people are able to converse just as they might if they were going for a walk or sitting beside each 

other in a car. In Amsterdam, it is common to see social interactions happening during a bike 

ride. Frequently, I saw a group of young friends laughing as they cycled through the streets. I 

regularly saw conversations between a child and a parent, riding side-by-side along a cycle track. 

I saw couples, of all ages, cycle leisurely through parks with one partner holding the other’s 

wrist, like lovers strolling hand-in-hand as they moved along. I saw business associates 

discussing their work as they cycled along a bike path. Images 12.6, 12.7, 12.8, 12.9, and 12.10 

highlight some of the many instances of social cycling that I saw in Amsterdam.  

 Before viewing those images, it is essential to recognize that social cycling in Amsterdam 

is enabled through specific infrastructure design choices. As I pointed out in Chapter 5, the 

CROW manual specifically requires designs that enable social cycling. It states: “Since cycling 

is not only a mobility activity with a certain destination in mind, but can also be a form of 

relaxation and social interaction, the basic design premise is that cyclists should be able to ride 
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side by side” (CROW 2007, 49, my emphasis). It is important to recognize that the prevalence of 

social cycling in Amsterdam, which is often (falsely) explained as an outcome of ‘culture’, is 

actually the product of decades of experimentation, knowledge production and distribution, and 

infrastructure development, all of which was enabled by multi-scalar processes initiated and 

funded by the national government through the Bicycle Master Plan (as described in Chapter 5). 

In short, social cycling is enabled by design; it is a social, political, and physical 

accomplishment.  

 

 

Image 12.6. A family cycling in Amsterdam.  

This family is obviously enjoying the autumn sunshine as they cycle through Vondelpark. 
Although this scene is typical, the man’s bike, a mountain bike, is slightly unusual. As I’ve 
explained (and as the images included throughout demonstrate) most Amsterdammers ride Dutch 
bikes. 
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Image 12.7. An animated conversation in Amsterdam.   

A couple, with their young child on the man’s bike, has an animated conversation as they cycle 
through Vondelpark. The man is gesturing with his hands to emphasize or explain his comment. 
Social communication is an important aspect of velomobility in Amsterdam. 
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Image 12.8. Three young women ride abreast in a bike lane in Amsterdam.  

This photo demonstrates that, in Amsterdam, social cycling like that depicted in Image 12.6 and 
12.7, does not only happen in parks. Here, three young women riding side-by-side on a narrow 
bike lane are pressed between parked cars (on the right) and a moving (!) tram on the left. As the 
tram passed, the woman on the left was visibly startled, but did not perform any evasive 
manoeuvres. The group shared a quick glance that indicated, “Wow, that was close!” before 
laughing and continuing on their way, unfazed by the event. Close encounters with trams are a 
common occurrence in Amsterdam.  
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Image 12.9. Business men cycling to a meeting in Amsterdam.   

Two men, each one carrying a portfolio on the front of his bike, are absorbed in conversation as 
they slowly cycle along the cycle path on their way to (or from) a business meeting. As this 
image shows, clothing is not a barrier to cycling in Amsterdam. The social context of the 
destination dictates wardrobe, not the practices of mobility required to arrive at the destination. 
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Image 12.10. Teenagers riding double with friends.  

Four friends move down the street on two bikes. The trailing couple, with the girl riding on the 
rear, are using a common doubling technique. The front pair, with the girl riding on the front as 
she stares into her mobile phone, are attempting a more dangerous technique. This image was 
used during the photo elicitation interviews in Amsterdam as AMS PE 12 (See Appendix C). 
 

 As Image 12.10 demonstrates, social cycling often happens on a single bike. Tom 

Godefrooij, a representative of the Dutch Cycling Embassy, laughed when he saw this image and 

said, “Well, this shows that the average occupancy rate of bicycles is higher than one!” This 

image depicts teenagers (a group that might be more likely to attempt high-risk activities), but 

doubling is a normal activity for cyclists of all ages. I used this image during my photo elicitation 

interviews to elicit talk about doubling on a bike. Upon seeing this image, Claire told me, “I’ve 

done similar crazy things. … I mean, foreigners would think, ‘She's on the back of a bicycle! 



Chapter 12: How do People Ride? 546 

You can do that?!’ But this is a really common sight. And then this is, everyone's like, ‘Ahhh, 

crazy school girls.’ It's a bit dangerous. But, uh, you know. No one would say, ‘That's really 

dangerous, don't do that.’ I wouldn’t.” Here, Claire confirms my observation that this is “a really 

common sight”. She admits that riding with a friend on the front of the bike is “a bit dangerous” 

but, despite the risks, explains that no one would tell them to stop. Frans Osté, a planner working 

for the Nieuw West district in Amsterdam, saw this picture and commented, “Well, this is typical 

for a youngster. You know, to be cool, doing their own thing, and don't give a damn about what's 

happening next to you. And doing some experiments when you're eighteen. Well, who didn’t?” 

Image 12.10 typically brought a smile to participants’ faces, and no one was critical of the 

depicted activities.  

 This permissive attitude and the acceptance of risk in Amsterdam is significantly different 

from the dominant attitude in Calgary, where simply riding a bike without a helmet is seen as an 

unacceptable level of risk. Importantly, however, the levels of risk being assessed in Calgary and 

Amsterdam are significantly different. If the teens depicted in Image 12.10 were to crash, the 

outcome would likely be bruises and scrapes. Recall that, as Martijn explained earlier, many 

Dutch people grow up riding bikes and falling off of them. They recognize that the outcome of a 

fall is not particularly severe and, therefore, they see cycling as a relatively low-risk activity. 

Moreover, in Amsterdam, as described in Chapter 5, the state takes every precaution to ensure 

that when accidents do occur, they will not be fatal (the Sustainable Safety philosophy’s principle 

of physical forgiveness is especially relevant here). In Calgary, on the other hand, if a cyclist 

crashes, it is much more likely that a fast-moving automobile will be involved (planners in 

Calgary do not adhere to the Sustainable Safety philosophy’s principle of homogeneity). If that is 
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the case, then the accident will likely have an outcome that is much worse than a few bruises and 

scrapes. The accident could be fatal.  

 My photo elicitation interviews yielded several rich discussions about the practices of 

doubling. When Matthijs and Oliver saw Image 12.10, they recounted a series of stories for me. 

Oliver: We were cycling back last night, through Vondelpark, and these two girls—this is, 
what, half [past] three in the morning or something?—and these two girls stopped us and 
we gave them a lift. 
 
Matthijs: Oh yeah! I forgot that! 
 
Oliver: That was funny. 
 
Jason: They just asked you for a lift? 
 
Oliver: Yeah. 
 
Matthijs: But really, just two hundred metres. 
 
Jason: Oh, really? 
 
Matthijs: Also, the other day I went to the north, where you have a little boat that you can 
take. And then a girl asked me if I can give her a ride. But I had to go [to the] right there 
thirty meters further. Still, she was happy to bike for thirty meters. 
 
Jason: Interesting. 
 
Oliver: A couple friends of mine, foreigner friends who were staying here for a while, I 
gave them a lift back at some point and it was cumbersome because they weren't really 
sure about what they were doing and everything and it was all a bit all over the place. 
And then these girls that we gave a lift back yesterday, I was cycling along and I barely 
knew that she had even jumped on the back, because she had obviously done it millions 
of times before. 
 
Jason: So there's a skill of the passenger, too? 
 
Oliver: Yeah. 
 

Although, at the time of the interview, I was familiar with the normality of doubling in 

Amsterdam, but I had assumed that the two people sharing a bike were well acquainted. I learned 

from Matthijs and Oliver, however, that it is relatively common for strangers to share a bicycle 
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after what basically amounts to hitchhiking a ride on a bike. The interesting stories presented in 

this passage reinforce the extent to which the practices of everyday life are intertwined with the 

practices of cycling in Amsterdam.  

 In the passage above, Oliver explains that doubling is a technique that demands mastery 

not only from the cyclist but also from the passenger. He explained that when he doubled his 

foreigner friends it was “a bit all over the places”, but when he doubled a young woman from 

Amsterdam, “he barely knew that she had even jumped on the back”. This comment suggests 

that Dutch cyclists are highly skilled, both as cyclists and as passengers. As further evidence of 

the skills involved with cycling, consider another story that Matthijs and Oliver told me about 

tripling on a bike. 

Oliver: A friend of ours, the other day, who was cycling along with one girl on the back 
and—what was it?—someone else on the frame here, somehow. I don't know how he 
managed it, but there were three people on one bike. 
 
Jason: Three adults? 
 
Oliver: Yeah. 
 
Matthijs: Yeah, I also did that once. Yeah. I think you can, you bike standing [up]. Or, you 
can do different things. One here [on the rear rack], of course. And then if you have a 
straight—how do you call that thing? 
 
Oliver: The bar. Yeah, I think they sat on the bar with their legs down here. Crazy. 
 

Although I did not see anyone tripling on a bike, Oliver and Matthijs explain that it is certainly 

possible, and, for adventurous youth like those depicted in Image 12.10, probably fairly 

common.  

 Several of the people that I interviewed in Calgary mentioned the social nature of 

recreational cycling. One man, Tony, whom I interviewed alongside his two adult children, 

Michael and Erika, explained that he rode solely for the sake of spending time with his son and 
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daughter. When I asked him why he rode a bike, he said, “Bonding. For me, it's bonding. I guess 

everybody's got their own reason. Mine's bonding.” Other people also explained the social 

benefits of cycling, but often tied those benefits into other motivations, like fitness. For example, 

when I asked Ken and Donna, an older couple, why they ride bikes, Donna responded, “Exercise. 

Being outdoors. It's a good social thing to do with your partner.” For Donna, as for many cycling 

Calgarians, the sociality of cycling is bound up with the primary goal of cycling: exercise. 

Importantly, social cycling in Calgary almost always occurs in either a recreational or a sportive 

context, and takes place almost exclusively on the pathways, where there is virtually no chance 

of an accident involving an automobile. 

 For many other people, cycling is a good family activity. When I asked Bill and Nicole 

why people in Calgary ride bikes, Nicole said, simply, “Family outings.” Mary gave a similar, 

but more elaborate response: “I think that people start to ride bikes with their kids now. You 

know? Like, I know that, in a lot of families, not everyone likes to bike. But the kids go biking, 

and with all the biking paths, well, the family can go biking.” Mary’s comment is interesting 

because it suggests that it is the child’s interest in cycling that encourages the parents to cycle. I 

have observed several parents in Calgary riding with their child through a park. Often, the parent 

is wobbling about on an old bicycle, looking as though he or she would never have mounted the 

bike if it weren’t for the child.  

 In Calgary, it is common to see people leisurely cycling side-by-side on a sunny weekend 

afternoon along the river pathways. Image 12.11, Image 12.12, and Image 12.13, below, 

highlight the social nature of recreational cycling in Calgary. 
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Image 12.11. Two men visit during a recreational ride in Calgary.   

Two men engage in conversation as they participate in what appears to be a fitness-oriented bike 
ride. Notice that the men are both riding hybrid bikes and have the requisite helmets, sunglasses, 
and gloves. Furthermore, both men are wearing athletic clothing. Most social cycling in Calgary 
happens during rides made for fitness or leisure, as opposed to transportation. 
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Image 12.12. Social cycling in Calgary.   

A young woman points something out to her cycling companion. In the background, someone 
points at something else in the opposite direction. Notice that the all of the cyclists in the 
background are wearing helmets, but neither of the cyclists in the foreground are wearing 
helmets or athletic clothing. Cycling in everyday apparel is occurring with increasingly 
frequency in Calgary, but remains relatively uncommon, especially outside of the confines of the 
most popular downtown routes (like this one). This photo was taken near the Eau Claire Market 
in Calgary, a popular downtown destination situated along the Bow River. 
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Image 12.13. Mother and child in Calgary.  

A mother cycles behind her child, watching him turn onto the multi-use path. The woman’s bike 
is very small and may actually be the child’s older sibling’s bike. I took this photo at the north 
end of Calgary’s Peace Bridge. Each of the three images that depict social cycling (Images 12.11, 
12.12, and 12.13) were taken within roughly a kilometre of one another. This area, full of parks 
and bike paths, is a hotbed of social cycling. The specificity of this geographical context suggests 
that the practices of social cycling are bound in particular times and places. Indeed, social 
cycling is a rare sight in the vast majority of Calgary’s sprawling landscape.  
 

 Importantly, Images 12.11, 12.12, and 12.13, were each taken on a weekend and in a 

popular downtown section of the river pathway system. In general, like most recreational 

cycling, social cycling in Calgary happens at predictable times and places: most social cycling 

happens along the river pathways on pleasant evenings and weekends. This is significantly 

different from Amsterdam where, as I’ll explain shortly, social cycling happens at any time and 

in any place. I’ll discuss when people cycle in Chapter 13, but, for now, it is important to know 
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that social cycling happens almost exclusively along the river pathways. This issue came up 

during my photo elicitation interview with Amber and Hailey.  

Jason: Is it important that cycling has at least the potential to be a social activity? Like, 
something you can do with a friend? 
 
Hailey: Yes, but I think you do that on pathways. At least for me. 
 
Amber: We talk pretty much the whole time though. Like, or at least I try to talk to you. 
But, yeah, it is social. It's like going for a walk but you're on your bike. But if I'm 
commuting to work, I'm not going to talk to you because I'm just going to get there as fast 
as I can. Whereas, this is leisurely. This is a stroll and not a run. 
 

This passage provides an interesting insight into why social cycling might be restricted to the 

pathway system. For Hailey, socializing is in place on bike paths but out of place on other, more 

commuter-oriented routes. Amber explains that she talks to Hailey “pretty much the whole time”, 

but, significantly, they only talk during a recreational ride. If Amber and Hailey were commuting 

to work, then Amber would not talk to her friend because she’s “just going to get there as fast as 

[she] can.” By adding, “This is a stroll, not a run,” Amber suggests that the practices involved 

with a recreational ride (which is likened to a stroll) are different from the practices involved 

with commuter cycling (which is likened to a run). Here, we see further evidence of the blurring 

of lines between cycling for transportation (commuter cycling) and cycling for sport. In this case, 

cycling for sport/transportation is apparently a solitary activity. Although it is common in 

Calgary to see people leisurely cycling side-by-side on a sunny Sunday afternoon along the river 

pathways, social cycling is relatively rare when the nature of the trip is not purely recreational. 

That is, when people in Calgary cycle for transportation, they tend to do it alone.  

 To elicit talk about social cycling in Calgary, I showed Image 11.6 during photo elicitation 

interview. The image depicts two cyclists riding side-by-side up a bike lane on 10th Street NW. 

(One of the cyclists is wearing a helmet, the other is wearing a cowboy hat.) Due to the static 
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nature of photography, the image presented what, in hind sight, might be an ambiguous situation. 

Because I took the picture and was able to watch the scene unfold, I know that the two people in 

the image were riding together, having a conversation, and were likely commuting from 

downtown. The range of interpretations of the image, however, were telling of the rarity of social 

cycling outside of the pathway system. Rachel commented, “Here, I think maybe these people 

are striking up a conversation as they're riding somewhere. Just random.” When Eric saw the 

image, he told me, “That looks like sort of the same thing [as Image 11.3], except somebody's 

passing. They're obviously going the wrong way, or one of them is. Or, they're passing.” In each 

of these cases, Rachel and Eric looked at the image, one which I thought clearly depicted social 

cycling, and did not interpret the scene as social cycling. Rachel thought that the image captured 

a spontaneous conversation, two strangers “striking up” a conversation, something “random”. 

Eric thought that one of the depicted cyclists was passing the other. These comments, made by 

two people that I would consider to be experienced commuter cyclists, indicate that, outside of 

the pathway network, social cycling is such a rarity in Calgary that it doesn’t even come to mind 

for some people, even when presented as an image.  

 One of the reasons that people in Calgary do not socially cycle in a side-by-side manner 

might be that it is illegal to do so. The Alberta Traffic Safety Act states that cyclists “shall not 

operate the cycle adjacent to another cycle travelling in the same direction” (Alberta 2014) (53). 

I mentioned this law to Amber and Hailey. Obviously unaware of the law, she responded, “But 

how can you talk!?” The Traffic Safety Act also states that cyclists “shall not use the cycle to 

carry more persons at one time than the number for which the cycle is designed and equipped” 

(52). As a result, doubling on a bike in Calgary is also illegal. I have never heard of someone 

being fined for breaking either of these laws, but they do exist and may subtly influence cycling 
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practices in Calgary. As this prohibitive law indicates, the regime of velomobility in Calgary is 

significantly different from the one in Amsterdam, where social cycling is not only encouraged, 

but intentionally enabled through street design.  

 

12.3. Transporting Children 
	
 As Image 12.7 hinted at, it is common for parents in Amsterdam to transport their babies 

and young children on their bicycles. Over and over again, I saw a parent cycling with a child 

sitting in a special seat mounted on either the front of the bike (for babies and toddlers) or the 

rear (for children up to about eight years old). Often, parents transport two children by utilizing 

both positions on their bikes. Images 12.14, 12.15, and 12.16, demonstrate some of the more-

common techniques for transporting children by bicycle in Amsterdam. 
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Image 12.14. Man rides with a young child in Amsterdam.   

Here, a man rides along the Overtoom with a young child sitting in a special seat mounted on the 
bike’s handlebars. Notice the brick work between the cyclist and the car beside him. Like most of 
the bike paths in Amsterdam, this cycle track is separated from traffic, ensuring that there is 
virtually no chance that the cyclist and his child will collide with a moving vehicle (this design 
accords with the Sustainable Safety philosophy’s principle of homogeneity). Image 10.1, which 
was shot from a different angle, provides an additional view of this cycle track. Notice that the 
man is riding an omafiets, as identifiable by the bike’s downward sloping top-tube. Additionally, 
he is riding in the wrong direction, counter to flow of traffic on that one-way bike lane. “Ghost 
riding”, as it is called, is common in Amsterdam, but a problem nonetheless. This image was 
used during the photo elicitation interviews in Amsterdam as AMS PE 10 (See Appendix C). 
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Image 12.15. A man in Amsterdam rides with two children in front of him.  

This man is cycling through Vondelpark with his young son strapped to his chest and his older 
daughter sitting in a seat attached to his bike. 
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Image 12.16. Waiting for a bridge in Amsterdam.   

A city full of canals is a city full of bridges. Here, a group of people wait for a drawbridge to be 
lowered. The woman on the right is travelling with her son (who might be five years old) on the 
back of her bike. It’s worth pondering the skill it will take for the woman to mount her bike and 
get moving up the incline with such a heavy (and dynamic) load on her bike. The man on the left 
cycles with an empty child carrier suggesting that he often rides with a child as well. 
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Image 12.17. Transporting children in a cargo bike in Amsterdam. 

In this image, a man cycles through Vondelpark with two young boys in his covered cargo bike. 
The bike’s crate provides ample storage for the two youngsters and the three wheels provide 
stability amidst shifting loads as the boys squirm about. The crate’s cover is an effective way to 
keep kids and cargo dry throughout Amsterdam’s frequent rainstorms. 
 

 Respondents in Amsterdam frequently mentioned transporting children. This topic 

produced rich conversations from several different perspectives. I interviewed Marieke, who was 

cycling with her eighteen-month-old daughter. During the interview, Marieke’s bike was held up 

by a sturdy two-sided kick stand. The toddler, sitting in a seat mounted on the front of Marieke’s 

bike, was especially interested in my microphone, but I managed to avoid unwanted button-

pressing by letting her play with the device’s neoprene sleeve. In between the child’s fits of 

giggling and bell ringing, Marieke was able to describe cycling with her daughter.  

Jason: Tell me about how she reacts to cycling. 
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Marieke: She loves it. I think most kids do. It's just emotion. It's just fantastic for them. 
And I think that the fact that they sit in front. I know that most kids, when they first do it, 
they can't stop laughing. She was more, matter-of-factly, ‘I’ve done this all my life.’ But 
she does love it.  
 
Jason: And when did you start doing it with her? 
 
Marieke: When she could sit up. That's usually the litmus. When they can sit up straight 
and comfortably, that's when you can put them [on the bike].  
 
Jason: How old is that? I don't know. 
 
Marieke: She was six months.  
 

Here, Marieke describes the unbridled joy that children seem to feel when they ride on the front 

of a bike. As another woman, Eline, explained, however, it’s not only the child that feels joy. She 

told me, “my mother always says that, one of the things of having children that she liked the 

most was cycling with the children.” Although Marieke’s joy of cycling with her daughter was 

left unsaid, it was obvious that she, like Eline’s mother, enjoyed cycling with her child. 

 Several respondents reflected fondly on childhood memories of riding on a parent’s bike. 

Eline described an especially vivid memory of playing games while riding on the back of her 

father’s bike. She reminisced, “I just remember that I played that my father was the horse and I 

was riding the horse. And I had his jacket and then if I pulled to the right, my father would drive 

to the right and, like that. More games and singing songs than being in traffic.” This wonderful 

passage suggests that the practice of cycling with a parent instills a deep fondness of cycling into 

children at an early age. 

 Marco and Claire, upon seeing Image 12.14 during a photo elicitation interview, also 

reminisced about riding on a parent’s bike as child. Specifically, Claire asked Marco how his 

mother transported him and his relatively large family. The ensuing conversation, which took an 

amusing turn, emphasizes the skill required by the parent to cycle with children.  
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Jason: So, when you were growing up, when you were a baby, did your parents drive you 
around like that? 
 
Claire: Yes. 
 
Marco: Absolutely. 
 
Claire: One in front, one in the back. 
 
Marco: And she had a family of six, so there were four kids. So, you told one time, 
[about] your mom having all kids on the bicycle? 
 
Claire: No, no, no. No, no. Just two, maybe three one time. 
 
Marco: That's a bit disappointing. 
 
Claire: It's really difficult because you're holding your bike, then you have to get one 
child up, put him in the front. And then the other. You hope that, he’s like four years old 
already, so he can step up. You have to help him, and you have to hold your bike, and. 
 
Jason: Wow. 
 
Claire: It's really a bit scary. Actually, I don't trust [Marco] to do it. Yesterday, 
 
Marco: Oh, yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah. 
 
Claire: He tried to put the beers. 
 
Marco: I tried to lift the crate of beers on the back and on the front, and the front one fell. 
 
Claire: And there was a lot of glass. 
 
Marco: If that was a kid, yeah. It wouldn't be that bad, but. 
 

This passage, especially Claire’s description of loading two children onto a bike, suggests that 

there is a significant amount of skill required to transporting children on a bike. Marco’s 

comment that it is “a bit disappointing” that Claire’s mother only (!) carried two children on a 

bike (or, “maybe three one time”) highlights the normality of parents in Amsterdam cycling with 

two children on their bicycles. Notice also that Marco recognizes that if a child were to fall off of 
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the bike, it “wouldn’t be that bad” (his emphasis). Marco, like others, recognizes that cycling in 

Amsterdam is a relatively low-risk activity, even with a child. 

 In Calgary, on the other hand, children are often seen as a barrier to cycling. It is not 

uncommon to see cyclists in Calgary pulling trailers designed for carrying children behind their 

bikes, but, much like social cycling, these practices are limited almost exclusively to leisurely 

rides along the river paths. Given the wide-spread fear of cycling on city streets, this is not 

surprising. I have also seen people cycle with a child riding in a seat mounted on the bicycle, but 

this is an uncommon method of transporting children in Calgary. Bike carriers, which are towed 

behind the bike are much more common.  
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Image 12.18. Cyclist towing a child carrier in Calgary.  

This photograph, which highlights the intersection of a walkway and a bike path, features a 
cyclist towing a child carrier behind his bike. 
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Image 12.19. Cyclist towing a child along a busy multi-use area in Calgary.   

Here, a cyclist tows a trailer along the same bike path that is featured in Image 12.18. This area, 
known as the Calgary Riverwalk, is a new and relatively progressive piece of infrastructure that 
separates pedestrians from cyclists. This area is located just to the east of the Eau Claire Market, 
which is only about one kilometre from the site of the social cycling depicted in Images 12.11, 
12.12, and 12.13. 

 

 When the Calgarian cyclists in my sample described cycling with children, it was typically 

to explain why they don’t cycle to common destinations. During each interview, I followed up 

the question, “What kinds of places do you ride to most often?” with, “Are there places that you 

go to on a regular basis that you won’t take a bike to get to?” John responded to this question by 

telling me, “Well, I have kids. So, wherever we go with kids. We do have a Chariot [a brand of 

bike trailer], but now we have two kids and it’s hard to take them both. So, unless we're going for 

a bike ride, or to the playground or something, pretty much anywhere we go with them is by car 

now.” Here, John explains that his child trailer is used only for recreational rides or to get to the 

local playground. All other trips are automatically considered to be inappropriate by bike because 
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of the children. Luke made a similar comment. He told me, “Yeah, well, I'd normally drive [to 

other places]. I've got a three-and-a-half-year-old. It's pretty hard to load the family on the bike. I 

do have a bike carrier, but it's not great.” Luke, like John, owns a bike trailer, but will not use it 

for any destination-oriented transportation.  

 Luke’s comment is interesting not only for what he said, but also for how he said it. Luke 

was almost snarky when he said, “It’s pretty hard to load the family on a bike.” This dismissive, 

matter-of-fact attitude reflects the seemingly common belief that it is impossible (or, at least, 

highly impractical) to transport children on a bike. In Calgary, if I were to directly ask, “Do you 

take your kids to restaurants on your bike?” most people might scoff at me and say something 

like, “Obviously not. You can’t carry kids on a bike.” In Amsterdam, on the other hand, when 

asked the same question, most people might scoff at me and say, “Obviously. How else would we 

get them there?”. The variation between these two deeply-rooted perspectives is rather dramatic.  

 Once again, it is important to point out that because of decades of policy informed by 

vehicular cycling philosophy, on-street cycling in Calgary is a relatively dangerous activity. 

Accidents with moving vehicles are always possible, and most people will not risk riding with 

their children in these potentially fatal situations. In Amsterdam, on the other hand, cyclists (and 

their on-board children) are usually physically protected from motorized traffic. The worst case 

scenario is that the cyclist will have a low-speed crash and the child will fall off of the bike, 

which, as Marco pointed out, “wouldn’t be that bad.”  

 In Chapter 7, I presented an advertisement for a Toyota minivan that was printed in 

Maclean’s Magazine in 2001 (Figure 7.23). Media images like that one simultaneously reflect 

popular opinion and help to reinforce it. By explaining that an automobile is the safest way to 

transport a child, that advertisement simultaneously suggests that a bicycle is an unsafe way to 
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do it. Ads like that one have helped to reinforce the opinions and attitudes of Calgarians 

described here. By highlighting (perceived) barriers to cycling in Calgary, print advertisements 

like this one effectively reinforce perceptions of cycling as an unsafe, high-risk activity, 

especially amongst non-cyclists. It is also important to recognize that the same advertisement 

would be ineffective if it was printed in an Amsterdam newspaper, because people there would 

likely scoff at the ad’s suggestion that transporting a child on a bike is unsafe.  

 

12.4. Transporting Cargo 
	
 The difference in perspectives on using a bicycle as a utilitarian tool for transporting goods 

is similarly dramatic. In Amsterdam, transporting goods is one of the bicycle’s primary purposes. 

When I asked Pieter why he rides a bike, he responded, “Well, it's the most convenient way of 

transporting myself and my groceries from home to the shop and the other way around.” Olaf 

made a similar comment when I asked him about the types of places to which he rides a bike. He 

said, “Usually just for shopping. To go to the department stores, something like that. That's all.” 

For Olaf, Pieter, and a few hundred thousand other Amsterdammers, the bicycle is used almost 

daily to transport groceries and other purchases from the store to the home.  

 I often conducted interviews with cyclists in Amsterdam outside of grocery stores because 

the storefronts are always full of cyclists locking up their bikes before they enter the store and 

packing groceries onto their bikes after they leave it. There are several common methods of 

transporting groceries on a bicycle. Many people have large panniers (side bags) attached to their 

rear racks which easily accommodate a few bags of groceries. Others, who cycle without 

panniers, hang their grocery bags on the bike’s handlebars. I interviewed Natasha as she packed 

her groceries onto her bike. Noticing her large load of groceries, I commented, “You have, like, 
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three bags of groceries right now. It must be very heavy and tippy.” She replied, “Sometimes, 

and then I walk with it.” It is possible, and common, to transport several bags of groceries with a 

bike but when the load becomes unmanageable, as Natasha told me, it is common to simply use 

the bike as a cart and push the groceries home. This practice is, of course, dependent on 

relatively short distances between homes and grocery stores, which, as I explained in Chapter 4, 

has been achieved through sprawl-containing planning policies enacted at every scale of 

government, including, perhaps most significantly, the national government’s compact cities 

policy. 
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Image 12.20. Transporting groceries in Amsterdam.   

A woman in Amsterdam transports her purse and three bags of groceries on her bike. One bag is 
carried in a crate mounted on the front of her bike and two other bags rest on either side of her 
handlebars. The bag on the woman’s right (decorated with images of sheep) is an insulated bag 
that will keep perishable items fresh on the ride home. Notice, also, that there are two empty 
children’s seats mounted on the rear of her bike. It’s easy to imagine this woman transporting 
two kids and three bags of groceries: a load that would nearly fill a small sedan!  
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Image 12.21. A bike used to transport a man, a woman, and two suitcases in Amsterdam. 

This man has likely just picked the woman up from the train station, as evidenced by the duffle 
bag hanging from the handlebars and the travel luggage the woman is dragging behind the bike. 
The bicycle is an important part of multimodal travel in Amsterdam. Notice the apparent ease 
with which she rides on the back of his bike, not even using her free hand to hold on to the man 
or the bike. Her left foot is hooked behind her right calf to comfortably keep both feet away from 
the rear wheel’s spokes. This image was used during the photo elicitation interviews in 
Amsterdam as AMS PE 13 (See Appendix C). 

 

 I showed Image 12.21, which depicts a man carrying a woman and two suitcases on his 

bike, to cyclists in Amsterdam during photo elicitation interviews. When this photo came up 

during my interview with Isuri and Teun, Isuri provided a memorable passage: 

Isuri: And the bike is used as sort of a donkey. You can just pack everything. We did this 
once! Do you remember? … I mean it sounds ridiculous, but our bike is like our best 
friend almost. Sometimes we don't even realize that you can also take the bus. So, we 
pack our suitcase—which is twenty kilos—on the bike, and we pull it like this. We think, 
‘Oh, it will, it probably will go.’ 
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Teun: ‘We'll manage.’ 
 
Isuri: Yeah, ‘We'll manage.’ But this is bad for your bike. 
 
Teun: Yeah, almost flat tire. … But, we will use a bike until it's completely dead. 
 
Isuri: Yeah. 
 

This passage contains several elements that are worth pointing out. First, Isuri’s comment, “the 

bike is used as sort of a donkey. You can just pack everything” calls to mind a vivid caricature of 

utilitarian cycling in Amsterdam. Her comment, “our bike is like our best friend almost”, 

reminds me of a loyal family dog, always at your side. Later in the interview, Isuri told me, 

“[The bike is] not only something that is used as a form of transport. It's practical. It’s a friend. If 

it gets stolen you can really cry over it.” Isuri’s love for her bike, as indicated by the tears that 

would flow from its loss, is rooted not in the bike itself (as a material object equipped with the 

latest technologies), but in the memory of the tasks that the cyclist has accomplished with the 

bike. In another important passage, Isuri says, “Sometimes we don’t even realize that you can 

also take the bus.” I will return to this idea later (in Chapter 14, when I discuss the internalization 

of mobile practices), but, for now, recognize that many Amsterdammers’ first impulse is to travel 

by bike. Importantly, this impulse is not hindered by the need to transport heavy or awkward 

goods, like suitcases, or, as you will see shortly, tables, closets, or washing machines.  

 Upon seeing Image 12.21, several respondents, including those with whom I conducted 

extended interviews, admitting to doing something like this on a bike, often while giving a 

knowing smile that hinted at a sense of pride in Dutch cycling practices. Matthijs told me about 

transporting a suitcase on his bike: “Oh, yeah. I use the bike sometimes when I have a suitcase 

also, like this. … But then you get a pain in the shoulder at some point.” Tom Godefrooij, an 

ambassador of the Dutch Cycling Embassy, smiled when he saw this picture and admitted, 



Chapter 12: How do People Ride? 571 

“Sometimes we try to do too much with the bicycle. I'm one of those persons.” Ria Hilhorst, a 

planner for the City of Amsterdam, said, “Oh, yeah. That's also very handy. I think I've done that 

before.” Notice that Ria, like Matthijs, starts her comment with, “Oh, yeah”, demonstrating her 

recognition of this scene as a relatively common sight. Ruud Mohlmann, the commercial director 

for Fietsfabriek, highlighted the commonality of these kinds of practices when he said, “Yeah, 

we [the Dutch people] travel with everything on a bike. … This is how we travel.” Similarly, 

Hortense Berkenveld, an employee for the City of Amsterdam, said, “People do everything on 

their bikes.” Maarten Bakker, a planner for the Amsterdam City Region, highlighted the 

commonality of transporting awkward goods by bicycle and provided an example of his own: 

Mr. Bakker: Yeah, this is happening a lot. Have you spotted someone with a washing 
machine on his bike? 
 
Jason: I saw someone with a table the other day. Like, a small table. 
 
Mr. Bakker: We use it for everything.  
 
Jason: One person said in an interview—because I'm interviewing cyclists on the street—
and they said that bicycles are kind of like donkeys, you just use them for everything. 
 
Mr. Bakker: Yeah. Well, that's, yeah, that's quite a good comparison. I even bought a 
closet on the bike. Just put it on my shoulder. 
 

Unfortunately, I did not see anyone transporting a washing machine on a bicycle, but, apparently, 

accomplishing these remarkable feats, which might be unthinkable in Calgary, are not 

uncommon in Amsterdam. Martijn echoed these sentiments. He told me, “The first thing when 

you need to go somewhere within the city, it's kind of, you don't think about it. You go by bike. 

So, basically anywhere. I mean, there can be times of course when you need to move something 

which is too big to actually move on a bike. But, as you can tell, you can take pretty much 

anything. So then going by bike isn't a problem.” As Martijn clearly explains, and as I’ve 
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emphasized throughout this discussion, the bicycle, for most intents and purposes, is the vehicle 

of choice for transporting people and goods in Amsterdam. 

 In Calgary, on the other hand, transporting goods, like transporting children, is typically 

seen as a barrier to cycling. When I asked people in Calgary about the places that they frequently 

visit that they would not take a bike to get to, many mentioned grocery stores and cited the 

impracticality of transporting groceries as their reason for not riding a bike. Olivia, for example, 

told me that she wouldn’t cycle to the grocery store, explaining, “because I wouldn't be able to 

carry everything back on a bike.” Similarly, Ken explained that he won’t cycle to the grocery 

store because, “You can only carry so much on a bike.” Hugo said, matter-of-factly, “You have to 

take a car to get to the supermarket.”  

 Several people specifically mentioned the sheer volume of groceries typically purchased as 

a barrier to cycling to a grocery store. Michael, for example, told me, “For me, basically I 

wouldn't go shopping on my bike because I'm buying a couple hundred bucks worth of groceries. 

So, to transport stuff back, I wouldn't do it.” Similarly, Catherine explained, “If we're going to 

Superstore, then [she laughs as she continues] we're not going to load up a bike full of, we don't 

want a trailer behind us as we're going to Costco or something like that.” It is significant that the 

thought of transporting groceries was so absurd to Catherine that she laughed at the thought of it.  

 Several conditions affect people in Calgary’s decision to drive to a grocery store instead of 

taking a bike. First, and likely foremost, is the lack of safe cycling infrastructure found in the 

vicinity of most supermarkets. If people don’t feel safe cycling on Calgary’s roads, as I have 

shown, then they will not ride to the grocery store. In Amsterdam, on the other hand, SWOV’s 

Sustainable Safety philosophy (Chapter 5), the CROW manual (Chapter 5), and the Cyclists’ 

Union’s participation in local traffic commissions (Chapter 6) combine to ensure that grocery 
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stores are safely and easily accessible by bike. Second, because most people in Calgary ride 

bikes designed for sport, it is more difficult to transport groceries than it might be on a bike 

designed for utilitarian purposes, like a Dutch bike. The sturdy handlebars of an omafiets are 

much more amenable to carrying groceries than the twitchy handlebars of a road bike or a 

mountain bike that are designed for responsive handling. Third, people in Calgary are more 

likely to shop at automobile-oriented big box stores, while people in Amsterdam are more likely 

to shop at smaller, more local stores. The prevalence of big-box stores in Calgary is enabled by a 

market-knows-best brand of urban planning (Chapter 4), while, in Amsterdam, the development 

of big-box stores is restricted by national retail policy (Chapter 4). Fourth, the distances between 

home and shopping destinations are comparatively greater in Calgary than they are in 

Amsterdam. These extended distances amplify the difficulties of transporting groceries and other 

cargo by bike. As outlined in Chapter 4, the distances between origin and destination have been 

shaped by dramatically different approaches to managing urban growth. Fifth, and relatedly, the 

large homes found throughout Calgary have large kitchens and vast amounts of storage space 

compared to the comparatively small living spaces found throughout Amsterdam. Because 

houses in Calgary have more room for stuff, people buy more of it, both in terms of selection and 

in terms of quantity. (Large Costco-sized packs of toilet paper only make sense if you have the 

room to store it!).  

 As a result of these conditions (and others), for many people in Calgary, if the nature of a 

trip is utilitarian, then a bicycle is automatically omitted as a mobility option. For many, then, as 

I’ve shown throughout this chapter, the bicycle is only used for leisure. This was apparent when I 

talked to Robert. 

Jason: So, what about things like restaurants and grocery shopping? Do you take bikes? 
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Robert: Uh, that's probably secondary. I wouldn't probably ride to go grocery shopping or 
anything like that. It's riding for pleasure and if we had to do other kinds of utilitarian 
things, we'd probably take a vehicle.  
 
Jason: Ok, so why not? If you go out for dinner or something, why not take a bike? 
 
Robert: Because it's kind of impractical. 
 

This passage is representative of many of the conversations that I had with cyclists in Calgary. 

Robert will not use a bike for “utilitarian things” because it is “impractical”. Robert’s position is 

fundamentally different than one would typically encounter in Amsterdam, where people cycle 

primarily because it is the most practical form of mobility.  

 

12.5. Commerce  
	
 Bicycles are useful transportation tools not only for individuals in Amsterdam; businesses 

are embracing them as well. During my interview with Martijn and Anke we talked about the 

possibility of Amsterdam’s city centre becoming a car-free area. Of course, banning automobiles 

from the city centre raises several logistical problems for businesses. Martijn commented on 

these logistics: 

It would also mean that maybe a lot of things that they do now by cars, like getting 
supplies to vendors and all that stuff, like, all that kind of stuff could also be done by … 
like, big transport bicycles. So, maybe something like that could also be created. I'm not 
sure because, yeah. I think that's the big question. Then, how to do all the transport? Like, 
I mean, just think of how many beers a day are drunk inside the old city centre and you 
have to get all that beer into [the centre]? How to do that without huge trucks of cooled 
Heineken. [laughs] So, just solving that is a complicated thing, of course.  
 

Although Martijn recognizes the logistical problems associated with enforcing a car-free zone in 

Amsterdam’s city centre, he recognizes that “it’s something on the horizon” and sees cargo bikes 

playing a major role in the transportation of goods in a hypothetical car-free Amsterdam. 
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 For many small-business owners, using bicycles for transportation is not just a hypothetical 

scenario; it’s a reality. Marieke explained that many small business owners utilize bicycles as a 

part of their operations.  

Marieke: [The bicycle is] used for business as well.  
 
Jason: How so? 
 
Marieke: Well, I mean small businesses. I knew a guy who was delivering his, some pies 
by bicycle. He had this little wooden concoction here [she points to her bike]. And a 
leather strap, and he had them stacked up. He just quit a couple years ago. 
 

In addition to pie delivery services, Marieke added that builders and other contractors use cargo 

bikes to transport their tools between job sites. I also heard about a cleaning company that uses 

cargo bikes, instead of automobiles, to move their equipment between locations in the city 

centre. As these examples suggest, the practicality and ease of use of bikes in Amsterdam, 

especially in the city centre, extend to commercial applications as well.  

 Businesses are embracing cargo bikes not only for transport, but also for advertising and 

promotional purposes. I interviewed Ruud Mohlmann, the commercial director for Fietsfabriek, 

a bike manufacturer that is well known within the Netherlands for manufacturing high-end cargo 

bikes. I spoke with Mr. Mohlmann about Fietsfabriek’s business model. He explained that three 

quarters of the company’s sales are made to other businesses, which are especially interested in 

Fietsfabriek’s modular approach to designing cargo bikes. The company sells interchangeable 

modules designed to achieve different purposes. For example, the large crate on the front of the 

bike could be replaced with either a cooler or a barbecue, depending on the desired application. 

Mr. Mohlmann explained to me, “we now have industrial modular cargo bikes, where you can 

cool, freeze, cook, make noise, pictures, everything.”  
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 Businesses use Fietsfabriek’s modular cargo bikes to promote their products throughout 

Amsterdam. One of Fietsfabriek’s first major clients was Heineken, the beer giant based out of 

Amsterdam. Heineken used the Fietsfabriek’s cargo bikes, which can be custom-painted with 

brand colours and with laser engraved logos on metal plates mounted on the bike’s frame, for 

advertising and branding purposes throughout the city. Mr. Mohlmann explained: 

We brand everything. So, we can go to Unilever or Heineken and say, ‘Do you want [a 
specific product] now to be promoted? You could sell your stuff at events or at the big—
how do you call it?—entertainment parks here’. They, it's really important to have a 
‘mobile fleet’, you call it. …  So, for instance: Unilever. We can say, ‘Unilever, you have 
around forty brands. Ten brands are interested to sell something in the hot season. And 
you have something for the cool season, or the winter season. And you can re-brand the 
same cargo bike and use it for both activities. Or you can put the module ‘X’ on and put 
on the module ‘Z’ for that particular event’. 
 

As Mr. Mohlmann explains here, even large corporations, like Heineken and Unilever, are 

embracing bicycles, using them as “mobile fleets”. Today in Amsterdam, businesses ranging 

from pie delivery to cleaning services to multinational corporations are using bicycles to achieve 

commercial success. If current trends continue unabated, the bicycle will only become more 

important to businesses, small and large, in the future. 
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Chapter 13: When do People Ride? Rhythms of 
Velomobility 

	
	
	
		

“My bike very seldom sees rain. So, it's more of a—for me—a luxury. Something that I want to 
do, a pastime that I want to do, instead of having to do, right?” 

 
-Vincent, Calgary 

 
 
 

“Anything I do in the city, I always take the bike. Unless it's raining cats and dogs. Then I 
sometimes take public transport. But I, even when it's raining, I prefer the bike to public 

transport.” 
 

-Pieter, Amsterdam 
 
 
 
 

 Tim Cresswell encourages us to ask, “in what rhythm does a person or thing move?” (2010, 

23). He explains, “Rhythms are composed of repeated moments of movement and rest, or, 

alternatively, simply repeated movements with a particular measure” (23). As Adey noticed, “It 

is often when rhythms break down that we become aware of the scale and scope of these 

mobilities” (Adey 2010, 29). In this chapter, I will explore the breakdown of velomobile rhythms 

by attending to some of the conditions that temporarily halt velomobility in each city.  

 

13.1. Calgary: A Seasonal Rhythm 
	
 Given that Calgarians cycle primarily for fitness and/or leisure, it might not come as a 

surprise to learn that most of the people that I talked to self-identify as fair-weather cyclists. For 

example, when I asked Jeremy and Olivia why they ride bikes, Olivia responded, “Just 
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enjoyment. We live downtown. We like to get out on a nice day and cruise around.” Jeremy 

added, “Good outdoor activity. Get some sun.” Their responses, “get out on a nice day” and “get 

some sun”, indicate that their cycling activities are limited to pleasant summer days. Others, like 

Vincent, explained that they avoid riding in the rain. He said, “My bike very seldom sees rain. 

So, it's more of a—for me—a luxury. Something that I want to do, a pastime that I want to do, 

instead of having to do, right?” Vincent spends a lot of time on his bike in the summer. He told 

me, “I probably do—if it’s nice weather—a hundred-fifty, two-hundred kilometres a week. But, 

if it's not good weather, I have an exercise bike at home.” For Vincent, cycling is a fitness-

oriented pastime that, because he has a stationary indoor bike, is easy to forego in the event of 

inclement weather. If cycling was a transportation-oriented activity, something done out of 

necessity rather than a “luxury”, then it might be more difficult to forego.  

 Several people cited the potential for rain as a reason not to ride a bike, either for 

themselves or for other people in Calgary. When I asked why other people don’t ride bikes, Mary 

mentioned, “Our weather can be on-again-off-again within the hour. We all know that.” After 

mentioning the extra time that it takes to commute by bike, Paul added, “And the weather. 

Contending with the weather here. That’s the other thing. It’s rather unreliable.” Miguel said, 

“The weather changes here very quickly. Some people don't like that uncertainty.” Vincent told 

me, “What the scary thing about biking to work for me is, you can leave in the morning like this, 

by the time you get off work it could be a totally different weather environment.” As these 

people explain it, the potential for rain, even on the eve of a bright, sunny morning, is enough to 

keep many Calgarians off of their bikes.  
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 When cycling Calgarians do encounter rain, they are typically well prepared. When I 

interviewed Wei, who was finishing his commute at the park-and-bike facility1 when we spoke, 

he told me that it is important to “[m]ake sure you have everything”. I asked him to clarify what 

he meant by “everything”: 

Wei: You know, you have your helmet and also in case of raining, so you have the rain 
jacket as well. 
 
Jason: And this isn't a rain jacket, is it? The one you have right now, this yellow one. 
 
Wei: No. Actually, I have everything in my bag. So I have another, and pants and shoe 
cover.  
 

While he cycled, Wei wore a bright yellow cycling jacket with reflective material (the kind of 

jacket discussed in Chapter 11 and depicted in Image 11.7). Interestingly, Wei carried another 

jacket, one designed for rain, in his backpack. He also carried rain pants and shoe covers. In the 

event of rain, Wei’s preparedness would have ensured that he stayed dry. Many commuter 

cyclists, like Wei, own rain gear that is specially designed for cycling. The crouched posture of a 

road cyclist tends to pull a regular jacket up, exposing the small of the back. Similarly, a road 

cyclist’s outstretched arms tend to pull the sleeves up, exposing the wrists. For these reasons, 

many cyclists wear brightly coloured rain jackets that feature longer tails that cover the rider’s 

bum and long sleeves that cover the wrists and upper hands. Special rain pants, similarly 

designed to accommodate the biomechanics of cycling, feature a belt area that sits relatively high 

on the rider’s back to prevent the pants from slipping down. For even more protection from the 

rain, some cyclists, like Wei, wear shoe covers that wrap around the cyclist’s shoe. For many 

																																																								
1 A park-and-bike facility is essentially a parking lot situated near a bike route. These commuter-oriented facilities 
enable people to drive to the pathway system and then finish their commute on their bikes (which they presumably 
carry on (or in) their vehicles during the first portion of the journey.) 
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commuter cyclists in Calgary, carrying a full Gore-tex outfit, which could easily exceed several 

hundred dollars, is essential whenever the sky threatens to rain. 

 In addition to being fair-weather cyclists, many of the people that I interviewed told me 

that they are seasonal cyclists. Most cyclists in Calgary do not ride in the winter. Ken, for 

example, told me, “I'll cycle at least six months of the year. I'll start April 1, weather permitting, 

and then I'll ride until September, October, weather permitting.” Harry explained the hazards of 

riding in the winter: “I hate to say it, but winters here are kind of harsh. And I sure don't ride in 

the winter and I would feel a lot less safe riding in the winter, just because of the conditions and 

stability on the bike. I know that the pathways are ploughed and stuff, but I would still feel 

nervous about it, being on the roads after a big snow.” To safely and comfortably ride in the 

winter, different kinds of equipment are necessary. Anthony explained the changes he makes for 

winter cycling: “I switched a lot of gear. I put a lot more clothes on and I've got studded tires and 

stuff, and then I can ride in the winter.” For most winter cyclists, in addition to the obvious 

addition of warm clothes, cyclists add studded tires to their bikes to enhance traction in slippery 

conditions. The City of Calgary, like most winter cities, spreads salt on the roads to melt ice. 

Unfortunately for cyclists, this salt is highly corrosive, causing delicate bike components to rust. 

Because the road salt has been known to ruin many a good bike, most winter cyclists use a 

dedicated ‘winter bike’: an older bike nearing the end of its lifespan that the owner won’t mind 

replacing after a few winters of use.  

 Several people cited Calgary’s harsh winter weather as a reason why people don’t ride in 

the summer. John, a man who rides year-round, explained, “I think it's routine. I guess when I 

say weather, I'm thinking of people like me that commute. So, if you commute on your bike, you 

could commute four months of the year—and I know people who do that—but it's just not a 
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year-round solution. So, it's a bit of a reason why they wouldn't. Other than that, I don't know.” 

Here, interestingly, John explains that winter adversely affects summer cycling because it 

interrupts the rhythm of cycling. Anthony also mentioned the seasonal rhythm of cycling and 

elaborated on how interruptions to a daily rhythm might reduce cycling rates. Anthony 

explained: 

You don't get into that rhythm of keeping going like that [by stopping for the winter]. It's 
not necessarily that they don't want to, it's more that it stops them. It's just like, ‘Oh, I 
stopped riding through winter.’ And then, ‘Oh, it's raining out.’ And that's kind of like, 
and then, ‘Oh, and it's not great weather. It's chilly this morning.’ It just makes it a lot 
easier not to [ride a bike]. And again, that's combined a lot with, in the winter time, the 
roads are a lot worse. The whole thing with this would be, a pathway coming through and 
it's not really ploughed off and stuff. It's just more difficult to do in the winter. It just 
means that people don't get into the habit, they get out of the habit. They just start 
driving. ‘I found this great spot, I'm going to park here’. ‘Oh, I can make it quicker this 
way.’ Or, ‘I can do this; it's more convenient sometimes’. There's all sorts of reasons. 
Anytime, you kind of go up and down with something, anytime it's not consistent, it's 
really easy for you to drop off. And it’s much easier to drop out than it is to start up. 
 

Anthony, like John, suggests that the “rhythm of keeping going” is vital to everyday cycling. He 

explains that the inconsistency of conducting a practice increases the likelihood of stopping that 

practice. In Calgary, as Anthony explains, there are many interruptions to the rhythm of daily 

cycling, including wintery conditions and the threat of rain. Based on information provided by 

other participants, to Anthony’s list we could add long distances, unsafe access to destinations, 

the high costs of cycling equipment and the risk of theft, inability to transport children, inability 

to transport goods, inability to socialize during the trip, and, as I’ll discuss in Chapter 14, the 

inability to produce to destination-appropriate personal image. In short, on any given day in 

Calgary, there are a plethora of reasons not to use a bicycle for transportation. As a result, 

returning to Anthony’s words, the “rhythm of keeping going” is constantly interrupted and “it’s 

really easy for [someone] to drop off”, and use another mode of transportation (most likely an 

automobile).  
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13.2. Amsterdam: A Daily Rhythm 
	
 Because I explained that people in Amsterdam use their bikes to get to everyday places, it 

is probably not a shock to hear that people use their bikes every day. That is, for most 

Amsterdammers, cycling is a daily occurrence, rain, wind, or shine. As I explained in Chapter 3, 

for much of the year, the city is cool and rainy. (Figure 3.1 summarizes mean monthly weather 

patterns in both cities.) While the weather in Calgary can be unreliable, the weather in 

Amsterdam can be reliably unpleasant. For much of the year, Amsterdammers face the 

unpleasant prospects of riding a bike on an overcast day when it is five degrees Celsius and 

raining.  

 Many people in Amsterdam ride a bike regardless of the weather or, significantly, given the 

context in Calgary, regardless of prospective weather. Jasper, for example, told me, “I would ride 

[the bike] almost all the time. Yeah. Even in the rain.” Anke told me, about Martijn, “Well, he 

always rides a bike. It doesn’t matter how far or whether it’s raining.” Martijn admitted 

sheepishly, and with a hint of pride, “Yeah. No, yeah. That's true.” Matthijs explained that he is 

simply used to getting wet in the rain: “I’m just so used to biking that I never think about it. I just 

grew up biking every day to school and being totally wet when it rains.” Matthijs simply accepts 

the rain as inevitable and goes about his day, rain or shine. 

  The nonchalant attitude of people like Jasper, Matthijs, and Martijn reminds me of a 

common saying in Amsterdam: “You’re not made of sugar; you won’t melt.” The inherently non-

threatening nature of rain was readily apparent throughout my time in Amsterdam. Unfortunately 

for me, I was conducting my field research in Amsterdam during the rainiest months of the year. 

The rain fell hard and often. Much to my initial surprise, however, most people, probably 

numbering in the hundreds of thousands, simply cycled as usual. Moreover, many took no 
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additional protection from the rain. I regularly saw people riding with no umbrellas and no rain 

coats. Many people used only their sweater’s cotton hood for protection. With a thought that 

betrays my Calgarian sensibilities, I often wondered why they would allow themselves to get 

wet. They must have known that it was going to rain; weather forecasts are readily available. Or, 

they could have simply glanced up at the grey sky and known what was to come. Barring all 

other information, they could have simply known that, for example, because it is October in 

Amsterdam, it is probably going to rain. They could have carried an umbrella. They could have 

packed a rain coat. But, they didn’t. They know that they won’t melt. Lise and Ruben reflected 

this attitude when I asked them about the types of places that they go to by bike: 

Lise: We go everywhere by bike. To work, to cafés, friends.  
 
Ruben: For dinner. We dress up nice and we go by bike. 
 
Lise: And then you get wet by the rain. 
 

Lise appeared annoyed by the rain, but just shrugged it off as simply being inevitable.  
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Image 13.1. A cyclist braves the rain in Amsterdam.  

While I hid under a shop’s awning during a heavy downpour, I watched several cyclists ride past 
in the rain. This person is riding without an umbrella, a rain coat, or any other protection from 
the rain. 
 
 
 Most people, it appears, don’t mind getting a little bit wet, but they try to avoid being 

soaked. When the rain is falling especially heavily, it is common for people to stop under a 

nearby shop’s awning for a few minutes and wait for the rain to ease up. Some wear rain jackets 

or ponchos designed to drape over the fronts of their bikes. Others, like Isuri, cycle with an 

umbrella. She told me, “Even if it rains, I just take an umbrella in the right hand and a bike with 

my left. It's typical Dutch, I think.” Importantly, this “typical Dutch” technique of cycling with 

an umbrella is only possible (or, at least, only practical) when riding a Dutch-style bike. The 



Chapter 13: When do People Ride? 585 

Dutch bike’s upright posture and foot-controlled brakes allow a one-handed rider to have 

complete control over his or her bike. This is a technique that I quickly picked up during my stay 

in Amsterdam. As I began to master cycling with an umbrella, I came to find cycling in a light 

rain as pleasant as walking in it.  

 Of course, not everyone tolerates getting wet in the rain. Several people cited the rain as a 

reason that some people don’t ride bikes. Bjorn, for example, told me, “People don't like to ride 

in the rain and the cold. And as soon as it starts to be cold, they take the bus or the tram.” 

Danique is one of those people. She told me, “I only don't take a bike when it's raining very hard, 

when the weather is very bad”. Notice that she qualifies her response with, “very”. In 

Amsterdam, if the threat of light rain kept you off of your bike, then you might never get on it. 

Others mentioned that in heavy rain they might opt for the tram. Pieter, whom I cited earlier, told 

me, “Anything I do in the city, I always take the bike. Unless it's raining cats and dogs. Then I 

sometimes take public transport. But I, even when it's raining, I prefer the bike to public 

transport.” Astrid echoed this sentiment: “I prefer to get wet from the rain than to take the tram.” 

When Yorick discussed cycling in the rain, he summarized his daily commute over the course of 

a year. He explained, “My work was seven kilometres from here, from where I live. I [rode my 

bike] everyday to my work and I think, in almost twenty-five days a year, you have to wear—

how do you call?—a rain suit. But, that's not so much.” For Yorick, as for most Amsterdammers, 

cycling is a daily (or near-daily) activity, rain or shine. 

 With respect to John’s earlier comment (from Calgary), Amsterdammers are into the 

“rhythm of keeping going”. Most of the people that I interviewed were unfazed by all but the 

heaviest of rainfalls. As Justin noted, “even when it's snowing we [Dutch people] are trying to 

ride our bikes.” Similarly, people in Amsterdam tend to be unfazed by carrying cargo, 
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transporting children, and, as I’ll discuss in the next chapter, the aesthetic fashion demands of 

attending a formal event. For many in Amsterdam, everyday cycling is not only an event, but a 

rhythm.  
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Chapter 14: Who Rides? Subjectivities, Place, and 
Velomobility 

	 	
	
	
	

“I went out for dinner to [an Italian restaurant] the other night. … [W]e walked into the 
restaurant and everybody looked at us in our bike gear. And everybody was dressed up. It was a 
white tablecloth venue. … I’d just never do it again. … I felt like I smelled and I felt like, yeah, 

just you're sweaty and you're gross.” 
 

-Erika, Calgary 
 
 

 
“So, in order to participate in your, you know, your social life, people kind of expect you have to 

have a bike.” 
 

-Martijn, Amsterdam 
 
 
 
 
 In this chapter, I will explore velomobility and the performance of everyday life. As 

described in the Chapter 2, Erving Goffman described the significance of performances in his 

book, The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life (Goffman 1959). Goffman broadly described 

performances as “all the activity of a given participant on a given occasion which serves to 

influence in any way any of the other participants” (15). Personal expression is an important 

aspect of everyday performances. Goffman wrote: 

Regardless of the particular objective which the individual has in mind and of his motive 
for having this objective, it will be in his interests to control the conduct of the others, 
especially their responsive treatment of him. This control is achieved largely by 
influencing the definition of the situation which the others come to formulate, and he can 
influence this definition by expressing himself in such a way as to give them the kind of 
impression that will lead them to act voluntarily in accordance with his own plan (my 
emphasis) (3-4). 
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In almost every situation, articles of clothing contain pieces of semiotic information that 

individuals use to express themselves throughout their performances. Every article of clothing 

(including shoes, pants, shirts, blouses, skirts, hats, and scarves) is rich in semiotic information 

that individuals use to influence the definition of a situation. The clear presentation of a personal 

identity, in a variety of circumstances, is a vital part of everyday life.  

 Importantly, Goffman recognized that performances happen in a specific setting, which 

involves “furniture, décor, physical layout, and other background items which supply the scenery 

and stage props for the spate of human action played out before, within, or upon it” (22). He 

noted that a setting “tends to stay put, geographically speaking” but that “in exceptional 

circumstances that setting follows along with the performers” (22). In other words, drawing on 

more contemporary geographical lexicon, Goffman recognized the significance of place and 

mobility (although, with the mobilities turn in mind, I would suggest that the circumstances in 

which a setting follows performers is less exceptional than he might have thought).  

 Recognizing that performances always happen somewhere, this chapter will reinforce the 

analytical significance of a particular dimension of sociospatiality: place. In this chapter, I will 

describe the ways that velomobility affects the presentation of self in Calgary and Amsterdam, I 

will explore the significant implications of those performances, and I will connect those 

performances to the development of particular places (and the policies and politics that have 

enabled their development).  

 This chapter has two sections, one dedicated to each city. In the first section, I will focus 

on Calgary. I will explore the production of an identity related to ‘being’ a cyclist. I will show 

that cycling is an integral part of the identity of many people in Calgary who ride bikes. Then, 

drawing from Rose’s notion of circuits of inclusion and exclusion (Rose 2000), I will examine 
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some of the implications of this particular expression of identity. In the second section, I will 

focus on Amsterdam. I will demonstrate that because cycling is such a normal activity, few 

people self-identify as cyclists. Relatedly, I will emphasize the significance of being able to wear 

normal, everyday clothing on a bike while riding to normal, everyday destinations.  

 

14.1. Social Control in Calgary 
 

14.1.1. Cycling Identities: Serious, Avid, and Real Cyclists 
	
 Many of the individuals that I interviewed in Calgary self-identified as a cyclist. That is, 

they considered themselves to be a cyclist. After I asked participants if they identify as a cyclist, 

I asked them to clarify what it means to be a cyclist. For some of those that self-identified as a 

cyclist, being a cyclist related both to a consistency of riding and to a broader fitness-focused and 

environmentally-conscious lifestyle. The following two conversions, one with Ken and one with 

John, were typical. First, consider this exchange with Ken: 

Jason: Do you identify as a cyclist? Do you consider yourself to be a cyclist as a part of 
your identity? 
 
Ken: I would say yes. 
 
Jason: Ok. Can you tell me more about how that fits into your identity?  
 
Ken: Well, I'll cycle at least six months of the year. I'll start April 1, weather permitting, 
and then I'll ride until September, October, weather permitting. And so, I guess I consider 
myself a cyclist. 
 
Jason: Ok, so what does it mean to be a cyclist? 
 
Ken: Well, I guess, you know, there's the conservation end of things that you're, I guess, 
you're not polluting by driving a vehicle. You're not contributing to more traffic, that kind 
of thing.  
 
Jason: So, it has to do with being a more conscious citizen, doing your part for [the 
environment]? 
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Ken: Yeah, yeah. I think that's definitely a big part of it. 
 

Second, notice that my conversation with John was similar: 

Jason: Do you consider cycling to be a part of your identity? Do you identify as a cyclist?  
 
John: I think so, yep. For myself, because I do bike every day, or every day to work, it's a 
big part of my life. So, yeah, I would say so. 
 
Jason: And what does it mean to be a cyclist? 
 
John: I guess just that you have certain sets of values, like being in shape, and trying to 
help the planet a little bit, and things like that. 
 
Jason: Ok, so those are the types of values that cyclists more or less share, you think? 
 
John: I think so, yeah. 
 

For both Ken and John, in addition to riding consistently, cyclists identify as such because they 

share a set of values, like fitness and environmental awareness.  

 On the other hand, a few of the people that I interviewed did not identify as a cyclist. 

Lauren, for example, made this clear during our conversation: 

Jason: Do you consider cycling to be a part of your self-identity? Do you identify as a 
cyclist? 
 
Lauren: No. 
 
Jason: You don't? 
 
Lauren: I just ride for fun. 
 

Lauren suggested that because she only rides recreationally, she does not consider cycling to be a 

part of her identity. Donna1 made a similar comment when she told me that she does not identify 

as a cyclist. She explained: “I don't do the distance. I don't think I have the fitness or time to do 

																																																								
1 My inclusion of two passages from males, Ken and John, as representative of those identifying as cyclists and two 
passages from females, Lauren and Donna, as representative of those not identifying as a cyclist was not intentional. 
Given that cycling is a male-dominated sport, and, given the discussion to follow about “serious” cyclists, this 
gendered split is not surprising. 
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the distance that people who are really major cyclists do, so I'm just really a leisure one, causal 

one” (my emphasis). Here, Donna suggests that she does not consider herself to be a cyclist 

because she doesn’t “do the distance” that the “really major cyclists” do.  

 Interestingly, when I asked people if they self-identify as a cyclist, many placed themselves 

in an ambiguous grey area, somewhere between being a cyclist and not being a cyclist. This grey 

area is analytically significant. Like Donna, Paul alluded to a major cyclist. Unlike her, however, 

he placed himself somewhere between not identifying as a cyclist and being a major cyclist.  

Jason: Do you consider cycling to be a part of your identity? Do you consider yourself to 
be a cyclist? 
 
Paul: Minor cyclist, yeah. Yeah, I've got a number of friends who cycle a lot, so I try to 
get out with them every once in a while. 
 
Jason: So, what makes a “minor” cyclist? 
 
Paul: [laughs] I talk a better game than I play. I'll cycle, you know, I probably only get on 
my bike three or four times a month. 
 
Jason: And what would be a “major” cyclist, if there is such a thing? 
 
Paul: I've got a buddy who cycles to work every day. I think he said he cycled over a 
hundred times to work and back. I have some other buddies who cycle a lot more 
regularly than I do. They probably ride two or three times a week. 
 
Jason: Do you think that they consider themselves cyclists? They would identify as 
cyclists? 
 
Paul: Yeah, they would. Yeah.  
 

As these passages from Paul and Donna have suggested, the notion of cyclist as an identity is not 

binary; it exists along a continuum. Another participant, Walter, alluded to this continuum when 

he told me, “We are really recreational. We're at the bottom end of the cyclists. I don't think we 

even call ourselves cyclists.” 
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 If recreational cyclists are at the “bottom” of this continuum, then serious cyclists are at the 

top. Many of the people that I spoke with used terms like “avid”, “serious”, “full-time”, and even 

“real” to describe those at the top of the continuum (that is, those that they consider to be 

cyclists.) When I asked Vincent, for example, if he identifies as a cyclist, he responded: “Part-

time cyclist. Not a full-time cyclist. Yeah, I probably do—if it's nice weather—150, 200 

kilometers a week. But, if it's not good weather, I have an exercise bike at home.” Vincent, who 

rides upwards of 200 kilometers a week, only considers himself to be a “part-time” cyclist. 

Where Vincent mentioned a “full-time cyclist”, others described “serious cyclists”. Julia, for 

example, used this term to describe a man that she once dated: 

Julia: I was dating a fellow at the time who was quite a serious cyclist. And so he wanted 
me to try a road bike. Now, the tires are pretty darn thin on a road bike, as you know. 
And I really did not feel stable enough. So, I tried it, and I tried it with these shoes 
[designed to clip into the pedals], and I was very unsuccessful. So, that didn't happen. 
Didn't buy that bike. 
 
Jason: So, you referred to him as a serious cyclist. What is a serious cyclist? Does that 
make you an unserious cyclist? 
 
Julia: Well, he was a very serious cyclist because he would cycle 120 kilometers in a day 
and he would be in road races and that kind of thing. … He shaved his legs! 
 

Like Julia, Mary described sportive cyclists in a way that placed them at the top of the 

continuum, but instead of “serious cyclist,” Mary used the term “real cyclist”. She told me,  

You know, like people who are really, really fabulous on bikes. They're the ones who go 
to Banff and Bragg Creek, and they're what I term as real cyclists. They get out there and 
they're really fit and all that kind of stuff (my emphasis).  
 

Still others described “avid cyclists”. When I showed Hailey the picture of the lycra-clad 

commuter cyclist (Image 11.3), she said, “He's a serious, avid, athletic bike rider. Commuter.” 

When I interviewed Jeremy and Olivia, I asked them what it means to be an “avid cyclist”.  

Jason: When someone says, "I'm a cyclist" or "I'm an avid cyclist", what does that mean? 
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Jeremy: You're riding to work every day, rain or shine. You've got the Gore-Tex pants, 
the jacket, the big backpack, you change at work. That's a cyclist. 
 
Olivia: Or, you're doing like the big weekend rides, where they do lots and lots of 
kilometers. That sort of thing. 
 

Notice here that Jeremy and Olivia mention elements of both materiality and practice, both of 

which were described in extensive detail in Chapter 11 and Chapter 12, respectively. 

 It seems that referring to an “avid” cyclist, or alternatively, referring to a “serious” cyclist 

or a “real” cyclist, means alluding to components of both practice and materiality. The serious, 

avid, or real cyclists at the top of the cyclist-as-identity continuum engage in particular practices, 

like riding over 100 km in a day, competing in races, or cycling to work every day, rain or shine. 

Additionally, they have certain things, like Gore-Tex clothing, lycra shorts, and a high-end bike. 

Recall that, earlier, I described a young man named Charlie who told me that he is obsessed with 

cycling2. When I asked Charlie if he identifies as a cyclist, he told me, “I guess I haven't really 

been riding seriously long enough to think that. But, I'd like to.” (my emphasis). Charlie aspires 

to, one day, be serious enough to consider himself to be a real cyclist. 

 As Charlie suggests, some people in Calgary, like himself, aspire to become real or avid 

cyclist. In other words, the practices and materialities of those cyclists at the top of the cyclist-as-

identity continuum are goals for some cyclists. They aspire to ride over a hundred kilometers in a 

day. They aspire to participate in a race. They aspire to ride to work every day, rain or shine. Just 

as importantly, however, they aspire to possess the materials that “real” cyclists possess, 

including carbon fiber bikes and high-end accessories. Earlier, in Chapter 11, I described the 

																																																								
2 As you might recall, Charlie told me, “[Cycling is] like drugs. [laughs] I don't know. I don't know why there's an 
obsession. It's just an obsession with, you always want to get better in terms of skill. In terms of your bike, you want 
to have a better bike.” 
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“need” for certain cycling equipment. Perhaps, linking materiality and identity, you only need 

certain equipment if you want to be a cyclist.  

 For many in Calgary’s cycling community, these avid cyclists, whether commuters, road 

riders, or mountain bikers, serve, in a way, as role models. They do what ‘cyclists’ do. They have 

what ‘cyclists’ have. They are what ‘cyclists’ are. To be a cyclist, one has to be like these 

serious, avid, and real cyclists. Importantly, the practices of these real, avid, and serious cyclists 

are almost always rooted in sportive or vehicular cycling, or, more often, some combination 

thereof.  

 By acting (intentionally or not) as the benchmark for what a cyclist is, these serious, avid, 

and real cyclists help to normalize the sportive and vehicular practices of cycling that 

characterize cycling in Calgary. One young lady, Morgan, made this clear. She told me: 

I think it's sort of the normalization: "Oh, ok, other people—other people like me—are 
doing it." And it becomes less intimidating for people because I think at this point 
because so many people around here—like, there are so many people who ride bikes 
recreationally, either they're mountain biking or they're road biking—and I think that 
might be the initial idea that jumps into people's heads when they think of a cyclist. 
 

As Morgan suggests, cyclists, especially newer ones, learn about cycling by watching others. 

Another young man, Tyler, described visually learning about cycling from other cyclists, 

specifically with regard to the materialities of cycling. He said,  

For me, it's just, it's visual. If I see someone who has something that I like, like they have 
a specific kind of, I don't know, fender or something, I'll go hunt for it, or get something 
similar and then use it for my bike. Or, clothing for instance. If I see someone who's 
wearing something particularly fitting, I'll try to find that. 
 

Several others mentioned watching other people when they told me about how they learn about 

the practices and materialities of velomobility. Catherine, for example, told me: “Well, I think 

some of that you pick up when you go to the bike store and talk to people there. Certainly 

looking at other people, what they're wearing and that” (my emphasis). Another man, Luke, 
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made a similar comment, telling me, “Just trial and error. Seeing other guys. Going to MEC and 

talking to people in the bike shop” (my emphasis). 

 In this way, then, cyclists, especially the “real” cyclists, can be strong influences on those 

that are relatively new to cycling. When an “avid” commuter cyclist wears bright colors and 

reflective clothing, other people (especially those who are relatively new to cycling or are 

interested in starting) notice what they’re wearing. After seeing several “avid” cyclists in similar 

garb, people may begin to understand that this is what “real” commuter cyclists wear.  

 In other instances, avid cyclists normalize their sportive and vehicular practices by 

teaching them to others. In this way, these practices are normalized through interactions between 

friends, co-workers, and other associates. Morgan made this clear when she described a 

“gateway friend”. When I asked her how people learn about cycling, she told me, “I feel like you 

have a gateway friend. Like, someone who you know who does it, and sort of goes, ‘This is what 

you should get and you should do this, this, and this.’” When the gateway friend is a “serious” 

cyclist, he or she (but, most likely, he) will recommend the practices and materialities that he or 

she is most familiar with: namely, sportive and/or vehicular cycling practices3. 

 For several decades, serious, avid, and real cyclists have dominated Calgary’s streets and 

pathways, encouraging future generations of serious, avid, and real cyclists to adopt similar 

practices. The dominance of sportive and vehicular cycling has important and, I will argue, 

adverse social implications for people interested in everyday cycling. Only recently, as I will 

explain later in this section, has the discursive dominance of sportive and vehicular cycling been 

																																																								
3 In fact, this scenario is a likely one. If, for example, someone in an office was considering commuting to work on a 
bike, he or she would likely turn to an avid commuter cyclist, perhaps a co-worker, for advice. In this scenario, once 
again, the avid cyclist inadvertently normalizes the sportive and vehicular practices that dominate Calgary’s cycle 
scene. 
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challenged. Before I describe the implications of sportive and vehicular cycling in Calgary, 

however, I will connect it more explicitly to the policies outlined in the Part 2.   

 

14.1.2. Connecting Policy and Practices: Calgary 
	
 Of all my observations of the practices of cycling in Calgary, three stand out for their 

analytical significance. First, cyclists tend to infuse the practices of commuter cycling with the 

practices of sportive cycling. Second, driven by a fear of cycling amongst automobile traffic, 

cyclists tend to either utilize an assortment of safety equipment (including helmets and bright, 

reflective clothing) or they tend to stay off of the streets (or, often, both). Third, most cycling in 

Calgary is concentrated into specific areas. All three of these tendencies, I will argue, have been 

shaped over several decades by the policies outlined in Part 2.  

 I will first address the tendency to infuse commuter cycling with the practices of sportive 

cycling. Cycling in Calgary has almost always been done with recreational intentions. These 

intentions were, in a way, institutionalized after 1975 when the City of Calgary opened the first 

stretches of its river path network (as discussed in Chapter 5). The river paths legitimized 

recreational cycling by giving it a place, signifying that recreational cycling was acceptable and 

encouraged. On the other hand, the City’s embrace of vehicular cycling philosophy and resulting 

reluctance to build on-street infrastructure might have implicitly suggested that because cyclists 

do not have a place on the street, cycling is something that is not to be encouraged (or, even, is 

unacceptable). The street is a place for automobiles. Indeed, the tales of honking and cursing 

motorists recounted earlier have served to reinforce these notions for several generations of 

cyclists. Because on-street cycling would primarily serve transportation and utilitarian purposes, 

these discouragements have disproportionately affected the practices of everyday cycling.  
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 So, starting in the mid-70s, while recreational cycling (in-place on the pathways) was 

widely encouraged, everyday cycling (out-of-place on the streets) was widely discouraged (aside 

from the few vehicular cyclists brave enough to cycle amongst the automobile traffic). Since 

then, the practices of cycling in Calgary have, understandably, developed around recreation. Like 

any recreational activity, there are those that take their recreation very seriously. These are the 

serious sportive cyclists. As explained in Chapter 11, sportive cyclists tend to equip themselves 

with an arsenal of high-tech (and high-cost) cycling equipment (including carbon fibre frames, 

aerodynamic helmets, lycra bike suits, and special bike shoes with clipless pedals). These fitness-

oriented cyclists and their high-tech equipment are a common sight on Calgary’s river paths 

today. Because the practices of recreational cycling (including sportive cycling) have been 

encouraged for nearly four decades, while on-street cycling has been (for the most part) 

discouraged over the same period, it is not surprising that contemporary velomobile practices in 

Calgary have a recreationally sportive flair to them. In other words, the cycling cultures in 

Calgary have been formed in place, and the development of those places have been shaped by 

policy and politics.  

 With respect to commuter cycling, another body of policy has inadvertently encouraged the 

adoption of sportive practices. The sprawl-enabling policies described in Chapter 4 have ensured 

that travel distances tend to be long. In 2006, the median commuting distance (all modes) in 

Calgary was 8.2 kilometers (Statistics Canada 2009). Amongst cyclists, in 2006, the average 

commute distance to downtown Calgary was about ten kilometers (City of Calgary 2006). Given 

that the city’s urban footprint spans over 700 square kilometers, for many trips the required 

travel distance is much longer. Considering that many commuter cyclists travel over twenty 

kilometers a day, it is easy to understand why they might seek faster, more efficient ways to ride 
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their bikes. Because of the long length of trips contained within Calgary’s sprawling urban form, 

cyclists benefit from fast, efficient cycling equipment and techniques.  

 Approached from a different perspective, given the long distances that commuters in 

Calgary face, it makes some sense that the people willing to attempt their commute on a bicycle 

(as opposed to an automobile or public transport) are those cyclists with the equipment and 

physique that enables them to travel long distances in a relatively short time. Unfortunately, for 

an out-of-shape cyclist riding a heavy, inefficient bike (like an omafiets), a ten kilometer journey 

(one-way) might simply be too much. In essence, the length of a typical journey (8.2 km) 

effectively filters out most casual forms of cycling, leaving sportive practices to dominate the 

pathways. This filtering out has subsequently helped to normalize sportive practices, even for 

shorter, casual journeys. 

 My second crucial observation relates to safety equipment. Helmets are ubiquitous in 

Calgary. As I have shown throughout this dissertation, many cyclists in Calgary are afraid to 

cycle in traffic. As I explained in Part 2, the lack of safe, on-street cycling infrastructure is 

directly related to the dominance of vehicular cycling philosophy (Chapter 5), coupled with a 

politics of street-space that is hegemonically dominated by automobility (Chapter 6). As I 

explained then, until the recent uptake of interested cyclist discourse, on-street cyclists were 

expected to behave as automobiles, taking responsibility for their own safe travel. That is, the 

onus of responsibility fell on each individual cyclist. Accordingly, prudent cyclists take up safe 

cycling measures like wearing a helmet and high-visibility clothing. As a result of the vehicular 

cycling discourse that has dominated policy in Calgary for the better part of four decades, safety 

equipment is an integral component of on-street cycling in Calgary. The avid commuter cyclists 
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that ride to work every day, rain or shine, would be remiss to make the trip without a helmet and 

brightly coloured clothing, because, importantly, it is simply too dangerous not to do so. 

 Safety equipment is also an integral component of recreational cycling. For most practices 

of serious recreational cycling, ranging from mountain biking to road racing, helmets are 

essential. Consider the relatively high-risk activities of riding a mountain bike over rocks and 

logs along a narrow trail or riding a road bike down a steep, paved hill in excess of 70 km/h. For 

both of these activities, helmets are essentially compulsory, and have become normalized within 

the mountain biking and road riding communities. Because leisurely recreational riding is often a 

toned-down version of its serious sportive counterpart, helmets have become standard equipment 

for anyone on a mountain bike or a road bike, regardless of whether the rider is cycling on a 

mountain trail, a highway, or a paved pathway along the river. So, whether a cyclist is riding on 

the street, on a mountain trail, or on a river pathway, he or she is expected to wear a helmet. This 

goes a long way in explaining why nearly everyone I interviewed in Calgary was wearing a 

helmet at the time of the interview.  

 My third crucial observation is that cycling in Calgary is concentrated into specific 

locations. In other words, there is an uneven geography of cycling in Calgary. As I highlighted in 

Chapter 12, especially in the captions to the images presented in my discussion of social cycling, 

cycling tends to occur along the multi-use pathways, especially near the downtown core and in 

large parks. It is important to recognize that there is a correlation between property value and 

proximity to the locations in which cycling is more common. Because of the City’s reluctance to 

build dedicated on-street cycling infrastructure (informed by decades of policy informed by the 

vehicular cycling philosophy), cycling infrastructure is rare in Calgary.  
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 The places where there is cycling infrastructure (on-street or multi-use pathways) can 

typically be characterized in one of two ways: it is either located in an area surrounded by 

relatively high-density housing and commercial destinations or it is located in an area surrounded 

by parks and green spaces. In the first case, high density housing, because of the high demand for 

those properties, exchange values are relatively high. Areas like the downtown core, Hillhurst-

Sunnyside, the 17th Avenue Beltline, and the University area are good examples of cycling 

infrastructure surrounded by expensive real estate. In the second case, parks and green spaces, it 

is important to recognize that properties lining the parks (or those with relatively quick and easy 

access to them) tend to have a higher exchange value than properties located far from any parks 

or greenspaces.  

 Based on both of these scenarios, we can infer that those Calgarians with quick and easy 

access to cycling infrastructure (either on-street infrastructure or the multi-use pathways) tend to 

be the more affluent Calgarians. The full significance of this observation will become 

increasingly apparent as this chapter progresses, but, for now, recognize that it relates to 

gentrification trends, to the performance of social class, and to the class-based distribution of 

risks associated with cycling.  

 These three observations, the embrace of sportive cycling, the use of safety equipment, and 

the high costs of real estate proximal to cycling infrastructure, are crucial for understanding 

Calgary’s regime of velomobility. These practices are closely related to the policies and politics 

of built forms and cycling infrastructure described in Part 2. Now that I have established the 

observations described throughout Part 3 and linked them to the politics and policy decisions 

outlined in Part 2, I can explore their significance with respect to social relations and more 

abstract techniques of governance. 
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14.1.3. Performing Identities 
	
 For those Calgarians for whom being a cyclist is a significant part of their self-identity, it is 

relatively straightforward to perform their identity on a bike. On many occasions, I have seen 

someone whom has been described as an avid cyclist (and who would likely describe him or 

herself as an avid cyclist) arrive for an event. From memory, I will describe a generic form of 

this avid cyclist’s arrival to, in this case, a meeting. (For a visual aid, see any of the images of 

commuter cyclists depicted thus far.) This passage is admittedly dramatized, but, based on my 

years of experience in the cycling community, it is not inaccurate. I have watched this scene 

unfold dozens of times.  

A man enters the room. He wears a dirty red cycling jacket; the cuffs and lower half is 

stained with bike grease. His tight cycling pants make his legs appear to be 

disproportionately skinny in comparison to the baggy jacket covering his torso. He wears 

mountain biking shoes, affixed with Velcro straps. The metal clips on the shoes’ stiff soles 

click against the floor as he walks awkwardly into the room. His cheeks are flush with 

exertion and, although he is currently breathing at a normal rate, you can tell that, not 

too long ago, his heart and lungs were doing extra work. His forehead, visible under a 

mop of messed-up hair, is glistening with sweat. A band of red skin across his forehead 

serves as a reminder that the helmet, which is now clipped to his backpack, was worn 

recently. You look at his face. His expression hints at feelings of pride. He rode his bike 

here and he knows that some of the other people in the room didn’t. He is an avid cyclist.  

In many social situations, as I will describe below, an entrance like the one described above 

would be out of place. When an avid cyclist is meeting other avid cyclists, however, an entrance 

like this one would be viewed as normal. There are no snide comments about being crazy enough 
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to ride a bike. Instead of passive aggressive remarks, small talk pertains to road conditions. 

People swap tales of encounters with angry motorists while others listen knowingly; they’ve had 

similar encounters. There are no judgments for having sweaty, unkempt hair. The admittedly 

unfashionable cycling apparel is accepted for its functionality. Avid cyclists enjoy meeting with 

other avid cyclists, because they can be themselves.  

 As I showed in Chapter 11, the apparel that cyclists in Calgary wear tends to be sporty and 

functional. It is meant to make aerobic activities more comfortable while providing a high degree 

of visibility for motorists. Brent Clark, the president of Bike Calgary, commented on the cycling-

specific wardrobe favored by many cycling Calgarians. He said, 

I think Calgarians by and large still do have a very recreational outlook on cycling. And a 
recreational outlook means that I'm going to ride my sporty bike that may or may not 
have fenders and I'm going to get dressed up in my cycling gear, which generally used to 
be spandex but with mountain biking shifted a little bit away from that. But it's still very 
much a cycling-specific wardrobe.  
 

As I explained earlier, cycling has its place in Calgary. This cycling-specific apparel is normal 

on the pathways and on the road. Tyler told me, “It's all visual I guess. On a road bike, you look 

weird if you're wearing anything but spandex. And when you're in town, maybe you look weird 

if you are wearing spandex.” As Tyler explains, although cycling-specific apparel has its place, 

there are many social occasions where it is out of place.  

 The most powerful story of feeling out-of-place in cycling apparel came from Erika. She 

described a recent event in which her and her boyfriend rode their bikes to a nice Italian 

restaurant for dinner. Our conversation went like this: 

Erika: I went out for dinner to [an Italian restaurant] the other night. Me and Craig were 
on our bikes and we biked from my house to Italian and we walked into the restaurant 
and everybody looked at us in our bike gear. And everybody was dressed up. It was a 
white tablecloth venue. So, that’s, [pause] I’d just never do it again. 
 
Jason: You'd never do it again? 
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Erika: No. And I felt like I smelled and I felt like, yeah, just you're sweaty and you're 
gross. So. 
 

Erika’s story provides a powerful example of cycling apparel that is out-of-place. Reconsider the 

vignette above that described an avid cyclist walking into a room. Imagine that, instead of 

walking into a room full of cyclists, he was walking into a fancy Italian restaurant. Instead of 

approving glances, he might be met with disapproving ones. Cycling is not a strong part of 

Erika’s identity, so when her appearance was negatively judged (or, so she assumed), she took it 

quite personally. She was so shaken by the event that she told me that she will never ride her 

bike to a restaurant again. Intentional or not, this is a powerful example of the social governance 

of mobility in Calgary.  

 Many other people in Calgary stated a reluctance to ride a bike to social occasions. 

Usually, this reluctance stemmed from their appearance once they arrive at their destination. 

Rachel, for example, told me that commuting to work is acceptable but, like Erika, she would not 

ride her bike to a restaurant. She explained: 

Rachel: Well, when I get to work I'm all, like, gross and sweaty and stuff. But, I don't 
mind. My work is easy because we have facilities. So, I can hop in the shower and, you 
know, rinse off quickly and throw on my work clothes and be done with it. But if you're 
going out to a restaurant, then [pause]. 
 
Jason: Restaurants don't have showers. 
 
Rachel: [laughs] Yeah. 
 

Others mentioned the need for showers. For example, when I asked Jeremy and Olivia why some 

people in Calgary don’t ride a bike, Jeremy answered, “There's no changing place at work. 

There's nowhere to change your clothes or shower.” It is important to recognize that the vast 

majority of Calgarians do not have access to showers at their workplaces. This is a luxury often 

afforded to those relatively affluent white-collar workers who can afford real estate located near 
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cycling infrastructure. In other words, if we assume that a clean, sweat-free image is a necessary 

facet of the presentation of self, it is important to recognize that upper-class Calgarians tend to 

have access to velomobility (through access to showers at the workplace) in ways that lower-

class Calgarians do not. Of course, showers are only necessary if one works up a sweat riding a 

bike. Sweat is much more likely if cycling is understood to be a sportive activity with a fitness-

enhancing outcome, which, as I have shown, many Calgarians do. 

 My conversation with Hugo demonstrated that he too is reluctant to ride a bike to social 

occasions because of his appearance when he arrives at the destination.  

Jason: Is there anything like, for a wardrobe reason, when you want to look a certain way 
when you arrive at your destination and you don't want to take a bike because of it? 
 
Hugo: Yeah, there's lots of times. When you go out to a concert or to a business meeting 
or to work. You know, you can't wear work boots on the bike. 
 

Here, Hugo suggests that, in addition to his appearance at the destination, he will not ride a bike 

because his destination-related apparel is inappropriate, or inconvenient, on a bike. In this case, 

again, there is a relation to social class. If work boots are assumed to be inappropriate apparel for 

cycling, then all of those (lower-class) individuals who wear work boots tend not to have access 

to velomobility. This observation sits at the intersection of masculinity and social class. It is 

likely that a class-based performance of identity which includes work boots would not include a 

bicycle because cycling might be seen as being ‘wimpy’ or ‘for kids’. I’ll return to this 

intersection shortly.  

 Similarly, when I asked Jack why some people in Calgary don’t ride a bike to work, he 

cited work apparel as the reason. He said, “I think that if you wear a suit it’s probably a bit of a 

pain to take a spare pair of clothes in the bag.” Interestingly, it seems that the thought never 

occurred to him that someone might ride a bike while wearing a suit. In other words, this passage 
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implies: when you’re on a bike, you wear cycling apparel; if you have to wear something other 

than cycling apparel, then you don’t take a bike.  

 My conversation with Sophie summarized the inconvenience of riding a bike. I asked her, 

“Why do people not ride bikes here?” She responded: 

Because it's not convenient. I'm in health and wellness. So, it's the same reason as, “Why 
don't people exercise when they all know they need to exercise regularly?”. Because of 
the barriers. Because it's not convenient. Just about everybody has a bike in their garage 
or their shed. Most people have a bike. Just like they have some kind of physical 
equipment under there collecting dust. Why don't they use it? Well, first of all because 
they may not know the road. They might not know a safe road to go and get to work or to 
go where they need to go. They don't have a safe place to leave their bikes. They don't 
want to mess up their hair, or they don't have a place where they can re-do their hair. 
Like, those are little things that once you become a cyclist, you think, “Who cares about 
my hair? I feel great!" But until you try those things and until those things are made 
convenient, you're just not going to do it. That's why people don't do it, I think. (My 
emphasis). 
 

In addition to concerns regarding the safety of riding on the road and having a secure place to 

park a bike, Sophie cites the need to maintain a hair style as a reason not to ride a bike. Notice 

that she explains, “once you become a cyclist, you think, ‘Who cares about my hair?’” 

Importantly, she ties image to identity. Cyclists, that is, those that identify as cyclists, are more 

comfortable arriving to a social destination with disheveled hair. It is a part of their identity. 

Many other people, however, are not comfortable arriving at their destination without their 

hairstyle. Their hair is an important part of their identity, and riding a bike compromises the 

presentation of that identity.  

 I have written about this topic elsewhere (Ponto 2015). Drawing from similar interviews 

that I conducted in other European cities, I showed that there is often a tension between safety 

discourse and discourses of identity. In those other European cities (where, compared to Calgary, 

the higher prevalence of cycling infrastructure means that cycling is a relatively low-risk 

activity), it is relatively common to ride a bike without a helmet. Speaking with people who rode 
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a bike without a helmet gave me the chance to explore tensions between safety and fashion. 

Often, I found, people choose not to wear a helmet or other safety equipment (like brightly 

coloured clothing) because it interferes with the presentation of their own identity. One of the 

women that I interviewed in Paris said, “I wouldn't go with a helmet and all this stuff. ... Yeah, 

it’s all because of the style, you know? You're in Paris!” Another woman in Paris memorably 

told me, “It's not very elegant. When we have a bicycle, we need to be elegant.” It is impossible 

to perform elegance on a bike if you must wear a helmet and a baggy red jacket. 

 My conversation with Taylor and Ben highlighted the tension between safety and fashion 

in Calgary. When I interviewed them, Taylor, a young woman in her early twenties, was wearing 

a white dress with bright red polka dots. She looked trendy. She could have walked into a 

restaurant or a hip pub and fit in immediately. The helmet that she was wearing, however, would 

have been immediately out of place. The following conversation happened after I asked them 

about their thoughts about cycling and safety. 

Taylor: Umm, I have this ridiculous, hilarious helmet that I kind of grump at myself for 
wearing because it looks silly. I mean, I've crashed and my father's crashed and your 
mom [Ben’s mom] has crashed. She had a really, really bad crash, where helmets 
specifically have saved a lot of my family. 
 
Jason: So, that's why you're wearing a helmet? 
 
Taylor: Yes. Just because it's happened before and I have to get over, like, the grump that 
looks weird. Grump, grump, grump.  
 
Ben: Yeah, I'd rather be alive than 
 
Taylor: than look cool. 
 
Ben: Yeah. 
 

In this case, the tension between safety and fashion clear. It is equally clear that the need for 

safety has won out over the need for fashion. Like many cycling Calgarians, Taylor and Ben 
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explain that they would rather “be alive” than “look cool”. Accordingly, then, they wear helmets 

even though, for Taylor, the helmet makes her a “grump that looks weird”. Importantly, 

however, for most other Calgarians, if the choice is between looking cool and being in a life-

threatening situation, then most people would choose to look cool (or normal) rather than be in a 

situation so dangerous that safety equipment is required. That is, most people in Calgary would 

simply not ride a bike. It’s just not worth it. 

 Interestingly, Taylor and Ben notwithstanding, I found more evidence of the tension 

between fashion and safety in those other European cities than I did in Calgary. That is, I found 

fewer people complaining about wearing helmets and safety equipment in Calgary than I had 

expected to find. Three factors, I believe, have contributed to this finding (or lack thereof). First, 

as I have explained, helmets are ubiquitous in Calgary. In short, if you want to ride a bike, you 

must wear a helmet. Therefore, most of the people that I interviewed have already accepted that 

they must wear a helmet and, therefore, were less likely to complain about wearing one. Second, 

I interviewed many people that were riding in a recreational context. This was inevitable given 

the prevalence of recreational cycling in Calgary. Because helmets are more appropriate during 

recreational rides (or sportive rides) than they might be during rides to everyday destinations 

(like trips to the grocery store), the respondents were more likely to feel that their helmets were 

appropriate and, once again, there was little reason to complain about them. Third, many of the 

people that I interviewed self-identified as cyclists. As I have explained, and as Sophie, above, 

alluded to, these avid cyclists are less likely to care that their hair is being messed up. With these 

three factors in mind, we might conclude that cycling Calgarians have more thoroughly 

internalized the need for a helmet than those cyclists in the European cities in which I conducted 

interviews. 
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 As Taylor and Ben suggested, most cyclists in Calgary would rather be alive than look 

cool. It is important to recognize, however, that looking cool is not homogeneous. It is, instead, a 

highly heterogeneous notion, with semiotic elements that are both gendered, class-based, and 

(sub)culturally-specific. For many women, the semiotic elements of their female (gendered) 

identities are expressed in hairstyles that are easily ruined under a helmet or in the wind 

generated on a bike, and in clothing (like skirts, dresses, and high-heeled boots) that make riding 

a recreationally-focused bike (like a road bike or a mountain bike) potentially dangerous. Indeed, 

as Steinbach et al. (2011) observe, “cycling might undermine the claim to more orthodox 

(female) gendered identities” (1129). Similarly, because apparel like a hijab or a turban is largely 

incompatible with a helmet, we should recognize that cycling might also undermine the claim to 

orthodox ethnic identities.  

 Taylor and Ben pointed out that masculine identities are similarly compromised by 

velomobility. Ben associated pick-up trucks, a common sight on Calgary’s roads, with the 

performance of masculinity. Many people in Calgary, especially young men, customize their 

pickup trucks with aggressive-sounding mufflers, crude decals and accessories4, large tires with 

aggressive tread patterns, and ‘lift-kits’ that raise the vehicle’s suspension. My conversation with 

Tylor and Ben was both amusing and informative. It went like this: 

Jason: So, for the people who don't ride bikes, why not? Why do people still take their 
pick-up truck to work, or whatever it is that they do? 
 
Ben: Part of it for me is, like, are you familiar with George Carlin's bigger dick foreign 
policy theory? … So, it's basically—especially those pick-up trucks—they just want to 
prove that they have a bigger dick than someone else. And if you're on a bicycle, you're 
not in that crowd. Yes, that's basically how it goes. And then the higher your truck gets 
[the bigger your dick is]. 
 
… 

																																																								
4 As an example of crude accessories, consider TruckNutz (TruckNutz (N.D)). TruckNutz are scrotum-shaped 
accessories that hang from the vehicle’s rear hitch, giving the truck the appearance of having testicles. 
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Jason: So, you think that this—what would you call it?—the social construction of 
masculinity plays into transportation? 
 
Ben: Yeah. 
 
Taylor: Absolutely. Absolutely. And I think it's totally ridiculous, but I think these truck 
driving people, who, like, jack up their trucks, would never be seen on a bicycle because 
it's not manly enough for them. 
 
Ben: And, I also think that attached to that for them, they're scared to [ride a bike] maybe. 
Like, they're actually, they're scared and they're self-conscious that people will make fun 
of them because they're not in a big truck at the same time. 
 
Jason: Interesting. 
 
Taylor: And just like people who ride motorcycles or drive big trucks, or drive any type 
of car that they're attached to, or any type of bike that they're attached to, there's this 
construction of your self, construction of your personality, attached to how you transport 
yourself with a bicycle. And, a lot of why people ride bikes or don't ride bikes, in my 
mind, are, they either want to be seen riding a bike or they don't want to be seen riding a 
bike. 
 

As Taylor and Ben suggest here, the performance of a gendered identity is bound up in the 

practices of mobility.  

 Significantly, the performance of gender is also bound up in social class. It is important to 

recognize that those young men that use pick-up trucks to perform their masculinity are doing so 

through a class-based interpretation of masculinity. Returning to Bourdieu, the performance of 

masculinity is structured by (and structures) a class-based habitus. For those in lower social 

classes, the performance of masculinity is bound up in particular practices of mobility. More 

specifically, masculinity is often performed, in part, through mobile practices that involve pick-

up trucks. Not unlike those in lower classes, upper class men might perform masculinity through, 

for example, the shape of their eye-glasses, the cut of their jackets, or through their choice of 

footwear. Unlike those in lower classes, however, for upper class men, (especially young men) 

masculinity is not often expressed through an automobile. Many young, upper-class men, 
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especially those with a university education, are more comfortable expressing their masculinity 

on a bicycle than the lower-class men who work in trades. The male ‘hipsters’ and 

‘metrosexuals’, for example, that you might see riding a bike in downtown Calgary are not likely 

to come from lower-class backgrounds and are not likely to work in trades. The practices of 

velomobility in Calgary, it seems, occur at the intersections of class and gender. 

 Unfortunately, due to time constraints, I was unable to conduct interviews with people in 

Calgary who do not ride bikes. It would have been interesting to interview young men in 

“jacked-up” pick-up trucks to hear their thoughts about cycling. Had I conducted interviews with 

people who do not ride a bike, I would have expected to find strong evidence of connections 

between mobile practices and the (class-based) performance of identity. More specifically, I 

would have expected to find strong evidence of a tension between fashion and safety. The 

inability to adequately perform one’s identity in a variety of social situations, compounded by 

the inability to safely access most destinations, ensures that most Calgarians can’t conduct their 

everyday lives on a bike. Importantly, though, this isn’t a concern for most Calgarians. 

Jason: I’ve talked to other people, and they've said that they won't ride to a night club or 
something like that on a bicycle. Is there anything like that for you? 
 
Jack: Yeah, out for dinner. 
 
Jason: Why not? 
 
Jack: I never really need to. I do have a car. 

 
Because private automobiles safely and easily cover the large distances between origins and 

destinations in Calgary, and because driving an automobile does not require any special clothing 

that might compromise the presentation of one’s identity, most people in Calgary simply hop in 

their cars without a second thought.  
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14.1.4. Circuits of Inclusion and Exclusion 
	
 After Foucault’s ground-breaking work, Nikolas Rose has been one of the most prominent 

governmentality theorists. In his paper, “Government and Control” (2000), Rose observes a 

“certain strategic coherence” amongst otherwise complex and heterogeneous contemporary 

control strategies (324). As a result of this coherence, he suggests that strategies of control fall 

broadly into two families: circuits of inclusion and circuits of exclusion. He argues that the first 

family, circuits of inclusion, operates, “by affiliating subjects into a whole variety of practices in 

which the modulation of certain conduct according to certain norms is, as it were, designed in” 

(325, my emphasis). He explains: “Control is better understood as operating through conditional 

access to circuits of consumption and civility” (326). Outside of these circuits of inclusion, he 

argues, exists a territory of exclusion. He explains:  

Within this new territory of exclusion, a whole array of control agencies—police, social 
workers, doctors, psychiatrists, mental health professionals—seek to link up in circuits of 
surveillance and communications in a perpetually failing endeavour to minimize the 
riskiness of the most risky. They form a multiplicity of points for the collection, 
inscription, accumulation and distribution of information relevant to the management of 
risk. (333). 
 

Rose’s abstract description of circuits of inclusion and exclusion provides a compelling 

interpretation of the governance of mobility in Calgary.  

 First, let’s consider circuits of inclusion in Calgary. How does one access circuits of 

consumption and civility? That is, how does one gain access to friends, family, leisure activities, 

social engagements, employment opportunities, groceries, and consumer goods? Usually, they do 

it with an automobile. In Calgary, the practices of automobility are, literally and figuratively, 

designed in to the modulation of these activities. 

 Throughout Part 3, I have shown that, for most Calgarians, the practices of everyday life 

are inaccessible (or, at least, not easily accessible) on a bicycle. In general, there are at least three 
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barriers to accessing everyday life with a bike in Calgary. The first barrier is physical 

inaccessibility. This barrier might relate to the vast distances required for travel or to network 

blockages. Consider this exchange with Ken that happened after I asked him about places that he 

would not use a bike to get to: 

Jason: What about restaurants, or if you're going to a friend's house for dinner or 
something like that? 
 
Ken: No. You know, friends are too far away. Just distance. 
 

In many cases, regardless of distance, physical access to everyday destinations is available only 

via a paved road designed for automobiles. Given the widespread fear of vehicular cycling, those 

who are unwilling to ride on the road are unable to access everyday destinations. These instances 

of automobile-only access points constitute significant and, often, insurmountable barriers for 

cyclists in Calgary.  

 A second barrier to accessing the practices of everyday life on a bicycle relates to material 

inconveniences. These inconvenience might relate to wardrobe or equipment, like they did for 

Hugo, who explained that he won’t bike to work because, “you can’t wear work boots on the 

bike.” Alternatively, these material inconveniences might relate to transporting equipment, 

groceries, or children. Recall that Catherine laughed at the thought of using a bike to get 

groceries, telling me, “If we're going to Superstore, then [laughing] we're not going to load up a 

bike full of, we don't want a trailer behind us as we're going to Costco or something like that.”  

 The third barrier to accessing everyday destinations in Calgary relates to the presentation 

of semiotic information. As I hope to have made clear thus far in this chapter, some practices of 

everyday life are inaccessible in Calgary because of a cyclist’s perceived inability to fulfill social 

expectations at the destination, especially with regard to clothing and the purveyance of a 
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personal image. As an example, recall Erika’s powerful story of arriving at an Italian restaurant 

on her bike, an encounter so negative that she claimed that she’d “just never do it again”.  

 Importantly, in Calgary, each of these three barriers are easily surmounted with an 

automobile. That is, the practices of everyday life are readily accessible with a private 

automobile. In Calgary, an automobile easily covers vast distances, is susceptible to relatively 

few network blockages, provides material convenience for those hauling children and cargo, and, 

finally, allows for apparel appropriate for virtually any social occasion. As this summary makes 

clear, automobiles provide access to circuits of consumption and civility in Calgary while, in 

most cases, bicycles do not. Of course, in Calgary’s case, access by automobile is literally 

designed in to the practices of everyday life. All of the houses, apartments, shopping complexes, 

grocery stores, workplaces, and leisure centers (to name just a few everyday destinations) are 

connected by an elaborate and well-maintained network of high-quality infrastructure designed 

exclusively for automobiles.  

 Next, let’s consider circuits of exclusion. Rose writes: 

Opposed to inclusion, and the circuits that maintain it, stands exclusion. Not that the 
excluded are to be merely cast out—they are also to be subject of strategies of control. 
On the one hand, there are those strategies that seek to affiliate the excluded, through a 
principle of activity, and to reattach them to the circuits of civility” (330, my emphasis). 

	
Rose’s description of circuits of exclusion focuses primarily on criminal activity, but the notion 

applies to mobility as well. In many ways, as I’ve shown throughout this dissertation, on-street 

cycling is out-of-place in Calgary. That is, it exists outside of the territory of inclusion dominated 

by automobility. From Rose’ perspective, if cycling exists outside of the established circuits of 

civility, then we should ask: what strategies (intentionally or not) seek to reattach cycling 

Calgarians to circuits of civility? 
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 As I’ve explained, many people in Calgary consider cycling, especially on-street cycling, 

to be an inherently risky activity. With this in mind, returning to Rose’s description of circuits of 

exclusion, consider the “whole array of control agencies” that link up to “minimize the riskiness” 

of risky activities like cycling: public health researchers, cycling educators, employers, teachers 

in schools, parents, City employees, newspaper reporters, media personalities, police, etc. 

Virtually any organization even tangentially related to cycling in Calgary extolls the virtues of 

safety equipment. Perhaps more importantly, however, the cycling community itself encourages 

the prudent management of cycling-related risks. Rose reminds us of a community’s capacity for 

governance when he explains that community “is itself a means of government” (329). As I’ve 

explained, the city’s many serious, avid, and real cyclists often help to teach new cyclists about 

appropriate risk-mitigation strategies. Together, these “partners in prudence” (Rose 2000, 327; 

see also O’Malley 1996) work to minimize the riskiness of risky activities like on-street cycling 

that have somehow fallen through the cracks of inclusive strategies of control.  

 These strategies of control have dire implications for cyclists. Importantly, when these 

partners in prudence demand safety equipment that (unintentionally) blocks the presentation of 

occasion-specific semiotic information at the cyclist’s destination, they effectively restrict access 

to circuits of consumption and civility. That is, the efforts of these partners in prudence to 

minimize the risk of those in a territory of exclusion effectively reinforces the circuits of inclusion 

that necessitate automobility. 

 This observation is crucial to understanding Calgary’s regime of velomobility. As such, it 

is worth summarizing and paraphrasing. To participate in the practices of everyday life, most 

people in Calgary use an automobile. When people use a bicycle instead, they tend to be strongly 

encouraged to adopt sportive and vehicular techniques and equipment, coupled with a helmet and 
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brightly coloured jacket. These practices of cycling, if taken up, subsequently make participation 

in the practices of everyday life rather difficult, thereby encouraging automobility. To 

oversimplify, if you choose to use a bicycle instead of an automobile in Calgary, and if you 

operate in certain cycling sub-cultures (especially those that emphasize sport or long-distance 

commuter cycling), then you are expected to cycle in a particular way (helmet; bright colors; 

vehicular cycling techniques) that might make you quickly regret your decision (blocked 

semiotic information; exposure to unnecessary risks), consequently encouraging you to use an 

automobile for your next trip. In Erika’s case, after her experience in the Italian restaurant, a 

cyclist (who operated in a territory of exclusion) was reattached to circuits of civility when she 

decided that she would never ride a bicycle to a restaurant again. In effect, these partners in 

prudence are (unintentionally) helping to reattach some cycling Calgarians to circuits of civility.  

 

14.1.5. Cycle Chic and the Rise of Interested Cyclists 
	
 Beginning in the early 2010s, something remarkable happened. Cycling became cool in 

Calgary. For several decades prior, cycling was a very uncool activity. As discussed in Chapter 

2, Zack Furness (2010) explored representations of cycling in the (American) media, 

demonstrating that cycling has frequently been interpreted as a childish activity, or, worse, a 

dorky one. Several of the advertisements highlighted in Chapter 7 highlighted the portrayal of 

cycling as a children’s activity in Calgary. Recently, however, the notion of cycling as a childish 

or dorky activity began to change.  

 The reasons for this shift are complex. Brent Clark speculated about some of the reasons 

for this shift when he explained cycling’s rise in popularity. He told me: 

I think more people want to bike, right? And, there's a lot of factors. I mean, this is total 
speculation, but, I mean, driving's not getting cheaper; it's getting more expensive. The 
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price of gas has gone up huge. We're becoming a more urban city, more dense. The 
distances that people travel, you know, in some cases, may not be as far as they used to. 
And cycling makes more sense than driving. So, there's that. Like I say, cost savings. 
Maybe people being more environmentally-conscious. Just wanting to do things 
differently. You know, even just the fact that it’s seen as being cool right now, chic.  
 

Although some Calgarians may be turning to bicycles because of their low costs and smaller 

environmental footprint, there is likely more to the rise in cycling’s popularity than Mr. Clark’s 

comments suggest. As I explained in Chapter 9, relatively few of the people that I interviewed in 

Calgary ride primarily because of the cost savings or environmental benefits of cycling. To 

understand cycling’s rise in popularity in Calgary, it is important to recognize where cycling is 

most prevalent in that city. That is, once again, it is important to reiterate that cycling cultures are 

formed in place, and that those places are developed through policies and politics.  

 As I have suggested, cycling seems to be most popular in Calgary’s downtown and the 

surrounding inner-city communities, including the area surrounding the University of Calgary.5 

By and large, the people taking up commuter cycling in Calgary are young, well-educated, and 

prefer to live in Calgary’s trendy neighborhoods, like Hilhurst-Sunnyside, the 17th Avenue 

Beltline, the University area, and Inglewood. There are at least two factors that are critical to 

interpreting this observation. The first factor relates to the density of everyday destinations in 

these neighborhoods. Importantly, they are full of cafés, pubs, restaurants, and shops. It is 

entirely feasible to live, work, and play in these neighborhoods—something that, significantly, 

cannot be said of most suburban neighborhoods in Calgary. Many people in these inner-city 

neighborhoods commute by bike to their offices at one of the many corporate headquarters 

located in downtown Calgary. Importantly, each of these trendy neighborhoods borders the 

multi-use pathway system and offers quick and safe bicycle access to the downtown core. 

																																																								
5 A map recently produced by the City of Calgary confirms that most of cycling’s growth is occurring in the inner-
city (City of Calgary 2016b). 
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Returning to Rose’s notion of circuits of inclusion, the short distances between everyday 

destinations and access to the multiuse pathways enables the residents of those neighborhoods to 

access circuits of consumption and civility on a bicycle.  

 The second factor that is critical to interpreting the prevalence of cycling in Calgary’s 

inner-city communities relates to gentrification and social class. As I mentioned earlier, there is a 

strong correlation between real estate costs and access to cycling infrastructure. It is not 

uncommon for houses in the aforementioned neighborhoods to sell for a price that exceeds a 

million dollars. Clearly, there is a correlation between social class and access to circuits of 

consumption and civility. Often, those who commute to their downtown office buildings are 

those who can afford to live in a location that provides them with quick and safe access with a 

bicycle. As I highlighted earlier, a survey of downtown bike commuters conducted in 2006 found 

that forty-five percent of respondents reported earning more than $90,000 per year (Calgary 

2006, 23). 

 Not everyone who lives, works, and plays in these neighborhoods is wealthy, but, 

importantly, the young people who are drawn to these gentrifying areas are unlikely to come 

from lower-class backgrounds. The young, well-educated people cycling in these destination-rich 

neighborhoods come in search of authentic urban experiences6. These upper-class neighborhoods 

are home to independent coffee shops, upscale antique stores, and purveyors of the kinds of 

leather boots and shaving accessories that your grandfather might have owned. In other words, 

these areas are hotspots of activity for Calgary’s many hipsters and young urban creatives7 (or, 

																																																								
6 Sharon Zukin highlights the significance of the search for authenticity in her analysis of gentrification in The 
Naked City (2010). Just as gentrifiers search for ‘authentic’ industrial lofts or ‘authentic’ cuisine in ethnic 
neighborhoods, people seeking a more ‘authentic’ urban experience might find cycling to be an appealing way to 
move through the city. 
7 This term draws from Richard Florida’s creative class hypothesis (Florida 2012). Florida writes, “to climb onto a 
bicycle and be the engine is a fundamentally transforming experience—a creative experience” (146). In a summary 
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‘yuccies’)8. Although the young adults that consume these ‘authentic’ goods might not be in the 

market for million dollar homes anytime soon, they have acquired expensive tastes. Returning to 

Bourdieu, they are consuming products rich in cultural capital, as interpreted through a particular 

(upper-class) habitus. So, while cycling may indeed be becoming cool in Calgary, it is important 

to ask: where is cycling becoming cool, and for whom? As this discussion suggests, cycling is 

becoming cool for relatively affluent, upper-class Calgarians.  

 Regardless of who is cycling or why they’re cycling, it is vital to recognize that they’re 

cycling differently from the generations of lycra-clad commuter cyclists that came before them. 

Instead of sporty hybrids, the cyclists riding in these gentrifying, inner-city neighborhoods are 

more likely to ride a fixed-gear bike or a cruiser. Instead of lycra pants, bike shoes, and bright 

red jackets, these urban cyclists are more likely to wear their normal, everyday clothing (like the 

polka dot dress that Taylor was wearing). (Helmets remain, for the most part, compulsory 

equipment, however.)  

 Several of the people that I interviewed recognized that cycling is becoming (or, has 

become) cool in Calgary9. Nicole, for example, described her adult daughter. She told me, “I 

mean, our daughter lives downtown and she met us on her bike and rode away after we had 

supper. I thought, ‘Oh, she looks cool and urban!’” Madison, a woman in her late-twenties, said, 

																																																								
of his results, Florida wrote: “Our statistical analysis showed that metros with more bike commuters were more 
affluent, more educated, and more diverse than most communities, with higher shares of the Creative Class” (147). 
My intention here is not to confirm Florida’s association of cycling with the rise of the creative class, a notion that 
has been heavily (and appropriately) criticized elsewhere (see, for example, Peck 2005), but simply to suggest a 
correlation between transportation cycling and a younger, more urban demographic. 
8 See, for example, Infante’s (2015) differentiation between hipsters and yuccies. 
9 Of course, given that my sample only included cyclists, the conclusion that cycling is cool is a highly biased one. 
(My claim here is something like a researcher who conducts interviews exclusively at polka dances claiming that 
polka dancing is popular throughout the city!) However, after recognizing other evidence, like the frequency of 
images of bicycles on beer bottles (especially the trendy, ‘craft’ beer brands) and the frequency with which store 
fronts or restaurants use bicycles in their displays, it becomes clear that advertisers are increasingly using bicycles to 
appeal to young, urban sensibilities, even among those that don’t ride bikes.   
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“Cycling kind of made a cool comeback. … Like, when you would go to a pub you always seem 

to see more bikes there, you know?” Tom Thivener observed, “Well, I guess, in general, it's 

becoming a valid, hip, attractive way to get around again.” 

 For some, the bicycle has become something like a fashion accessory. In addition to its 

utilitarian value, a bicycle can present semiotic information tied up with the presentation of one’s 

identity. Madison, for example, told me about her university roommate. She said,  

I remember, maybe when I was still in university, my roommate, we went to Seattle. And 
I remember he was going to get a fixed-gear bike and order it there and then have it sent 
back here and I was like, "What? What are you doing?” But he was looking into 
becoming a bike messenger so that was practical for him. And then, now, you just see 
how popular it’s becoming. It's kind of a trend, a trendy thing. Hopefully it stays, but I 
think for sure there's like, a trendy subculture to it. 
 

Here, Madison suggests that bicycles are part of a trendy subculture. Not all bicycles are trendy 

however. The carbon-fibre road bikes and hybrids favoured by the middle-aged men in lycra that 

have dominated Calgary’s streets and pathways for the past few decades are not especially cool. 

Instead, fixed-gear bikes (‘fixies’) and single-speed cruisers are favoured. You get bonus points 

(as if cool were quantifiable outcome!) for bikes that you build yourself from old parts (like Ben 

and Taylor do, as described in Chapter 11). It is important to recognize that these DIY fixies tend 

to be trendy for those upper-class gentrifiers seeking authentic urban experiences (hipsters and 

yuccies). That is, they represent cultural capital when interpreted through the lens of a particular 

habitus.  

 Once again, it is important to recognize that there is a very uneven geography of cycling in 

Calgary. The sportive forms of commuter cycling that dominate cycling in the suburbs tend to 

look very different from the more casual (and more trendy) forms of cycling that might dominate 

places like the Beltline and the University area. Moreover, the trendy subcultures that embrace 

cycling as ‘cool’ tend to operate in specific (and isolated) regions of the city (like downtown, the 
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beltline, and the University area). Not coincidentally, these regions of the city are the locations of 

the most dense, most safe, and most comprehensive cycling infrastructure. This observation, 

again, reinforces that cycling cultures are produced in place and that the development of those 

places must be interpreted through policies and politics.  

 Cycling’s trendy resurgence is not limited to hipsters, however. Thanks to influential blogs 

like Copenhagen Cycle Chic (Copenhagen Cycle Chic 2016), the bicycle has become less of an 

accessory and more of a tool. That blog, which states the tagline, “Dress for your destination, not 

your journey,” depicts people in Copenhagen dressed in trendy clothing in a variety of styles that 

are using their bikes as a transportation tool. Since the publication of the original Copenhagen 

Cycle Chic blog, the “cycle chic republic” has expanded to include thirty-two cities, including 

Calgary. Like its Copenhagen-based counterpart, the Calgary Cycle Chic blog (Calgary Cycle 

Chic 2015) depicts a variety of people riding bikes in their everyday clothing.   

 Don Mulligan mentioned the cycle chic movement and described its significance in 

Calgary. He told me: 

[Cycling is] becoming cool. The people in Europe talked about having all the pretty girls 
with their cycle chic. The whole cycle chic movement influences people. And that's a 
worldwide phenomenon where cycle chic has become chic. And it's a factor. It changes 
the culture. So, there's BikeBike10, who specialized in cycle chic. My wife bikes in and 
she's got the saddle bags and the upright [posture], and you're seeing more and more 
women start to do this and they're not spandex-clad triathletes. They're just regular people 
trying to get from A to B and they're not going that fast. 
 

Although it is not the focus of this chapter, it is important to highlight, once again, the 

significance of policy mobility. Instead of transferring details about design criteria, the cycle chic 

movement transfers details about the outcomes of design: how it enables people to use bikes. 

																																																								
10 BikeBike is a bike shop in Calgary that specializes in what I’ve called everyday cycling, or what it calls “city 
cycling”. Instead of road bikes and lycra, BikeBike sells, for example, omafietsen and wicker baskets. The shop 
opened in 2010, not coincidentally, at the same time as the rise of the interested cyclist discourse described in 
Chapter 5. 
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This connection becomes more clear when you realize that the author of the Copenhagen Cycle 

Chic blog is also the writer/owner of another influential blog-turned-consulting company, 

Copenhagenize, that specializes in infrastructure design (Copenhagenize 2016). 

 Since the rise of the cycle chic movement, this new form of cycling has challenged the 

discursive dominance of the lycra-clad, sport-informed commuter cycling that has dominated 

Calgary’s streets and pathways for the past few decades. Increasingly, new cyclists are looking to 

these hip, cool, and chic cyclists as role models instead of the serious, avid, and real cyclists. 

Instead of finding inspiration in the sweaty-browed MAMILs (middle-aged men in lycra) that 

ride long miles to work each day, potential cyclists are seeing men and women that wear regular 

clothes and utilize a more upright posture riding to everyday destinations like pubs and cafés. 

These hip, cool, and chic everyday cyclists seem to be a minority among Calgary’s relatively 

minuscule number of cyclists, but, significantly, their influence is growing. Bike shops like 

Mountain Equipment Co-op and the aforementioned BikeBike are targeting these cyclists, selling 

a range of accessories designed specifically for everyday cycling. Whereas before the cycle chic 

movement, the gateway friend that introduced co-workers to cycling was almost certain to be a 

lycra-clad male cyclist on a road bike, it is increasingly likely that the gateway friend might be a 

polka-dot-dress-wearing female riding a cruiser bike.  

 This shift is a very important one, and it has ties to policy. The cycle chic movement is 

intimately related to the rise of interested cyclist discourse described in Chapter 5. Mr. Mulligan 

explained that “[t]he whole cycle chic movement influences people” and that “you’re seeing 

more and more women … and they’re not spandex-clad triathletes”. As Mr. White and Mr. 

Mulligan independently suggested, the polka-dot-dress wearing female is “[e]xactly the type of 

rider that [the City of Calgary] want[s] to attract.” Importantly, the City’s recent efforts to design 
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bike lanes and cycle tracks for interested cyclists specifically target those cyclists (and the small 

subset of chic cyclists contained therein). By developing safer cycling infrastructure that is better 

connected to everyday destinations, the City of Calgary is enabling interested cyclists to ride to 

more everyday destinations like pubs and cafés.  

 Importantly, the shift towards planning for interested cyclists disrupts the circuits of 

inclusion and exclusion described in the previous subsection. Before that shift, as I explained in 

the last subsection, circuits of inclusion largely excluded cycling and the resulting territories of 

exclusion encouraged a particular form of cycling (risk minimizing, sport-informed commuter 

cycling) that further restricted cyclists from accessing those circuits of inclusion. Now, after the 

shift away from planning for vehicular cyclists and towards planning for interested cyclists, 

combined with the trendiness of everyday cycling in certain social circles (and in certain 

geographical locations), that cycle is breaking. It is increasingly common for people to use their 

bikes to get to grocery stores, pubs, and cafés and, significantly, they wear apparel that is 

appropriate for their destination while they do it. In other words, the interested cyclists are 

increasingly being granted access to circuits of consumption and civility, and they less frequently 

fall into a territory of exclusion. This is especially true in geographical locations like the 

Beltline, downtown, and the University area.  

 As I’ve argued throughout this dissertation, everyday cycling is enabled through the 

combination of a high density of residential and commercial activity (the sites of many everyday 

destinations) and the provision of safe, easy access to each of those everyday destinations. This 

combination of density and access is necessary but insufficient for high cycling rates. If 

“cycling” means wearing lycra pants and riding in a quick, sportive way, then people will likely 

arrive at their destination looking sweaty, unkempt, and generally unpresentable. People who 
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choose this form of cycling may be unable to present important destination-appropriate semiotic 

information and, as a result, those people likely won’t ride a bike to most destinations, even if 

there is safe access. By challenging the discursive dominance of the serious, avid, and real 

cyclists, the interested cyclists have helped to redefine what “cycling” means in Calgary. Cycling 

is becoming a slower, more casual activity that doesn’t require special clothing or equipment, 

meaning that cyclists are able to wear destination-appropriate clothing. This new form of 

cycling, the form practiced by many of the interested cyclists, enables everyday cycling because 

it enables access to circuits of consumption and civility.  

 Once again, however, it is important to ask where cyclists are being granted access to 

circuits of consumption and civility. And, once again, the answer involves the upper-class 

residents and frequenters of gentrifying neighborhoods. The City of Calgary’s efforts at 

installing bike infrastructure designed for interested cyclists have targeted high-density, high-

activity areas like Kensington and 17th Avenue. In fact, the City’s most innovative cycling 

infrastructure (bike lanes and cycle tracks designed for interested cyclists) is planned for the high 

density nodes and corridors outlined in the City of Calgary’s most recent Municipal 

Development Plan. These high-density nodes and corridors tend to either overlap or connect to 

expensive real estate properties. As a result, Calgary’s (upper-class) gentrifying neighborhoods 

benefit more from the infrastructure projects that target interested cyclists than Calgary’s 

(middle-class) suburban neighborhoods. In other words, upper class Calgarians are being granted 

access to circuits of consumption and civility in ways that the many middle-class Calgarians are 

not.  

 There is another important component of this observation. If the upper-class Calgarians 

have disproportionate access to safe cycling, then it is vital to recognize that anyone else who 
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cycles is taking a disproportionate amount of risk. In other words, those not fortunate enough to 

live near a bike lane or near the multi-use pathway are forced to ride amongst automobile traffic. 

As I mentioned in Chapter 3, Dean Curran (2013) points out that risks tend to be “highly 

stratified within a given region based on income and wealth; those with less economic resources 

tend to occupy the areas and types of housing that are most vulnerable to natural risks” (49). 

Moreover, he explains that the wealthy “always have the power to modify their situation so as to 

occupy social-material positions that minimize hazards” (50). Although Curran is referring to 

natural disasters here, these insights apply to the risks associated with on-street cycling in 

Calgary as well. In other words, the wealthy gentrifiers can minimize the risks associated with 

cycling in ways that other Calgarians cannot: by living near bike lanes and pathways. For those 

unable to minimize the risk of cycling by purchasing (or renting) property proximal to safe 

infrastructure, the risks of on-street cycling will continue to necessitate helmets and brightly 

coloured jackets. These helmets and brightly coloured jackets will continue to block semiotic 

characteristics related to the performance of identity. As a result, everyday destinations, like 

formal Italian restaurants, will continue to be inaccessible by bike for many middle-class 

Calgarians. It appears that for the vast majority of Calgarians, especially those living in suburban 

neighborhoods, cyclists will continue to be excluded from circuits of consumption and civility 

well into the foreseeable future.  

 

14.2. Accessing Circuits of Consumption and Civility in Amsterdam 
 

14.2.1. Accessing Circuits of Consumption and Civility 
	
 People in Amsterdam use their bikes to get everywhere. As I explained in Chapter 10, 

‘everywhere’ includes elements of territorial, networked, and place-based sociospatialities. It 
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includes grocery stores, boutiques, parks, family visits, workplaces, train stations, cafés, pubs, 

movie theatres, and virtually anything else within the city. As it relates to Rose’s notion of 

circuits of inclusion and exclusion, ‘everywhere’ means ‘throughout all circuits of consumption 

and civility’. 

 My interviews were full of examples of Amsterdammers accessing circuits of consumption 

and civility on a bicycle. Lise and Ruben, for example told me that they go everywhere on a 

bike: 

Lise: We go everywhere by bike. To work, to cafés, friends.  
 
Ruben: For dinner. We dress up nice and we go by bike. 
 

This example, in which Ruben explains that he and Lise dress up nice and go to dinner on a 

bicycle, stands in stark contrast to the story that Erika, from Calgary, told me about cycling to a 

nice Italian restaurant with her boyfriend, Craig.  

 During my preliminary research, I conducted similar interviews in some other European 

cities. During those interviews, it became clear that even for those who ride a bike to places like 

a grocery store, there were destinations that were not appropriate for bicycle travel. Several 

different young women, for example, explained that, when they go to a bar, they would typically 

wear a dress, high heels, and a fashionable hairstyle. Because it is difficult to cycle in a dress and 

high heels and the helmet would ruin their hair (as they explained it to me) they would not use a 

bike to access the destinations of their nightlife. Comments like these were common in each of 

the European cities that I visited but, interestingly, not common at all in the two Dutch cities 

(Amsterdam and Groningen).  
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 In Amsterdam, it seems that most people will use a bike regardless of the destination. 

When I talked with Arianna, for example, about the places to which she might not cycle, she 

explained that fashion does not get in the way of cycling. 

Jason: I’ve talked to some people and they'll say they're not, like, if they're going to a 
night club or something like that, and they want to wear their nice, their high heel shoes, 
then they won't take a bike. Does that make a difference to you? 
 
Arianna: No. Not at all. 
 
Jason: Ok. There's nothing like that? 
 
Arianna: No. 
 

Similarly, during my interview with Bram, Jennifer, and Naomi, three young adults in 

Amsterdam, I asked them about the destinations to which they might not ride a bike.  

Jason: Are there any places that you go to on a regular basis that you wouldn't take a bike 
to get to? … Are there any things like fancy restaurants or 
 
Jennifer: No, we would just go on the bike. 
 
Bram: We would just take the bike, yeah. 
 
Naomi: I think everybody would. 
 

As Naomi suggests, “everybody” in Amsterdam would take a bike to get to a fancy restaurant.  

 Although most people, it seems, would take a bike to a fancy restaurant, there are 

occasions that call for attire that is too elaborate for a bicycle. When I interviewed Esther, a 

middle-aged woman wearing expensive-looking clothes, I asked her about the places to which 

she might not cycle: 

Jason: Are there places that you would go to within the city that you wouldn't take a bike 
to get to? 
 
Esther: Within the city, no. 
 
Jason: Every sort of social engagement you could think of? 
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Esther: Yeah. Except when I'm wearing an evening dress, maybe. But then, for the rest, 
always I use my bike if possible.  
 

As Esther explains, she will ride a bike under almost any conditions, except, potentially, when 

she must wear an evening dress. Ruben made a similar comment. When I asked him and Lise if 

there were any special occasions that might exclude cycling, he explained that there were some 

formal events that he might not access on a bike. 

Ruben: Ok, if you have to be really dressed up, you could probably take a tram or a taxi. 
 
Jason: How dressed up do you mean? Like really formal? 
 
Ruben: Like a marriage or something. 
 

For some Amsterdammers, like Esther and Ruben, there are some events that are too formal for a 

bike.  

 Others, however, use a bike no matter what the occasion. During my interview with 

Martijn and Anke, it quickly became clear that nothing would keep Martijn off of his bike. The 

following conversation unfolded after I asked them about the places or occasions that they might 

access with a bike. 

Anke: Well, [Martijn] always rides a bike. 
 
Jason: Always? 
 
Martijn: Yeah. … I even went to a wedding! 
 
Jason: Yeah? All dressed up? 
 
Martijn: Yeah, yeah, yeah. The wedding of my father. My father re-married at a certain 
point. And the wedding was here in the city and I went there on my bike. So, you know. 
 
Anke: I think it was one of the few moments when I realized it was quite strange to ride a 
bike. I had the same, I had a wedding of a friend of mine last year, it was in the city. And, 
yeah. 
 
Martijn: Yeah, then the informality of riding a bicycle interferes with the formality of the 
occasion, sort of. But not to the point that you wouldn't go by bike. 
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Martijn’s comment about the informality of riding a bike and the formality of a wedding is 

interesting because it directly alludes to the presentation of semiotic information. By noting that 

the bicycle is slightly inappropriate for wedding attire, Martijn hints that the bicycle is blocking 

the semiotic information presented through formal attire. For Martijn, though, it does not block it 

to the extent that he will not take a bike. Notice also that, by extension, Martijn suggests that the 

bicycle does not block the semiotic information presented in a range of other everyday 

circumstances. In other words, the bicycle does not interfere with the occasion. Cyclists in 

Amsterdam have full access to a wide range of circuits of consumption and civility.  

 

14.2.2. Connecting Policy and Practices: Amsterdam 
	
 In Calgary, the connections between the dominant practices of cycling (donning an arsenal 

of safety equipment for sportive commuter cycling) and decades of policy work might be 

understandable but not immediately clear. In Amsterdam, on the other hand, I believe that the 

connection between policy and practice is quite clear, especially after the detailed discussions 

given earlier. Nevertheless, to associate the policy decisions described in Part 2 with the social 

implications outlined in this chapter, I will briefly connect policy and practices, as I did in my 

discussion of Calgary.  

 In Amsterdam, two observations about the practices of cycling stand out. First, people go 

everywhere on their bikes. That is, bikes get people to everyday destinations. Second, when 

people in Amsterdam ride bikes, they wear normal clothing. A cyclist’s clothing is based on the 

destination rather than the journey. As with Calgary, these practices have been shaped by several 

decades of policy decisions, as outlined in Part 2.  
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 People in Amsterdam use a bike to get everywhere. As I explained in Chapter 10, 

interpretations of “everywhere” drew from sociospatial notions of place, territories, and 

networks. The widespread local availability of destinations, such as workplaces, supermarkets, 

cafés, and parks, as I explained in Chapter 4, is not an accident. National policies, like the 

compact cities policy and retail policy, have intentionally attempted to ensure that most 

important destinations are locally available. Governments at every scale have worked to decrease 

travel distances, thereby decreasing the need for automobiles. Recall, also, that national planning 

policy calls on municipalities to promote cycling for trips up to 7.5 km. Because most shops, 

services, and other amenities are nearby, and because the City of Amsterdam (like all Dutch 

cities) has developed a cycling network with a fine mesh-width, nearly everything is located 

nearby and is easily accessible by bike.   

 My second observation, that cyclists in Amsterdam wear normal clothes, is less obviously 

related to policy, but related nonetheless. As I explained in Chapter 5, SWOV’s Sustainable 

Safety philosophy and the CROW manual combine to ensure that cycling is always has a place, 

making it a safe and comfortable activity. Because cyclists are, for the most part, physically 

protected from automobiles, the bright, reflective clothing, which are designed to alert motorists 

to their presence, is unnecessary. Relatedly, because cycling is done primarily for transportation 

and utility, sportive accessories like helmets and performance enhancing accessories are also 

unnecessary.  

 Because people in Amsterdam can safely and easily access everyday destinations on a bike 

in a relatively short time, and because they are able to wear normal, everyday clothes during their 

ride, cycling easily fits into people’s everyday lives. Just as importantly, cycling also works with 

the special occasions in people’s lives. Martijn’s bicycle trip to his father’s wedding, for 
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example, was only possible because of the short distance travelled, the safe infrastructure, and 

the utilization of an upright bicycle with a chain guard, so that his trousers will not catch in his 

chain or be left with grease stains. If Martijn was forced to travel a longer distance, he might 

arrive sweaty. If the journey was unsafe, he might have to wear special safety clothing. If he rode 

a sportive bike, he might have to wear different clothing and change into his formal wear at his 

destination. As this example shows, it is important to recognize that everyday cycling (and 

cycling to special occasions) would not be likely without the policies described throughout Part 2 

that make cycling a quick, easy, and relatively cheap form of mobility.  

 

14.2.3. Invisible Cycling 
	
 Cycling in Amsterdam and Calgary can be considered to be normal in two very different 

ways. In Calgary, as I’ve shown, a particular form of commuter cycling is normal. That is, 

commuter cycling is normal when it includes lycra, bright colors, helmets, and relatively 

expensive bikes and equipment. In other words, a specialized and highly visible form of 

velomobility has become normal. In Amsterdam, on the other hand, everyday cycling is normal. 

That is, cycling is normal when it includes everyday clothes and a drab, beat-up Dutch-style 

bike. Velomobility blends in to the background. It is invisible. 

 Tom Godefrooij explained that, until fairly recently, the invisibility of cycling in the 

Netherlands did not allow people there to recognize just how special their practices of 

velomobility are. Mr. Godefrooij explained that about eight years ago he saw a presentation that 

depicted cycling in Amsterdam. The presenter, who was American, was shocked by the absence 

of lycra cycling clothes. By highlighting the highly visible tendency to wear lycra in American 
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cities, the presenter drew Mr. Godefrooij’s attention to the invisible tendency to wear everyday 

clothing in the Netherlands. Mr. Godefrooij explained: 

We are never aware of that side of cycling culture [the prevalence of everyday cycling, 
or, the prevalence of what has recently been called cycle chic]. But I saw once, on the 
internet, eighty slides that mainly showed a spot in Amsterdam. And [the presenter’s] 
comment was what made it interesting because he was very surprised that none of the 
cyclists have lycra and were [instead] cycling in high heels and nice clothes to go out to a 
café. For us it was obvious, because we use our bicycles to go to shops, to go to a party, 
or whatever. And so you dress up for the occasion that you're going to. And it made us 
aware of the utilitarian nature of cycling in the Netherlands. 
 

The normality of cycling in the Netherlands makes it invisible and, because it is invisible, people 

there tend not to recognize just how special their practices of velomobility are. 

 During my interview with Martijn and Anke, I learned that Martijn reads cycling blogs like 

the aforementioned Copenhagen Cycle Chic, Copenhagenize, and similar blogs written in 

American cities. Like Mr. Godefrooij, Martijn explained that blogs written outside of the 

Netherlands have helped to render visible the velomobile practices that might otherwise have 

remained invisible to people in Amsterdam. He explained: 

I'm also aware of bicycle culture in other cities—like Copenhagen or New York—and 
what it's like there, because I go online a lot and check out things about cycling. And then 
you see how cycling there is very much a kind of subculture, with its own thing. And 
there it makes sense to say, "Oh, I'm a cyclist." … Yeah, you kind of recognize, because 
you've been brought up with riding a bike, and it's really nothing special, so then the 
whole label, like, “cyclist,” doesn't make any sense. Because: it's something everybody 
does, so it doesn't make sense. But because now, internationally, you see that it is 
something special abroad you begin to recognize, "Oh, yeah, yeah. Well, it is actually 
quite special." 
 

Here, Martijn associates the invisibility of cycling with the notion of cyclist as a self-identity. I 

will return to this important connection shortly, but, first, it is important to briefly explore how 

cycling stays invisible in Amsterdam. 

 By refusing to wear helmets, people in Amsterdam help to keep cycling invisible. Several 

of the people that I interviewed in Amsterdam suggested that they don’t wear helmets because 
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they get in the way. (Of course, Amsterdam’s abundance of safe cycling infrastructure ensures 

that cycling is a relatively low-risk activity, especially compared to cycling in Calgary, meaning 

that riding helmetless there is a relatively safe proposition). As I’ve explained earlier, helmets 

can be socially detrimental because they block the presentation of semiotic information. When I 

asked Emma for her thoughts about wearing helmets, she quickly responded, “Well, that would 

be in conflict with my hair!” Similarly, when I asked Esther if she ever wears a helmet, she 

laughed and told me, “No! You don't want to look like a geek!” A helmet compromises the 

potential for social invisibility on a bike. For people in Amsterdam, cycling should be a socially 

incognito experience, allowing one to blend in to his or her social surroundings.  

 Interestingly, based on my interviews and observations, it appears that those social 

surroundings have evolved in such a way that make it easy for cyclists to blend in. In other 

words, fashion trends in Amsterdam tend to be bike-friendly. When I interviewed Nadine and 

Rianne, we discussed cycling to social occasions that called for formal attire. Like almost 

everyone else I interviewed, Rianne told me that she goes everywhere on a bike. Then, Nadine 

added, “Yeah, that's why Dutch girls and women are known to not have the most fashionable 

clothes. It needs to be practical.” Isuri highlighted the need for practical apparel when she 

explained the risk of wearing a flowing skirt on a bike:  

I once wore a big skirt when I was a teenager. I was sitting at the back of a friend's bike, 
and my skirt got stuck into the wheel. And I heard it going like, ‘KEEEGHCHT’ [ripping 
sound], and I was like, ‘Ohhh.’ 
 

Because certain forms of clothing, like long, flowing skirts, or short, tight ones, are impractical 

on a bike, many Dutch women simply avoid wearing them. When I was in Amsterdam, I noticed 

that short skirts paired with dark leggings were popular, more so, it seemed, than in the other 

European cities I visited. I couldn’t help but think that the popularity of the leggings had 
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something to do with being a relatively fashionable gendered performance of identity that was 

compatible with riding a bike. Anke supported this notion when she suggested that women 

consider velomobility when they pick out their clothing in the morning. She told me: 

I think, actually, the clothes that I wear are more adapted to the fact that I ride a bike than 
the other way around. I mean that I think—of course, it’s kind of unconsciously—but, 
when I choose my clothes, they have to be practical, but also I have to be able to ride a 
bike each day. … So, there are some dresses which I hardly ever wear, because always 
when I take them out, I think, "Oh, but I have to go here today and I have to go there. So, 
no.” 
 

Martijn quickly added, “I never have that problem because I always wear jeans. So, you know, 

with jeans it’s no problem.” His comment suggests that the ability to blend in socially on bike 

might be a resource that is differentially accessed in gendered ways.  

 Because velomobility in Amsterdam is, more or less, socially invisible, it is done by 

members of every social stratum. Hortense Berkenveld made this clear when she explained the 

commonality of cycling across social groups. She told me: “Biking is for all categories of people 

in Holland. … And everybody cycles in Holland. It's not that there's one group of people.” Ria 

Hilhorst made a similar observation: 

Because all the, now, the rich and poor people also cycle. … It is not for people of higher 
incomes or whatever. It's not really a status symbol to have a car. It's also not, [pause] it's 
neutral. 
 

Cycling, as Ms. Berkenveld explains, is not for any “one group of people” because there is no 

status associated with it. Velomobility is, as Ms. Hilhorst put it, “neutral”.  

 Several of the people that I interviewed in Amsterdam suggested that the propensity 

towards cycling transcends social class. Nadine and Rianne, for example, made this observation 

clear: 

Nadine: What I noticed is, I don't think bikes are related to status in the Netherlands. 
Because this is a very wealthy area outside [I interviewed them in a residential area near 
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Vondelpark], but I noticed that even the moms who have the money, they ride crappy 
bikes like this. [To Rianne] Have you ever seen anything like this? 
 
Rianne: Yeah. 
 
Rianne: Yeah, so everybody, doesn't really matter, rides a crappy bike.  
 

Christiaan and Eline made a similar observation while offering a specific example: 

Eline: I had to think that we had, once, we had a Minister of Foreign Affairs or 
something. Maybe it was Justice: Minister of Justice. He was known for cycling to his 
work in The Hague. 
 
Jason: Oh, really? Like, a federal minister? 
 
Eline: Yeah, yeah. So, because this person looks like a business man, with a suit and then 
he still goes with his bike to his work. 
 
Christiaan: Pretty much people of every socioeconomic class still ride bikes. It's not 
really looked down upon. You can be the CEO of a big company and still take your bike 
to work. 
 

During a discussion about mobility and social class, Mr. Molenaar said: 

I think the theory [that wealthy, high-status individuals tend to drive automobiles] does 
not really apply here. When you maybe look to India or Indonesia, then you might find 
the thing that rich people ride cars and poor people ride bikes. That's not the case here. 
 

Here, Mr. Molenaar associates cycling with Amsterdam’s famously egalitarian social structure11. 

Because the practices of velomobility in Amsterdam tend to be socially invisible, that is, because 

they do not block semiotic information, velomobility in that city largely transcends social 

hierarchy and subcultural specificity.  

 It is important to recognize that because virtually everywhere is accessible by bike, 

nowhere is excluded. I explained that in Calgary the cycling infrastructure tends to be 

surrounded by real estate with a high exchange value. In other words, safe cycling there is an 

activity that is differentially accessed by different social classes. In Amsterdam, on the other 

																																																								
11 See, for example, Susan Fainstein’s article, “The egalitarian city: The restructuring of Amsterdam” (1997). 
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hand, virtually every destination, be it residential, commercial, or recreational, is accessible by 

safe, comfortable, and well-connected cycling infrastructure. As I explained in Chapter 5, the 

CROW manual requires that every single street achieves cohesion, directness, attractiveness, 

safety, and comfort for cyclists. By ensuring that these guidelines are met, the CROW manual 

ensures that cycling is not an activity that is differentially accessed by different social classes. 

This is not to suggest that Amsterdam does not have distinct social classes (it does, although the 

social hierarchy is flatter than in Calgary), but when it comes to cycling, everyone in Amsterdam 

has full access to circuits of consumption and civility on a bicycle.  

 As I did in Calgary, I asked people in Amsterdam if they identify as a cyclist. As a result of 

cycling’s invisibility, most of the people that I interviewed did not self-identify as a cyclist. The 

following responses are representative of most responses to the question, “Do you consider 

cycling to be a part of your self-identity? Do you consider yourselves to be cyclists?” Luuk and 

Justin explained that the bicycle is just a form of transportation, implying that, as such, it is not 

an appropriate basis for forming a self-identity. 

Luuk: No, it's just a transportation vehicle.  
 
Justin: Yeah, agree. 
 

Rianne suggested that because cycling is so common, it is not appropriate to put a label on it.  

Rianne: No. I don't. 
 
Nadine: I’m not a cyclist. I don't really know, it's just.  
 
Rianne: It's so common that you ride a bike that you don't put a label to it. So, it's not part 
of your identity as being a cyclist. It's just normal, I think.  
 

Simone made a similar comment: 

Simone: No. I think it's so common here in Holland, and everyone has a bike and rides a 
bike. So, I don't think it has something to do with your identity.  
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As these responses indicate, despite cycling everywhere on a daily basis, cycling is not a part of 

most Amsterdammers’ self-identity.  

 Not everyone disassociated cycling from their identity, however. Consider this 

conversation with Niels. 

Jason: Do you consider cycling to be a part of your self-identity? Do you consider 
yourself to be a cyclist? 
 
Niels: Yes. 
 
Jason: In what sense? What does it mean to be a cyclist here? 
 
Niels: Everyone cycles here, so being a citizen of Amsterdam, everyone uses the bike. 
 

Here, Niels admits to considering cycling to be a part of his self-identity. Interestingly, however, 

for Niels, being a “cyclist” does not align him with a particular subculture (like being a “cyclist” 

does in Calgary). Instead, it more closely aligns with his feeling of citizenship. This is significant 

given that, in Chapter 5, I described the Dutch planners’ primary object of governance as 

citizens.  

 The difference between highly visible cycling in Calgary and invisible cycling in 

Amsterdam has implications for how we might deploy Bourdieu’s notion of habitus in each city. 

As I described in Chapter 2, Bourdieu used the notion of a field to describe a “major areas of 

practice” (208). As you might recall from that discussion, Bourdieu paid attention to clothing to 

demonstrate that there are different kinds of tennis (a major area of practice). After writing about 

the kind of tennis played in a country club, Bourdieu wrote, “Tennis played in Bermuda shorts 

and a tee shirt, in a track suit or even swimming trunks, and Adidas running shoes, is indeed 

another tennis, both in the way it is played and in the satisfaction it gives” (212, my emphasis). 

Similarly, in Calgary, there are different kinds of cycling, both in the way they are conducted and 

in the satisfaction that they give. The red cycling jacket, lycra pants, cycling shoes, and carbon-
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fibre road bike of a performance-focussed vehicular cyclist is indeed a different cycling than that 

of a plain-clothes wearing, cruiser bike riding, slow-paced, interested-but-concerned cyclist. 

Based on these observations, it makes sense to interpret the different forms of cycling in Calgary 

as different fields of practice that structure (and are structured by) class habitus. In Amsterdam, 

on the other hand, this approach makes less sense. Cycling is invisible. Cycling is more 

comparable to walking than it is to tennis because the elements of the practice don’t dominate 

other semiotic elements. The practice fades into the background, allowing other semiotic 

elements to come to the fore. In Amsterdam, cycling transcends fields of practice.  

 

14.2.4. Inclusive Velomobility 
	
 In Amsterdam, as I have shown, cycling offers unrestricted access to circuits of 

consumption and civility. It is not unlike automobility in Calgary in this sense. Given the 

extensive involvement of the Dutch state, we can now see that, like automobility in Calgary, the 

practices of velomobility are, literally and figuratively, designed in to the modulation of 

everyday activities. In both cases, Calgary and Amsterdam, people have internalized the form of 

mobility that is most immediately and most intricately tied into inclusive circuits of consumption 

and civility.  

 The governance of automobility through circuits of inclusion in Calgary becomes most 

apparent when you consider that most people in that city automatically turn to automobility. 

When they need to get somewhere, they just hop in a car. Harold, for example, explained: 

I think that Calgary is a motor city. People are just used to driving and the convenience of 
getting from point A to point B and they don't think about it. They just jump in their cars. 
That's ok, I think that's what the majority of people in Calgary do. That's just the way 
they think, I think. 
 

Another man, Bill, made a similar comment. Bill told me: 
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Bill: Well, we don't take a bike for groceries. We could, but we're conditioned. We drive 
there.  
 
Jason: Tell me more about being conditioned. That's an interesting way to put it. 
 
Bill: Well, I just think, just thinking of groceries as a prime example, I just think I jump in 
my car. I wouldn't think of getting on my bike. 
 

As Bill and Harold suggest, when the need for transportation arises, the first thought for most 

Calgarians is to take an automobile. Importantly, as Bill puts it, people are “conditioned” to take 

an automobile.  

 In that sense, velomobility in Amsterdam is similar to automobility in Calgary. When 

people need to get somewhere, they just hop on a bike. Several of the people that I interviewed in 

Amsterdam explained that their first thought is to take a bike. Martijn, for example, told me: 

“The first thing when you need to go somewhere within the city, it's kind of, you don't think 

about it: You go by bike.” Nadine and Rianne made similar comments: 

Rianne: Normally, it's just: I go to work and I don't even really realize that I'm cycling. I 
think it's just how I get myself from A to B. 
 
Nadine: We do it unconsciously.  
 

Just as Rianne and Nadine take a bike “unconsciously”, Eline explained that she “automatically” 

rides a bike. She made her comment, which compared cycling to taking a car, when she 

explained what being a “cyclist” means in Amsterdam. She explained:  

[Being a cyclist] means that you don't automatically consider to take the car, but it's a 
way of living. Some people say, "Ok, I have to go to the supermarket, let's take the car." 
And the people in my neighborhood, and all my friends, we all first take the bike and we 
only take the car when it's not possible. 
 

Like Martijn, Nadine, and Rianne, for Eline (and all of her friends and everyone in her 

neighborhood), when the need for transportation arises, her first thought is to take a bike. Just as 

Eline generalized the automatic tendency for people in her neighborhood to take a bike, Daniel 
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generalized this tendency to the entire nation. He said, “Especially for most Dutch people, it's so 

integrated in the culture that it's the first thing that you think about when you go someplace that's 

not too far, is: ‘You go by bicycle.’” By now, however, it should be clear that policies and 

politics have played a formative role in, to use Daniel’s words, integrating cycling into the 

culture. More specifically, those politics and policies have established the places through which 

Amsterdam’s so-called bike culture has developed.  

 To better understand the extent to which cycling is included in circuits of consumption and 

civility, it is important to recognize just how prevalent cycling is in Amsterdam. When I asked 

Anouk, a middle-aged woman in Amsterdam, why some people in Amsterdam might not ride a 

bike, she responded: 

Anouk: I hardly know anyone who doesn't cycle. 
 
Jason: Yeah? 
 
Anouk: Yeah. Actually I don't know anyone who doesn't cycle.  
 

Similarly, Merel made a comment that highlights the prevalence of cycling. She told me: 

Everyone in Holland has a bike. Everyone! When you are born, you grow up with a bike. 
Every Dutch people have that. By the system, you all have a bike. If you don't have a 
bike, it's strange. 
 

Here, Merel explains, as should be abundantly clear by now, that cycling is normal in the 

Netherlands. She explains the high cycling rate by stating that it is “[b]y the system.” Her 

comment aligns directly with Rose’s notion of governance through circuits of inclusion and 

exclusion. Cycling is, as I’ve argued, built in to circuits of consumption and civility. 

Interestingly, Merel’s comment, “If you don’t have a bike, it’s strange”, suggests that when 

someone in Amsterdam does not cycle, they might fall into a territory of exclusion. Importantly, 
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this situation is exactly the opposite of cycling in Calgary (where cyclists often fall into a 

territory of exclusion). 

 Similarly, Martijn made comments suggesting that when a person does not ride a bike in 

Amsterdam, he or she risks exclusion. He explained: 

If you want to hang out with friends or people, and you don't have a bike and everybody 
else has a bike, and they're moving around the city on their bikes, so, if you don't have a 
bike, you're always the odd one out. Like, people have to wait for you because you have 
to take the tram. You're just kind of excluded. So, in order to participate in your, you 
know, your social life, people kind of expect you have to have a bike. So, yeah, it's kind of 
expected of you also. Like, if I would say I'm no longer riding my bike, I mean, that 
would create all these problems with social, just hanging out with friends and stuff. Like 
people wouldn't really accept it, in a way. … Like, get a bike! What's wrong with you? 
(my emphasis). 
 

Here, Martijn provides a powerful example of the governance of velomobility in Amsterdam 

through circuits of inclusion. In everyday instances of social interaction, cycling is “expected of 

you.” If someone chose not ride a bike, people “wouldn’t really accept it” and that person would 

fall into a territory of exclusion. 

 Despite my insistence that cycling in Amsterdam has been enabled and encouraged through 

state policy, it is important to recognize that the governance of mobility also happens through 

social means, like, as Rose pointed out, circuits of inclusion and exclusion. The state policy 

opens the channels through which those circuits of inclusion flow, but it does not directly enforce 

those circuits. Ria Hilhorst touched on the role of the state and the agency of cyclists. She told 

me: 

I think that people cycle because they like it. It's not that they have to. Well, as a 
government of our city, we say, "Please cycle. Please. Go cycling because it's good for 
you, etc." But, if they would internalize it: it's nice to cycle. Only when the weather is 
very, very bad, you think, "It's awful to sit on my bike,” but, normally, it's nice. You're 
outside, wind in your hair. It's easy. You go very fast. You're independent. You're very 
flexible. You can go on your own time. You don't think, "Oh, I have to hurry for the bus," 
or whatever. No. Your bicycle is waiting for you and you can go. And it's also social. It 
makes you quiet because you don't feel stress when you come from work. You have a 
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quarter of an hour or twenty minutes cycling. It's de-stressing. You go, "Ahhh, mmmm, 
that's nice". Something like that. And I think people really do that, because, if we say, 
“You should cycle,” well, I don't think they would. 
 

As Ms. Hilhorst points out, the state invites people to cycle, but it does not force them. It ensures 

that cycling is the quickest, safest, and cheapest mode of transportation. It ensures that people 

have easy access to everyday destinations. It opens the channels through which circuits of 

inclusion flow. It is important to recognize, however, that people in Amsterdam are free to 

choose whatever mode of transportation they’d like. In the end, though, most people choose to 

ride a bike. In Amsterdam, borrowing a phrase from Miller and Rose (2008), mobility is 

governed through this freedom. 
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Chapter 15: Intersections (Conclusion to Part 3) 
	
	
	
	

“So here then we have six facets of mobility, each with a politics: the starting point, speed, 
rhythm, routing, experience, and friction. Each is important in the creation of a modern mobile 

world. Each is linked to particular kinds of mobile subject identities (tourists, jet-setters, 
refugees, illegal immigrants, migrant labourers, academics) and mobile practices from walking to 

flying.” 
 

-Tim Cresswell (2010, 26) 
 
 
 

“Regimes of practices can be identified whenever there exists a relatively stable field of 
correlation of visibilities, mentalities, technologies, and agencies, such that they constitute a kind 

of taken-for-granted point of reference for any form of problematization.” 
 

-Mitchell Dean (2010, 37) 
 
 
 
 

 As I explained in the introduction, this dissertation is about cycling through intersections. 

Where Part 2 discussed many of the policies and politics that have enabled or constrained the 

development of particular forms of intersections, Part 3 has described the many different forms 

of cycling that occur in those intersections, and why some cyclists might avoid them. Through 

the photographs and interview excerpts presented throughout Part 3, I have tried to highlight how 

some people in Calgary and Amsterdam might feel riding through those intersections. 

 But this dissertation is also about understanding cycling through the intersections of 

different disciplines, methodological approaches, and theoretical frameworks. In this chapter, the 

conclusion to Part 3, I will highlight a few of those intersections by summarizing the findings 

presented throughout this dissertation. Specifically, I will return to four of the key theoretical 

frameworks described in Chapter 2: sociospatialities, the politics of mobility, governmentality, 
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and the symbolic performance of class and gender. I will also return to the discussion of culture 

that concluded Part 2.  

 

15.1. Sociospatialities 
	

As outlined in Chapter 2, one of my analytical objectives in conducting this work was to 

explore the sociospatialities of velomobility in each city. I wanted to use the TPSN framework to 

explore the sociospatial constitution of velomobile spaces in each city. By attending to the 

polymorphous nature of sociospatial relations, that is, by recognizing the ways that the practices 

of cycling are bound up in territories, places, scales, and networks, we are better able to 

understand the sociospatial co-constitutions of techniques of governance in each city. Table 15.1 

summarizes some of the ways that velomobility is sociospatially co-constituted in each city. 



Chapter 15: Intersections 645 

 

Table 15.1. Velomobility and four aspects of sociospatiality. 

 

15.2. Politics of Mobility 
	
 To explore the politics of mobility, I have loosely organized this chapter around 

Cresswell’s (2010) six questions about the politics of mobility. He asked, “Why does a person or 

thing move?” (22), “How fast does a person or thing move?” (23), “In what rhythm does a 

person or thing move?” (23), “What route does it take?” (24), “How does it feel?” (25), and, 

finally, “When and how does it stop?” (26) (emphasis in original). His six questions, however, do 

not comprehensively examine a regime of mobility. These questions neglect materialities and 



Chapter 15: Intersections 646 

skilled practices, both of which mediate mobility in important ways (Adey 2010). To summarize 

the findings presented in Part 3, I have included Table 15.2, which asks Cresswell’s six questions 

and two others. Given the range of cycling practices in each city, I have attempted to increase the 

comparability achievable in this table by providing short answers to each question for a typical 

commuter cyclist in each city (as opposed to a purely sportive or recreational cyclist). Because 

cycling in Calgary is much more fragmented and diverse than it is in Amsterdam, I have 

included columns for strong and fearless cyclists and interested but concerned cyclists in that 

city. Although these two columns do not cover the full range of cycling practices that can be 

observed in Calgary, they should serve to emphasise that Calgary’s regime of velomobility is, in 

fact, comprised of several different velomobilities.  
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Table 15.2. Eight questions regarding the politics of a commuter cyclist’s mobility. 
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15.3. Governmentalities 
	
 As discussed in Chapter 2, the governmentality literature informed the types of questions 

that I asked throughout this research project and the types of evidence that I have presented 

throughout this document. One of my primary objectives was to conduct an analytics of 

government by describing the regimes of practices in each city. Table 15.3 presents a summary 

of Dean’s (2010) four axes of an analytics of government as applied to the practices of 

velomobility in each city from two different perspectives: cyclists and planners. 
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Table 15.3. Velomobility and the four axes of an analytics of government. 
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15.4. Class and Gender 
 

 In Chapter 2, I described symbolic interactionism and the significance of paying attention 

to the performances of gender and social class. Throughout Part 3, I have drawn on those 

concepts to describe similarities and, more frequently, differences between the practices of 

cycling in Calgary and Amsterdam. I have also used them to highlight some of the 

fragmentations and disparities between different forms of cycling in Calgary. Table 15.4, below, 

attempts to visually depict the intersections of class and gender in the velomobile practices in 

Calgary and Amsterdam. Of course, representing class and gender as binaries (male-female; 

upper class-lower class) is deeply problematic, but, for the sake of visual representation, these 

simplistic categories should help to illustrate that the practices of velomobility occur in the 

intersections of class and gender. The resulting grid results in four categories (upper class males, 

upper class females, lower class males, and lower class females). Then, each category is bisected 

to highlight findings from Calgary and Amsterdam. In addition to making general comments 

about the typical forms of cycling in each category, I have indicated how common each form 

appears to be, based on my observations in each city.  
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Table 15.4. Intersections of Class and Gender 
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15.5. Cycling Cultures, Revisited 
	
 In Chapter 8, the conclusion to Part 2, I discussed the role of cycling culture. I argued that 

culture should not be granted agentic status in any explanation of cycling rates, but, rather, that 

we should examine the myriad and interrelated policies and political milieus which contribute to 

the development of the spaces and built forms from which cultural practices emerge and where 

those practices are maintained (or challenged). In that chapter, I emphasized the historical roles 

of policies relating to urban forms and streetscapes, highlighted the historical dynamics of urban 

politics, and described trends in the representations of velomobility in print advertisements since 

1945. Although, in Chapter 8, I was able to suggest the historical significance of policies and 

politics, I was unable, at the time, to bring contemporary velomobile practices into my argument.  

 As I suggested in Chapter 8, because cycling in Amsterdam is relatively homogeneous, one 

might reasonably refer to Amsterdam’s bike culture (singular). In Calgary, on the other hand, 

because the practices of velomobility are so fragmented and diverse, it would be more 

appropriate to refer to different cycling sub-cultures. Throughout Part 3, I have described the 

cultural practices of sportive cycling (including the distinct practices and cultures of mountain 

biking and road riding) and commuter cycling (including the vehicular practices of the lycra-clad 

strong and fearless vehicular cyclists found on Calgary’s roads and the very different practices of 

those casually-attired interested but concerned cyclists found on the bike lanes located near 

Calgary’s gentrifying inner-city neighborhoods). As I highlighted in Chapters 10 and 14, the 

fragmentation of these practices is due in large part to the uneven spatial development of cycling 

infrastructure in Calgary.  

	 As I insisted in Chapter 15, the velomobile practices of cycling cultures are constituted in 

place, and we must recognize that the development of those places have been shaped by policies 
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and politics. Building on the discussion of policies and politics contained in Part 2, it should be 

apparent that relatively homogeneous practices of everyday cycling in Amsterdam arise in places 

developed through a diverse array of policies designed to support cycling at every scale of 

government. Importantly, in Amsterdam, there is only one object of governance: cyclists. In 

Calgary, on the other hand, the fragmented and diverse practices of cycling arise in an uneven 

geography of places that have been developed through policies with multiple objects of 

governance. For example, there are places for recreational cyclists (e.g., multi-use pathways), 

places for vehicular cyclists (e.g., wide curb lanes on roads), and places for interested but 

concerned commuter cyclists (e.g., bike lanes and cycle tracks). Because the City of Calgary has 

developed different techniques of governance (e.g., wide curb lanes; cycle tracks) for different 

objects of governance (e.g., commuter cyclists; interested but concerned cyclists), it should come 

as no surprise that different cultural practices of velomobility have emerged throughout the 

resulting uneven geography of cycling spaces.  

 Table 15.5, below, summarizes the predominant cultural practice of velomobility found in 

each city and the places that support those practices. It also highlights some of the policies 

described in Part 2 that support and reinforce those places (and the emerging cultural practices). 
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Table 15.5. Cultural Practices, Places, and Policies. 
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Conclusion: Towards a Sustainable Regime of Mobility 
	
	
	
	

“Control is better understood as operating through conditional access to circuits of consumption 
and civility.” 

 
-Nikolas Rose (2000, 326)	

	
	
	

“Speaking of a regime allows us not only to emphasize the systemic aspects of automobility but 
also to bring out the relations of power that make this system possible.” 

 
- Steffen Böhm, Campbell Jones, Chris Land, and Mat Paterson (2006, 6, emphasis in original) 

	
	
	
	

Unsustainable Automobility 
	
 Since the publication of Our Common Future (Brundtland et al. 1987), more often known 

as “the Brundtland Report”, sustainability has been commonly interpreted as the capacity to meet 

the needs of future generations without compromising the needs of the present one. Since that 

report, sustainability has been described as being comprised of three dimensions, namely: 

environmental sustainability, social sustainability, and economic sustainability. Although these 

three dimensions are often depicted as three legs of a tripod (an approach which problematically 

suggests that each of these three dimensions are equally important), it makes more sense to view 

them as three nested circles (an approach which suggests a hierarchy of needs by highlighting the 

inner dimensions’ reliance on the outer ones). In this model of sustainability, the environmental 

dimension is the outermost circle. Simply put, without nature (or, as Erik Swyngendouw (2007) 

pointed out, natures) there is nothing. Then, nested within the environmental circle is the social 



Conclusion 656 

dimension. Human activity depends on natural resources (like water) and natural processes (like 

the shielding of the ozone layer). Finally, an economic dimension is nested within the social 

circle, because economic exchanges rely on both social relations and environmental resources 

and processes. By increasing cycling rates, we can enhance urban sustainability in each of these 

three dimensions.  

 Cycling brings myriad environmental benefits. Or, more accurately, cycling reduces 

environmental damages by reducing automobile travel. An increased mode share of cycling trips 

and a decreased mode share of automobile trips would significantly reduce the emissions of 

greenhouse gasses (Chapman 2007) and other pollutants; it would decrease water consumption 

(King and Webber 2008); it would decrease the waste production, pollutant release, and resource 

use that occur during the automobile production and road construction processes; fewer paved 

surfaces would improve water drainage and absorption into the water table. For these reasons 

and many others, automobility is, by most accounts, environmentally unsustainable (e.g., Freund 

and Martin 1993;  Newman and Kenworthy 1999; Böhm et al. 2006; Paterson 2007). 

Velomobility is much less unsustainable. 

 Automobility also contributes to unsustainability in the social dimension. Putnam (2000) 

implicated automobility and the sprawling urban forms that accommodate it in his examination 

of the decrease in social capital in America. Automobility also facilitates social fragmentation. 

Henderson (2006) examined “secessionist automobilities” in Atlanta, Georgia, where the 

automobile is often used to move oneself away from certain (racially oriented) spatial 

configurations, like high-density or high-crime areas. As Marcuse (1998) points out in his article, 

Sustainability is not enough, issues of social justice, like the ones that Henderson explored in 

Atlanta, must be considered in the development of sustainability programs. Dempsey et al. 
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(2011) continued to build on this notion, arguing that examinations of sustainability should 

consider both social equity and the sustainability of community. Automobility compromises both 

of these areas. In this respect, velomobility is much less socially unsustainable.  

 Finally, automobility compromises economic sustainability because, simply put, it is 

expensive. At the individual level, the Canadian Automobile Association estimates that 

automobility comes with an annual personal cost of about $9,500 (Simpson 2013). For many, 

this cost is a high price to pay but the necessity of automobility leaves little choice. For some, 

automobiles are more important than homes. Joel Roberts, CEO of People Assisting the 

Homeless, stated, “Cars are the new homeless shelters” (cited in O’Leary 2010). While 

individuals bear the financial burden of buying and maintaining automobiles, governments bear 

the financial burden of enabling automobility. In the 2010-2011 fiscal year, Canadian 

governments, including all of those at the municipal, provincial, and federal scales, spent a 

combined $28,974,000,000 on roads (Statistics Canada 2012). Over the course of that year and 

the eight years prior, governments in Canada spent nearly $186 billion on roads (Statistics 

Canada 2012). When you combine government expenditures with the $9,500 paid annually by 

the nearly 22 million registered automobile owners in Canada (Statistics Canada 2015), you 

realize that automobility in Canada costs in excess of $200 billion, per year ($235 billion in 

2010-2011). This number is even greater when you consider the externalized costs related to 

pollution and environmental degradation. Based on European research, Becker, Becker and 

Gerlach (2012) estimate that automobility costs the European Union about €373 billion annually 

in terms of externalized costs.  

 The costs of automobility are staggering, but it is important to recognize that automobility 

contributes incalculably to every nation’s GDP, and is an important source of employment for 
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many millions of people. Although it is easy to villainize automobility for its massive social, 

economic, and environmental costs, it is important to recognize the benefits of automobility as 

well.  

 This simple description of the unsustainability of automobility excludes many important 

issues. For example, in Canada in 2004, accidents related to transport incidents were responsible 

for 3067 deaths and 30,932 hospitalizations (Smartrisk 2009, 2). In addition to the tragic loss of 

life and the personal trauma associated with these kinds of accidents, the total cost of treating 

these injuries, which comes primarily from the public purse, was estimated to be about $3.7 

billion that year (Smartrisk 2009, 3). Furthermore, automobility relies on the extraction, 

refinement, and distribution of petroleum products in the manufacturing and ‘mobilization’ of 

automobility. In addition to the serious environmental damages done in extraction sites like 

Alberta’s oil sands, the impact of these massive mining operations should be understood through 

lenses of multi-scalar political processes (Cohen and Bakker 2014), public engagement 

(Bowness and Hudson 2014), community development (Dorow and O’Shaughnessy 2013), and 

the geopolitics of distribution channels (Gravelle and Lachapelle 2015), among myriad other 

perspectives.  

 To borrow a phrase from Böhm et al. (2006), “automobility is impossible” (13, emphasis in 

original). Because of the cumulative environmental impacts, the social fragmentation, the time 

lost in long commutes, the financial costs to individuals and governments, the perpetuation of a 

sedentary lifestyle, the many injuries and deaths, and the social, environmental, and political 

challenges of petroleum extraction, refinement, and distribution, among many other important 

topics, widespread automobility is not sustainable. In most cases, especially for short trips, a 

bicycle is simply a better, more sustainable transportation option. 
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Sustainable Velomobility 
	
 How, then, can cities like Calgary transition to a more sustainable regime of mobility? Put 

more simply, how can cities like Calgary increase cycling rates? The comparative analysis of the 

regimes of velomobility in Calgary and Amsterdam contained in this dissertation can provide 

some key insights into the directions that policy in cities like Calgary might take to increase 

cycling rates.  

 To increase cycling rates, it is important to ensure that the distances between origins and 

destinations are reasonably short. As I explained earlier, the ‘sweet spot’ for cycling distances 

seems to be about 7.5 kilometers. Ideally, all daily destinations, including (but not limited to) the 

work place, grocery stores, post offices, daycares, schools, cafés, and pubs would be located no 

more than 7.5 kilometers from one’s home. These short distances ensure that riding a bike is 

practical, but, just as importantly, they ensure that it is possible to ride a practical bike. In other 

words, when the distances are short, cyclists do not require high-end road bikes and lycra outfits. 

To ensure short trips, it is important to contain urban sprawl and to encourage dense, diverse 

development. As I explained in Chapter 4, the Dutch policies of compact cities specifically 

outlined strategies to decrease travel distances and to ensure diverse neighborhood activities. 

Cities like Calgary must move beyond sprawling urban forms predicated on the notion of 

Euclidean zoning if they want to transition to a more sustainable regime of mobility.  

 Constraining sprawl and increasing the density and diversity of local destinations is 

important, but this policy direction is unlikely in Calgary under current municipal funding 

conditions. As I explained earlier, Calgary relies on property taxes for the majority of its 

revenue, while Amsterdam receives the majority of its funding from the Dutch government. 

These two different funding situations contribute to the dominance of different kinds of 
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questions being asked in local political discussions. The reliance on revenue generated through 

property taxes in Calgary means that local bureaucrats and politicians tend to support 

developments that maximize revenue generation (usually, automobile-oriented suburban 

developments that are neither dense nor diverse). In Amsterdam, on the other hand, local 

bureaucrats and politicians are not operating under the same kinds of financial constraints. As a 

result, they are free to focus on sustainable urban developments that ensure a high quality of life 

for their citizens. To enable a transition to a more sustainable regime of mobility, it is necessary 

to ensure that local politicians are able to focus their campaigns and discussions on issues of 

long-term sustainability rather than issues of short-term revenue generation.  

 To decrease rates of automobile use, it is important to develop policy to increase the rates 

of other modalities, like cycling and public transportation, but it is just as important to develop 

and implement policy that explicitly seeks to decrease rates of automobility. In other words, 

carrots are nice, but a transition to a more sustainable regime of mobility will require lots of 

sticks. In Chapter 6, I highlighted a few of the steps that Amsterdam has taken to decrease 

automobility. Most notably, it has made automobile parking a rare and expensive commodity. 

Temporary parking in the downtown core is expensive and hard to find. Moreover, residential 

parking permits near the downtown area are relatively affordable, but long waiting lists mean 

that these permits can take several years to acquire. Amsterdam’s City Council appears close to 

taking these kinds of sticks to the next level; within the next decade, it looks increasingly likely 

that automobiles will be banned entirely from the city centre. Making automobility expensive 

and inconvenient are effective means of discouraging automobility, but the most effective way to 

decrease automobility is to ban it outright. 
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 These kinds of heavy handed measures should not be implemented until alternatives are 

well developed. I mentioned the importance of short travel distances, but it is important to 

recognize that short travel distances are a necessary but insufficient condition for increasing 

cycling rates. For people to cycle, the trip must be comfortable and safe. The Dutch philosophy 

of Sustainable Safety, which incorporates functionality, homogeneity, physical forgiveness, 

predictability, and state awareness, coupled with the CROW manual’s emphasis on cohesion, 

directness, attractiveness, safety, and comfort, offers a blueprint for how cycling can be made to 

be comfortable and safe. Canadian engineering standards, like the TAC Guidelines, and North 

American engineering standards, like NACTO, must be comprehensively updated and frequently 

reviewed to take advantage of the extensive knowledge of cycling infrastructure that has been 

developed in the Netherlands (and in other parts of the world). 

 Bringing engineering standards up to date is an important first step, but it is just as 

important to ensure that planners and engineers are free to propose designs that offer meaningful 

improvements in safety. As I described in Chapter 5, traffic engineering in Canada is a 

profession steeped in conservatism that seeks to minimize the individual and professional risks 

of engineers, rather than minimize the risks of cyclists. In Calgary, as I’ve explained, because a 

bicycle is understood to be a vehicle under Provincial law, vehicular cycling continues to be the 

baseline of acceptable safety. In other words, for most engineers there, anything done for cyclists 

is an acceptable improvement. Currently, most planners and engineers in North American cities 

operate in a way that seeks to make cycling safer, as long as those designs do not constrain flows 

of automobile traffic. Making cycling safer (that is, safer than vehicular cycling) and 

accommodating cyclists where practical (that is, where it does not impede automobility) is not 
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enough. Planners and engineers must be free to act on designs that make cycling as safe as 

possible (full stop), under all conditions. 

 Successful infrastructure design is not unilaterally implemented. Even in the Netherlands, 

where planners develop designs that seek adherence to the high standards of SWOV’s 

Sustainable Safety philosophy and the CROW manual, the best designs arise from consensus 

achieved through an involved stakeholder engagement process. I described the traffic 

commission, where individuals that are representative of stakeholder groups like cyclists, 

disabled people, public transportation operators, police, firefighters, and local businesses come 

together to suggest iterative modifications to street designs before mutually agreeing upon the 

best possible design. Any transition to a sustainable regime of mobility should be built on 

consensus, collaboration, and democratic participation. 

 One of this dissertation’s most important contributions is my explanation of why safe 

infrastructure is important. Briefly stated: when it connects a dense and diverse network of 

everyday destinations, safe cycling infrastructure works by enabling access to circuits of 

consumption and civility. In addition to providing the obvious and important benefit of providing 

safe cycling conditions, safe cycling infrastructure works by reducing the need for additional 

safety equipment (like helmets and bright, reflective clothing) which tends to block the semiotic 

information that people use to establish favourable conditions of interaction throughout their day. 

In other words, safe cycling infrastructure helps to keep people safe, but it also helps people to 

perform the aspects of gender, ethnicity, professionalism, or elegance (to name a few aspects of 

performance) that they are required to utilize throughout their daily lives. Safe cycling 

infrastructure helps to make cycling normal. Any transition to a sustainable regime of mobility 

must ensure that people have unhindered access to circuits of consumption and civility.  
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 Importantly, however, all people must have access to circuits of consumption and civility. 

Sustainability transitions must address issues of social justice. As I explained in Chapter 14, the 

bourgeoning development of Calgary’s regime of velomobility disproportionately favours the 

upper class. This observation can be supported in several ways. First, long distance commutes 

tend to be enabled by expensive cycling equipment. Because of the long distances that must be 

covered on trips in Calgary, cycling is only a practical option if those long trips can be covered 

in a reasonable time. For that reason, many long distance commuters rely on high-tech bikes with 

high price tags. If cycling from a suburban home means riding a carbon-fibre road bike with all 

the bells and whistles, then it’s not surprising that bike commuters tend to be those wealthy 

Calgarians with large disposable incomes.  

 Secondly, the popularity of cycling in Calgary is intricately tied to gentrification. The 

majority of the city’s few instances of on-street cycling infrastructure occur in the gentrifying 

neighborhoods that radiate outwards from hip shopping districts. The high costs of real estate in 

these neighborhoods means that only those with the resources to purchase (or rent) houses in 

those areas (which are pushing towards a million dollars) can secure quick and easy access to 

that safe cycling infrastructure. Everyone else must adopt vehicular cycling strategies as they 

ride on the unsafe roads that eventually connect to the safe, on-street cycling infrastructure. 

Relatedly, because the hip neighborhoods that contain on-street infrastructure tends to be the 

location of upscale businesses, it is important to recognize that only those cyclists with the means 

to afford the high prices asked by independent coffee shops and boutique footwear stores have an 

immediate reason to utilize that infrastructure (other than for simply passing through). For those 

less-wealthy Calgarians looking for stores that sell cheap coffee and discounted footwear, the 
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strip malls that contain them tend to be guarded by dangerous, high-volume roads designed 

exclusively for automobiles.  

 As these observations imply, for a regime of mobility to be socially just, it is important that 

the network of infrastructure ensures even access to circuits of consumption and civility. 

Significantly, this means evenly distributing the risks associated with velomobility. In 

Amsterdam, virtually everyone has access to safe and comfortable cycling infrastructure that 

takes them virtually anywhere. By developing a safe and continuous cycling infrastructure 

network with a fine mesh-width, and by ensuring a high density and diversity of destinations 

immediately accessible through that network, Dutch planners (including those working at the 

borough, municipal, regional, provincial, and federal scales) have achieved a transportation 

network that is not only more environmentally sustainable than the one that came before it (one 

that, in the 1960s and 70s, was dominated by automobile traffic), but also one that is more 

socially just. They have achieved a more sustainable regime of mobility.  

 To recap, the recipe for any transition from a regime of automobility to a regime of 

velomobility will require several key ingredients. First, and foremost, it requires a political 

milieu that enables comprehensive and meaningful debates about how to transition to sustainable 

developments that support a high quality of life. It requires the political will to enact policies that 

actively discourage less sustainable developments (like suburban sprawl) and practices (like 

automobility). It requires engineering guidelines that give planners the flexibility to make 

meaningful design choices. Cycling infrastructure must be as safe, as comfortable, and as 

attractive as it can possibly be made (without adding caveats like the need to facilitate less 

sustainable modes, like automobile traffic). Relatedly, to ensure that cycling infrastructure is 

maximally safe, comfortable, and attractive, designs should be vetted and approved through a 
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consensus-based multi-stakeholder forum. Cycling infrastructure must enable unhindered access 

to circuits of consumption and civility. Finally, this access (and any related risks) must be evenly 

distributed. Everyone in the city should have even access to circuits of consumption and civility 

and any risks associated with cycling must be evenly distributed. Cycling has the potential to be 

the basis of a regime of mobility that is environmentally, socially, and economically sustainable, 

but the transition won’t be easy. 

 

Final Thoughts 
 

 From the outset of this research project, my goal was to demonstrate that neither the low 

cycling rate in Calgary nor the high cycling rate in Amsterdam was a natural or inevitable 

outcome. The comparative analysis contained here drew on historical context, policy documents, 

institutional texts, print advertisements, interviews, and ethnographic observations to 

comprehensively compare and (more often) contrast these two very different regimes of 

mobility. I drew from the intersections of methodological tools, of theoretical approaches, and of 

analytical topics like gender, class, gentrification, and risk. I highlighted how state and non-state 

actors and institutions develop (and challenge) new objects of governance and how those objects 

of governance are incorporated into bodies of policy and institutional texts (like engineering 

standards). I described many of the resulting techniques of governance, and how they inform the 

development of urban forms and streetscapes. Importantly, by attending to the actual practices of 

actual cyclists, I was able to demonstrate how these abstract governmentalities affect the 

production of actual mobile subjectivities.  
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 Mobility is neither natural nor inevitable. All mobility is a sociospatial accomplishment 

that requires much social, political, and physical work. But, as I’ve shown here, the state and 

non-state actors and institutions in some regimes work harder than others.  

 A sustainable regime of mobility is possible, but you’ll have to work for it. 
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Appendix A: Interview Scripts 
	
	
	

Script for Interviews with Cyclists in Amsterdam, 2012 
	
Personal history 

• How long have you been riding a bike? 
• Why did you start riding a bike? 

 
Riding habits 

• How often do you ride your bike? 
• What kinds of places do ride to most often? 
• Are there any places that you go to that you use other modes of transportation to get to? 
• Why don’t you use a bike to get there? 

 
Personal riding style 

• How would you describe your riding style? 
• How do you think that riding a bike affects how other people perceive you? 
• How does riding a bike affect how you perceive yourself? 

 
Equipment 

• Tell me about your bike. 
• Is this your only bike? [if not] Tell me about the others. 
• What other cycling equipment do you use? 
• Do you wear any special clothing for cycling? 

  
Safety 

• What are your thoughts on safety equipment for cyclists? (helmets, bright colours, etc.) 
• Where do you think those ideas came from? 
• Has there ever been a time when the use of safety equipment inhibited some other social 

activity or prevented you from cycling? 
 
The City 

• Describe transportation in [this city]. 
• Why do you think people in [this city] ride bikes? 
• Why do you think that some people don’t ride bikes in [this city]? 
• To help more people ride bikes, if you could change anything about the infrastructure in 

the city or the culture of cycling, what would you change? 
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Script for Interviews with Cyclists in Calgary and Amsterdam, 2013 
	
	
1. Why do you ride a bike? 
 
2. How long have you been riding a bike? Why did you start riding? 
 
3. What kinds of places do you ride to most often? 
 
4. Are there any places that you go to that you typically WON'T use a bike to get to? Why don’t 
you use a bike to get there? 
 
5. How do you think that riding a bike affects how other people perceive you? 
 
6. Tell me about your bike/equipment. Is this your only bike? Tell me about the others. 
 
7. Tell me your thoughts about cycling and safety. [Prompt: equipment; infrastructure] 
 
8. Why do you think that some people in this city ride bikes? 
 
9. Why do some people in this city NOT ride bikes? 
 
10. One aspect of my research is representations of urban mobility in the media, especially 
advertising. 
i) How do you think that cycling and car-driving are represented in the media? 
ii) How do you think those representations have changed over the past several decades? 
 
11. How do you think that cycling has changed in this city over the past several decades? 
 
12. If you could change anything to help more people ride bikes in this city, what would you 
change? 
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Appendix B: List of Participants in Extended Interviews 
	
	
Participants in Calgary 
	
Name Description of Role Date of Interview 
Audra Merino Instructor, Pedal Works 16 July 2013 
Brent Clark President, Bike Calgary 31 July 2013 
Darren Bender Instructor, CanBike 13 August 2013 
David Swann MLA, Calgary Mountain View 24 July 2013 
Don Mulligan Director of Transportation Planning, City of 

Calgary 
30 July 2013 

Gian-Carlo Carra City Councillor, Ward 9 13 August 2013 
James Purdy Senior Staff, Mountain Equipment Co-op 9 August 2013 
Josh White Policy Analyst, Office of the Mayor, City of 

Calgary 
9 August 2013 

Ryan Martinson Transportation Engineer, Stantec 29 July 2013 
Steve* Employee at a bike shop 30 March, 2011 
Tom Thivener Cycling Coordinator, City of Calgary 1 August 2013 
Tony Churchill Senior Traffic Engineer, Leader of Traffic 

Safety, City of Calgary 
17 November 2014 

*”Steve” was interviews as a part of another project, and, because of the ethical protocol used in it, I cannot release 
his actual name or the name of the store. 
 
 
 
Participants in Amsterdam 
 
 
Name Description of Role Date of Interview 
Fjodor Molenaar City Councillor, City of Amsterdam 29 September 2013 
Frans Osté Policy Advisor, Traffic and Parking, 

Amsterdam Nieuw West 
2 October 2013 

Gerrit Faber Employee, Cyclists’ Union 14 June 2012,  
1 October 2013,  
5 December 2013 

Hortense Berkenveld Employee, Department of Social Development, 
City of Amsterdam 

25 November 2013 

Maarten Bakker Planner, Stadsregio Amsterdam 5 November 2013 
Ria Hilhorst Policy Analyst, Department of Infrastructure, 

Traffic, and Transportation, City of Amsterdam 
25 November 2013 

Rogier Bosbaan Owner, Amsterdam Fietsservice 3 December 2013 
Ruud Mohlmann Commercial Director, Fietsfabric 19 November 2013 
Ruwan Aluvihare Senior Chief Designer, City of Amsterdam 4 December 2013 
Tom Godefrooij Employee, Dutch Cycling Embassy 26 November 2013 
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Appendix C: Images used in Photo Elicitation Interviews in 
Calgary and Amsterdam 

	
 

Photo Elicitation Images in Calgary 
 

The following images were used in photo elicitation interviews in Calgary. They are presented 
here in in the order in which they were presented during the interviews. 
 
	

     

   YYC PE 1            YYC PE 2 

 

 

      

   YYC PE 3            YYC PE 4 
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   YYC PE 5            YYC PE 6 

 

     

   YYC PE 7            YYC PE 8 

 

     

   YYC PE 9            YYC PE 10 
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   YYC PE 11          YYC PE 12 

 

     

   YYC PE 13          YYC PE 14 

 

     

              YYC PE 15         
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Photo Elicitation Images in Amsterdam 
 

The following images were used in photo elicitation interviews in Amsterdam. They are 
presented here in in the order in which they were presented during the interviews. 
 
 
 

           
 

     AMS PE 1           AMS PE 2 

 

           
 

     AMS PE 3           AMS PE 4 
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     AMS PE 5           AMS PE 6 

 

           
 
     AMS PE 7           AMS PE 8 

 

           
 
     AMS PE 9           AMS PE 10 
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     AMS PE 11           AMS PE 12 

 

           
 
     AMS PE 13           AMS PE 14 

 

           
 
     AMS PE 15           AMS PE 16 
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