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This paper uses an interdisciplinary, multiperspectival approach to analyze 

biketivism and various anticapitalist biketivist projects in Austin, Texas, in the 

hopes that a “glocalized” exploration of past and current biketivist struggles can 

help locate potential sites for political agency in ways that more placeless rhetorical 

studies cannot. Because the form and content of present-day bike politics in Austin 

are heavily dependent on biketivism’s historically tense articulations with 

capitalism, a historical analysis of biketivism as an outgrowth of Progressive Era and 

Appropriate Technology narratives reveals its crystallization around issues of 

technological, spatial, and social politics.  Three case studies then apply this 

framework to different sites within the Austin bike community: the sales rhetoric of 

pro-custom bike shops, the debates over installing a Bike Boulevard in downtown 

Austin, and the missions and forms of several bike-related   cultural organizations. 

Together, these perspectives on Austin’s bike community indicate that the 

incorporation (and sometimes outright co-optation) of biketivists’ technological and 
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spatial demands and practices into mainstream culture may fragment the 

movement into physical and social agendas, but this fragmentation does not 

necessarily silence biketivism’s more radical social politics.  At least in Austin, co-

optation of biketivism may paradoxically be helping biketivists meet their goal of 

bringing (pedal) power to the people. 
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 “A bicycle divided against itself cannot stand, much.”1 
 

Introduction: A Politics of the Bicycle 

 
Though the technology for the chain-driven bicycle had been available since 

the 1860s, it was the Safety Bicycle – the final pronouncement of that long and 

haphazard evolution from Sivac’s experimental velocifere to the mass-produced 

Victor Bicycle patented by A.H. Overman of Chicopee, Massachusetts in 1887 – that 

took the American popular imagination by storm.2  With its two identically-sized 

wheels and simple diamond frame, the Safety was simpler and cheaper to produce 

and safer to ride than high-wheeled Ordinaries and Boneshakers, and overnight, the 

bicycle was everywhere.  The takeover was so swift that by 1894, when temperance 

advocate and feminist activist Frances Willard learned to ride “the wheel” and 

published her best-selling cycling-cum-feminist tract A Wheel Within A Wheel, she 

was already a little behind the curve.3  Several new specialty magazines had sprung 

up, including Outing, the American Wheelman, American Athlete, and Bicycling 

World.4  Major newspapers like the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the 

Chicago Tribune already dedicated whole sections to bicycle news, including races, 

technical information, and the lobbying efforts of the first bicycle advocacy group, 

the League of American Wheelmen, which since its formation in 1880 had been 

vociferously advocating for better roads on behalf of cyclists.5  Corporations were 

sponsoring unusual bicycles (like the “Eiffel Tower Bicycle”) and unusual riders 

(like the first round-the-world female cyclist, Annie Londonderry) to perform 

publicity stunts by bike.6  The bicycle birthed new kinds of businesses, like bicycle 

shops and riding schools, and even made its way into the lyrics of popular songs 
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(like “Daisy, Daisy”) and the plotlines of popular fiction (like Octave Thanet’s “The 

Stout Miss Hopkins’s Bicycle”).7  As the first mass-produced, human-powered 

vehicle, the bicycle was celebrated and promoted throughout the 1890s as a novel 

mobility experience, and American mass culture, in itself a new development, had 

accordingly become bike-obsessed.   

Unlike so many other Progressive Era novelties, the bicycle has enjoyed 

remarkable staying power over the last century.  Part of its recurrent popularity in 

the US is no doubt due to the simplicity of its design, which has remained essentially 

unchanged since the 1890s, and to the singular experience of riding that so gripped 

the American imagination in the first place.  But almost from its inception, those 

very characteristics that make the bicycle such an enduring pleasure vehicle have 

also led to its appropriation and use as a tool of sociocultural change.  Beginning 

with early feminists like Willard, whose 1894 tract used the bicycle to propel the 

women’s movement into the public sphere, bike activists, or “biketivists,” as Zack 

Furness terms them, have linked the bicycle with radically egalitarian political 

projects that seek to realign and re-equalize the relationships between humans and 

technology, between humans and the landscape, and even between individuals and 

society.8  Much later, in the 1970s, Ivan Illich and other Appropriate Technology 

activists resurrected the bicycle and posited bicycling as a solution to what might 

otherwise be a host of disconnected concerns: the energy crisis, industrial 

capitalism, excessive mechanization, lost community, social inequality, and wasted 

urban space.9  And beginning in the 1990s, a full-blown “biketivist” politics has used 

the bicycle to unite issues as diverse as environmentalism, obesity, transportation 

equity and mobility, urban development, and social equality – not to mention both 

capitalist and anti-capitalist politics – into a complex and varied attack on the 

hegemony of the car.   

Contemporary “biketivism,” as Furness defined it in 2005, is a “multi-faceted, 

contemporary form of social activism that appropriates and politicizes the bicycle as 
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a powerful weapon against the homogenizing impetus of the automobile industry 

and ‘car culture’.”10  As constructed by biketivists, car culture, or, more broadly, 

“automobility,” consists of six main components: the manufactured object of the car, 

an emphasis on individual consumption, the machinic complex of car-related 

industries and infrastructure, an emphasis on private (rather than public) mobility, 

car-related cultural productions, and the depletion of environmental resources.11  

To combat these issues and to communicate their vision of a more egalitarian world, 

biketivists use various bike-related tactics, including mass rides, legitimate bike 

advocacy groups, bike co-ops, alternative media, and anti-automobile/public space-

oriented organizations.12  However, as the third wave of the bicycle’s popularity 

crests in the early 2000s, the utopian spatial demands of biketivists are increasingly 

being incorporated into commercial and spatio-political discourse even as much of 

the movement’s more radical social agenda is being systematically silenced.  As bike 

shops integrate biketivism into their sales rhetoric and cities work to inscribe the 

presence of bicycles and bicyclists on their streets, this fragmentation of biketivism 

raises larger questions about the fate of radical social movements more generally: 

What does it mean for a social movement to be only partially incorporated?  Can a 

social movement like biketivism, which owes its existence to the articulation 

between (global) capitalism and (local) democracy, survive such systematic 

fragmentation?  And if it can, what kind of political power is left to biketivists in a 

postmodern, post-Industrial Mass world? 

While acknowledging that a complete answer to these questions is 

impossible, this paper uses an interdisciplinary, multiperspectival approach to 

analyze biketivism and various anticapitalist biketivist projects in Austin, Texas, in 

the hopes that a “glocalized” exploration of past and current biketivist struggles can 

help locate sites for potential agency in ways that more placeless rhetorical studies 

cannot.13  Because the form and content of present-day bike politics in Austin are 

heavily dependent on biketivism’s historically tense articulations with capitalism, a 



 

4 
 

historical analysis of biketivism as an outgrowth of Progressive Era and Appropriate 

Technology narratives reveals its crystallization around issues of technological, 

spatial, and social politics.  Operating within this theoretical and historical 

framework, the city of Austin, as a rapidly growing “creative class” city with a 

booming bike culture but (as yet) relatively little bike infrastructure, constitutes a 

relatively open space for investigating the negotiation, fragmentation, and 

incorporation of biketivists’ demands.  Three case studies then apply this 

framework to different sites within the Austin bike community.  A study of the sales 

rhetoric of pro-custom bike shops reveals the incorporation and co-optation of 

biketivist technopolitics into capitalist ideology; a study of the debates over 

installing a Bike Boulevard in downtown Austin reveals the fragmentation of 

biketivist spatial politics; and a study of several of the Austin bike community’s 

cultural organizations reveals the incorporation and fragmentation of anti-capitalist 

social structures into a creative class framework.  Together, however, these 

perspectives on Austin’s bike community indicate not only a fragmentation of 

biketivism wherein some of its demands are met and others are radicalized, but the 

potential to build a new kind of movement from within the city’s economic, political, 

and social spaces instead of from outside them.  At least in Austin, co-optation of 

biketivism may paradoxically be helping biketivists meet their goal of bringing 

(pedal) power to the people. 
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Chapter 1: Biketivism, Capitalism, and Cultural Critique 

 

Because the bicycle has always been the product of capitalist mass-

production, the utopian politics of biketivists’ cultural critique has historically 

developed alongside, and often within, the capitalist system.  Using bicycles as tools 

of cultural critique is hardly unproblematic, however.  As the first truly mass-

produced transportation technology, the bicycle has never been far from the 

economies of scale or the exploitation associated with capitalist mass-production 

methods.  Further, and more problematically, as manufacturing networks become 

increasingly global, bicycles have become implicated in a global automobility 

network of production, distribution, and consumption not unlike that of the car.14  

Yet biketivists argue that the bicycle’s situation within global capitalism not only 

allows its riders to construct a new utopian politics, it creates an imperative for 

them to do so.  Only by turning the products of exploited, alienated labor against the 

system that extracted it can biketivists ever hope to change that system.  Thus, 

despite (or because of?) the bicycle’s tight integration with capitalist modes of 

production and its effective political neutralization in the 1950s and 1960s, bicycle 

activists, “biketivists,” and other “velorutionaries” have been picking up and 

reweaving the threads of an earlier activism to argue, once again, for a utopian 

vision of democracy, humanized space, and cyborgean “fruitful couplings.”15  Unlike 

the early feminists, biketivists do not focus their efforts on yoking their utopian 

socio-technological goals to the capitalist production of Progress.  They do still, 

however, use the bicycle’s capacity for performative critique to expose the 

contradiction and exploitation underlying both the capitalist mode of production 

and the liberal-democratic political system as represented by the car.16  Arguing that 

“technology is never neutral, space is never empty, and mobility is never 

disconnected from power,” they ride bicycles in protest against the car and 

everything that the car represents, from suburban sprawl to global capitalism and 
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systematic exploitation of workers.17  Biketivists thus pursue dual, but overlapping, 

goals: radical social equality between classes on the one hand, and radical socio-

technical equality between people and technologies on the other.   

In pursuit of these goals, biketivists appropriate bicycles and use them to 

expose and rectify three of the many inequalities that they see in capitalist society.  

First, biketivists argue that the bicycle is itself a technological innovation, but unlike 

factory machinery, cars, trains, or busses, it is a technology that asserts an equal 

relationship between humans and machines because both human energy and 

mechanical innovation are required to make it go.  Second, by creating an egalitarian 

relationship between humans and technology, bicycling also reintroduces human 

bodies into an otherwise increasingly mechanized urban landscape, thus allowing 

humans to regain a more equal footing in space as well.  And third, by allowing 

people to regain control over their own movement through space, bicycles open up 

a space for agency and performative critique within an otherwise car-dominated 

transportation landscape.  Therefore, an examination of biketivist politics through 

the lenses of history, communication, and technology shows how the cultural 

critique of biketivism derives its agentive force and power by working from within 

the capitalist system to think and use mass-produced transportation technologies, 

urban landscapes, and social relations in new ways.   

Throughout its history, biketivism has benefitted from the ubiquity, 

uniformity, and affordability made possible by mass-production and increasingly 

global supply chains.  Unlike the Safety Bicycle’s most recent predecessor, the high-

wheeled Ordinary, which at an average price of $300 to $500 was only truly 

available to the wealthy leisure cyclist, in 1891 the Safety hovered around $135, or 

roughly six months’ wages for the average assembly-line worker.  By 1895, a 

combination of market saturation and a sagging economy had pulled the price down 

to $100, and by 1897 a bicycle could be had for only $25 – a price that allowed rich 

and poor alike to buy the wheel.18  And buy they did: bicycle historian Robert Smith 
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puts the total number of bicycles purchased by 1896 between 2.5 and four million 

machines, or $300 million in sales.19  However, while the US bicycle industry 

sported nearly five hundred different manufacturers in 1896, of the top ten bicycle 

brands sold in specialty shops today (which account for nearly three-quarters of the 

bicycles they sell), only one (Cannondale) still has any manufacturing facilities in the 

United States.  The rest – including Trek, Fuji, Gary Fisher, Specialized, and Giant – 

outsource manufacturing to Southeast Asia, where parts and labor are cheaper and 

the entire production process is less regulated.20  And bicycles are big business.  The 

National Bicycle Dealers Association reports that in 2009, bicycle sales from 

specialty retailers alone – excluding mass market retailers like Wal-Mart – totalled 

$2.913 billion, or roughly 2.5 million bicycles sold, and these shops only account for 

approximately 25% of total bicycles sold in the United States in 2009.21  Further, 

although bicyclists represented only a tiny fraction – 0.55% - of commuters in 2009, 

as compared with cars at 76% of commuters, the US Department of Transportation 

and the Bureau of Transportation Statistics found in 2002 that just under half of the 

adult population in the US owns or has regular access to a bicycle, indicating both 

that millions of bicycles are available and that the market is not yet saturated.22  

Also, as with the automobile industry, bicycle distribution involves a dense network 

of producers of frames and components, suppliers, wholesalers, distributors, and 

retailers, and even in the medium-sized town of Austin, the segmented retail market 

ranges from the budget-conscious to purveyors of high-dollar, fully customized 

machines.  This globalized mass-production may make bicycles inexpensive and 

available for both pleasure and cultural critique, but it also situates bicycles at the 

heart of exploitative processes of capitalist exploitation. 

This tension between contradiction and critique allows the biketivist 

embrace of an egalitarian relationship between humans and mass-produced bicycle 

technology to resonate with the utopian technopolitics of theorists Donna Haraway 

and Wiebe Bijker.  In the 1890s, Willard argued that the bicycle is a “locomotive 
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contrivance which is no flatterer, and which peasant and prince must master, if they 

do this at all, by the democratic route of honest hard work;” the uniformity of mass 

production made the bicycle inherently egalitarian.23  Much later, Ivan Illich argued 

that the ball bearing and its application in the bicycle “lifted man’s auto-mobility 

into a new order” and led to “more freedom in equity;” a technology that depends on 

the uniformity of mass production paradoxically leads to greater individual freedom 

and power.24  Similarly, constructing a definition of “cyborgs” as “creatures 

simultaneously animal and machine, who populate worlds ambiguously natural and 

crafted,” feminist theorist Donna Haraway argues for the cyborg as “a fiction 

mapping our social and bodily reality and as an imaginative resource suggesting 

some very fruitful couplings.”25  By this definition, any product of alienated labor – 

any product of a capitalist mode of production – could theoretically be a cyborg, but 

because the consumption of the bicycle requires the integration of the physical and 

mental capacities of the rider, physical terrain, and the bicycle itself, bicycling 

constitutes unusually fertile ground for potentially utopian “fruitful couplings” 

between humans and technologies.  Likewise, Wiebe Bijker’s discussion of bicycles 

as “sociotechnical ensembles,” which are hybridized manifestations of social and 

technological processes that bind together social classes, businesses, social 

institutions and machines into a single cultural product, implicates bicycles in a 

similarly utopian politics.26  Bijker argues for a “politics of technology” that would 

grant equal weight to both technologies and social processes in the greater project 

of social change, and, by way of example, he traces the relationship between the 

development of the bicycle and turn-of-the-century gender politics.  The bicycle’s 

potential to create a more liberal democratic society and to modernize and 

rehumanize space crystallizes in the new relationship between humans and mass-

produced technologies that the bicycle represented.   

More importantly, this crystallization in the form of bicycling opens up a new 

kind of political space in the transportation-communication continuum and posits a 
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radical reconstruction of space that both complicates and humanizes the “Modern” 

city.  Mobility scholars Mimi Sheller and John Urry argue that as transportation and 

communication became faster and as more and more of the population moved to 

urban centers over the course of the 19th century, Modernity came to consist of 

three elements: “the contraction of social space, the density of transactions and the 

compression of ‘social distance’.”27  Central to Modernity, for them, is the linkage 

between the “social” and “space” or “distance,” the ways in which transportation and 

communication technologies interact with the social and the spatial to construct 

new concepts of distance and thus new ways of life.  Because bicycles, unlike trains, 

telegraphs, canals, and other transportation and communication technologies, 

posited an egalitarian relationship between humans and technology, bicycle 

technology both “enlarged the scale of previous human functions” and “contracted 

human space” in ways that fostered the rediscovery of the human in a rapidly 

mechanizing world.28   

Sometimes, as with the bike advocacy group The League of American 

Wheelmen (now the League of American Bicyclists), Washington, D.C.’s Washington 

Area Bicycle Association, or Austin’s League of Bicycling Voters, the relationship 

between bicycling and space is directly related to the material construction of 

bicycle facilities that make roads more conducive to cycling.  More often, however, 

bicyclists enact what Iain Borden, building on Lefebvre, calls a “performative 

critique” of the landscape, riding in ways that combine individual flexibility and 

choice with the bicycle’s particular speed and range to condense the landscape 

around a new node, the cyclist.29  In 1893, for instance, the Baltimore Sun reported 

that F. Howard Harvey of the Baltimore Cycle Club rode from Hagerstown to 

Baltimore in record time, covering seventy-two miles in five hours and 41½ 

minutes.30  In 1895, the Philadelphia Inquirer covered the Chester Bicycle Club’s 

“century run,” noting that “a clip of twelve to fifteen miles an hour was very much 

enjoyed” by the “fifty-five survivors” of the ride.31  And in 1897, the Idaho Statesman 
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ran a story on cyclists riding down the steps of the National Capital, “though those 

who have been down can be counted on the fingers of one hand.”32  Bicycling made 

distances seem shorter, high speeds more commonplace, and allowed cyclists to 

rethink landscapes in terms of fulfilling their own thrill-seeking desires.   

More recently, bicycle advocates have contrasted the slowness and 

conviviality of bicycle-oriented spaces with the high speeds and isolation of the car.  

Critical Massers Sarah Boothroyd and Dave Horton, both of whom are discussed in 

more detail below, argue that filling urban spaces with bicycles rather than cars 

makes those spaces more human, more communal, and more hospitable to human 

life.33  Supporters of Bike Boulevards argue for the place-making capacity of the 

bicycle.  And although she writes at a time when pedestrians still had to worry about 

being hit by “scorchers” on city streets, Willard captures the bicycle’s techno-

humanization of the landscape when she attributes to bicycling 

 
the swiftness of motion which is perhaps the most fascinating feature of 
material life, the charm of a wide outlook upon the natural world, and that 
sense of mastery which is probably the greatest attraction in horseback-
riding.34 

 

Bicycling unites mechanized “motion” with fascination, a “wide outlook” upon the 

landscape, a “sense of mastery,” and “attraction” and “charm.”  The bicycle’s 

performative critique of the landscape thus not only contracts and reforms space 

around the cyclist, it also reunites the body’s “swiftness of motion” with the mind’s 

“wide outlook” and “mastery” over both herself and the landscape.  Paradoxically, 

within a context of industrial rationalization, rapid technological advances, and 

increasing alienation of labor, the view from the bicycle seat was not, and still isn’t, 

of the increasing domination of technology over human mobility.  Instead, it 

presents a sort of technologically-mediated humanity, a utopian vision of an 

egalitarian relationship between humans and technology writ large on the 

landscape - one that combines the fast and flexible mobility of the telegraph (and 
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now the telephone and the car) with the real, material mobility of rubber wheels 

and good old-fashioned feet.   

If the tension between capitalist exploitation and cultural critique infuses 

biketivists’ egalitarian technological and spatial politics, it is perhaps most directly 

related to their more radical social project.  The bicycle’s democratic potential is 

directly related to the fact that it is mass-produced: it is readily available, relatively 

inexpensive, and, as a machine, impervious to social divisions of class or gender.  

Willard emphasizes this point throughout A Wheel Within A Wheel, arguing that the 

bicycle does not discriminate between “peasant and prince” and that women, no less 

than men, can and should ride “the wheel” on “the common parade ground of 

individual thought.”35  Given this political potential, the bicycle soon became a vital 

element in the women’s movement.  Soon after the publication of Willard’s A Wheel 

Within A Wheel, Elizabeth Cady Stanton had published pieces linking the newly 

democratic bicycle to the burgeoning dress reform movement, to women’s religious 

emancipation, and to the widening of the domestic sphere, and Susan B. Anthony 

had claimed that bicycling had “done more to emancipate women than anything else 

in the world.”36  The bicycle thus promised something like what Chantal Mouffe calls 

the “democratic paradox” of liberal democracy: a paradoxical (but productive!) 

tension between an all-inclusive ability for individuals to consume and ride the 

bicycle and an exclusive class of cyclists who, through cycling, shared an 

indescribable, technologically-mediated experience of pre-industrial humanity.37  

The bicycle constructs subjects who are at once atomized individuals capable of 

rational choice in the marketplace and part of an unified mass united in their shared 

experience of cycling.  The bicycle, at once liberal and democratic, thus combined a 

capitalist alienation of labor with a pre-industrial concept of humanity in a radically 

new (and potentially transformative) way. 

 By appropriating the bicycle, then, biketivists posit a radically egalitarian 

technological, spatial, and social politics at the heart of capitalist mass-production.  
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Yet despite relatively continuous threads linking Progressive Era politics to 

contemporary biketivist ideology, biketivists’ attempts to balance cultural critique 

with capitalist contradiction has been mixed.  In particular, the arrival of the 

automobile and the subsequent development of the United States’ transportation 

infrastructure and culture around the car has drastically changed the role of the 

bicycle in the transportation and communication landscapes.  Many scholars, if they 

mention the bicycle at all, do so only to point out that the bicycle “paved the way” for 

the car and other motorized transportation technologies.  Early iterations of Ford’s 

Model T purportedly used bicycle wheels, bicycle seats, and bicycle tubing for their 

frames; the Wheelmen’s’ advocacy for better roads led to the development of a 

nationwide (car) transportation network; Ford’s production methods (and his 

famously low prices) were based on the assembly lines in bicycle factories; and, as 

Marshall McLuhan points out, “it was no accident that the Wright brothers were 

bicycle mechanics, or that early airplanes seemed in some ways like bicycles.”38  And 

true to McLuhan’s dictum that “the wheel made the road,” the car, bigger, faster, 

more expensive and more complex than the bicycle would ever be, shaped the 

landscape and culture of most of the twentieth century.  In the 1920s, the Lynds 

found that the car, not the bicycle, was becoming increasingly central to family life, 

as “many families feel that an automobile is justified as an agency holding the family 

group together.”39  Later, John Rae celebrated car culture and the rise of car-

dominated automobility, while James Flink submitted the car to a more rigorous 

critique, arguing that by the 1980s the United States had outgrown its love affair 

with the car and was ready for a more multi-modal transportation system – but 

even he did not disagree about the power of the car over automobility.40  Pushed to 

the sidelines of America’s roadways by this almost instantaneous domination of the 

car, the bicycle soon retreated to the political Siberia of Wonder Years suburban 

childhoods, its onetime association with political critique reduced to an 

embarrassingly ineffectual pre-car adolescence. 
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While the 1970s saw the biggest bike boom in US history, not until the mid-

2000s did the radical, bicycle-oriented vision of space and transportation celebrated 

by biketivists seemed to be getting some traction and response.  Beginning in the 

1990s, after decades of car-dominated landscapes and culture, urban developers 

and city planners had been increasingly looking to turn-of-the-century “walkable” 

cities for ways to retrofit (or build) urban landscapes around slower, more human-

powered mobility, and bicycles seem to be returning in droves to city streets and 

transportation politics.  Adult bicycle sales, which had been climbing steadily since 

1996, peaked in 2005 with fourteen million units sold and record sales of $6.1 

million.41  Cities like Portland and Berkeley, which were already known for their 

bike-friendly culture and infrastructure, began experimenting with new (to the US) 

traffic technologies like bike boxes and Bike Boulevards, while cities like 

Minneapolis, Chicago, and Washington, DC, which had hitherto been indifferent to 

cyclists, hired City Bicycle Coordinators and began constructing paths, striping 

lanes, and installing parking facilities.42  The League of American Bicyclists’ Bicycle 

Friendly Community (BFC) program, which since 2002 has certified communities at 

four different levels of bike-friendliness and is the only nationally recognized 

certification program in the country, has seen a surge of applicants and certified 

more than half of its 103 BFCs in 2009 and 2010.43  Further, the number of 

commuter cyclists has increased by 44% nationwide from 2000 to 2009, and in 

cities that increase is closer to 71%.44  New York in particular has seen a huge surge 

in cyclists – up 220% between 2000 and 2009.45  The US Department of 

Transportation began funding bicycle-related infrastructural improvements in 1991 

committed itself to modal split targets with the first National Walking and Bicycling 

Survey in 1994.  And embedded within the federal government’s 2005 

transportation bill, SAFETEA-LU, was $100 million in funding for the Nonmotorized 

Transportation Pilot Program, a five-year pilot program where four different 

communities, Columbia, Mo., Marin County, Calif., Minneapolis, Minn., and 
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Sheboygan County, Wis., received $25 million dollars each to "demonstrate how 

improved walking and bicycling networks can increase rates of walking and 

bicycling."46  If riding a bicycle in most cities in the United States was radical in 

1992, since the mid-2000s bicycling has become both increasingly mainstream and 

increasingly well-funded.   

Yet at the same time, radical biketivist movements in general and Critical 

Mass in particular began to be dismantled as cities across the country began to 

incorporate bicycle-friendly amenities into their transportation infrastructure.  New 

York closed Times Square to cars and made the Williamsburg Bridge bike-friendly 

while simultaneously, beginning with the Critical Mass ride during the Republican 

National Convention in 2004, violently cracking down on cyclists, impounding 

bicycles and arresting riders for violating traffic laws.  (In October 2010, 83 riders 

received a $1 million settlement from the NYPD for arrests made between 

September 2004 and January 2006.)47  In Portland, where 6-8% of the population 

commutes by bicycle (one of the highest modal splits in the country) and bicycle-

related businesses and organizations account for $100 million annually of economic 

activity, increased police presence during Critical Mass rides has led to speculation 

about a “post-Critical Mass,” “post-revolutionary bicycle age.”48  And here in my 

adopted town of Austin, Texas, which managed to get certification as a Silver-level 

Bicycle Friendly Community within a year of hiring its most recent Bicycle Program 

Manager, Annick Beaudet, in 2006, and added more miles of bike lanes in 2009 – 

twenty – than in any other year in the city’s history, the weekly Thursday Night 

Social Ride (whose slogan is simply “Enjoy the ride!”) is increasingly supplanting 

Critical Mass with the lure of cheap beer and free music (both generously provided 

by local bars who well know the effect of a hundred thirsty cyclists on their bottom 

lines).49   

True, increased bicycle sales, more interest in, funding for, and construction 

of bike infrastructure, and a surge in the cycling population (and, as in the 1890s, an 
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accompanying surge in goods and services available to cyclists) seems to indicate 

that the biketivist goal of increased socio-technical equality through increased 

bicycling is finally being fulfilled.  But the crackdown on Critical Mass, as well as the 

complex ways in which bicycles and bicycling are being incorporated into 

mainstream culture, suggest that the second, more radical goal of biketivism – to 

create a human-centric (though bike-mediated) political utopia that radically 

rethinks the relationship between the individual and the collective will – may be 

getting lost in translation.  Thus, just over a century after the bicycle first arrived on 

the streetscapes of American cities, its ability to build a radically egalitarian political 

space from within the capitalist system is being reinterpreted.  As the situation in 

Austin, Texas, shows, fragmentation and incorporation do not necessarily neutralize 

social movements.  However, they do result in a redistribution of power and a 

reconceptualization of politics along more fragmented, postmodern, glocalized lines.  

As an analysis of a single US city, the study below both examines the extent of 

capitalist incorporation of biketivism and points to new loci of power and sites 

where biketivism has taken advantage of, and in some cases even thrived on, the 

capitalist system to which it is inextricably bound. 
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Chapter 2: Biketivism in Austin 

 

Although the US is currently in the midst of a bike boom and an urban 

revival, growth and cycling conditions in the city of Austin in particular throw its 

biketivists’ struggles into sharp relief.  One of the fastest growing cities in the US (it 

nearly doubled its size between 1990 and 2011, going from 465,622 to 807,540 

residents), Austin is a diverse, but segregated, no-majority city with a relatively 

strong economy due to the state government, education, high tech industries, and 

professional services, as well as growth in green jobs and food service.50  It also has 

a vibrant and fast-growing bicycle community.  Austin hosts thirty-seven bike shops, 

twenty-one of which opened in 2000 or later, and has striped nearly 200 miles of 

bike lanes and added innovative technologies like green lanes and bike boxes since 

Annick Beaudet took over as Bicycle Program Coordinator in 2006.51  Social Cycling 

Austin, the group that hosts the weekly Thursday Night Social Ride, plans and hosts 

nearly a dozen other rides during the week, including the Yo!ga ride, the Hump Day 

Nooner Ride, the Pleasure Ride, the Heavy Metal Fitness Ride, and Spiritual Spokes, 

as well as one-time rides like the SXSW Bike Hugger Mobile Social.52  Frankenbike, a 

monthly mobile second-hand market, provides a way for buyers and sellers to 

barter and trade for second-hand bike parts, and the Austin Bike Zoo creates (and 

rides) fanciful insect-themed human-powered vehicles out of bike parts.53  The city 

also supports a branch of New York’s Black Label bike gang, the Yellow Bike Project, 

both male and female bike polo teams, roughly 200 pedicabbers, a local bike zine 

called The Dropout, and even a tall bike or two, not to mention some 3300 people 

who commuted to work by bicycle in 2000 (given the 22% increase in population 

since 2000, that number will likely have increased to at least 4000 by 2010, and 

given the incredible increase in bike facilities and shops since 2005, very likely by 

more than that.)54   
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 The city has also historically supported several “traditional” biketivist 

institutions.  Austin has been a bike friendly city since the last bike boom – thanks to 

a previous generation of biketivists, some of the oldest bike lanes in the country 

were built on Guadalupe and Mary Streets in the 1970s – but the bike scene in 

Austin didn’t start really taking off until the late 90s, when the tech boom swelled 

Austin’s population and led to a slew of new bike shops, new riders, and new bike-

related infrastructure.55  Many of Austin’s core biketivist institutions also formed 

around then.  Austin’s Critical Mass rides, monthly rides that celebrate bicycling and 

protest car-dominated urban spaces, started between 1993 and 1994; the city’s 

main bicycle advocacy group, the League of Bicycling Voters, formed in 1996 (to 

combat a proposed helmet law), the Yellow Bike Project, the city’s first bike co-op, 

started in 1997, and the city’s Bicycle Program, which had lain dormant due to 

budget cuts in the 1980s, came back to life in 1994.  The city is also home to a local 

branch of Bikes Not Bombs, which builds and brings (or sends) bicycles to 

developing nations, the Orange Bike program at the University of Texas, which 

builds and loans bikes to UT students, and numerous small bicycle co-ops, gangs, 

and houses, all of which help foster a sense of community among bicyclists.  Despite 

all of this diffusion, biketivism’s basic, binary antagonism between cars and bikes 

remains, and the bicycle has retained its position as a signifier positing egalitarian 

relationships between humans and technologies, the (urban) landscape, and society.   

 In keeping with its historical support of bicycling, Austin incorporates 

several elements of  biketivist politics into its comprehensive plan.  Rather than 

resort to restrictive zoning policies to manage growth, Austin plans around two 

main concepts: urban “liveability” and Richard Florida’s concept of “the creative 

class,” which he developed in the early 2000s using Austin as a case study.56  Unlike 

the service and working classes, whose members are “primarily paid to execute 

according to plan,” members of Florida’s creative class, who cut across traditional 

economic class boundaries, are paid to “engage in complex problem solving that 
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involves a great deal of independent judgment and requires high levels of education 

or human capital.”57  The creative class also identifies with a particular kind of 

urban environment, preferably one with dense, “multiuse urban neighborhoods” 

that feature “organic and indigenous street-level culture,” the discovery of which is 

part of the consumption process.58  That the city has identified bicycling as an 

activity that “provides the kind of recreational opportunities that the creative class 

desires”59 speaks to the many linkages between the creative class and the 

ideological bases of biketivism, particularly with respect to the construction of space 

around the individual and the reintegration of the rational with the physical.   

However, as Eugene McCann argues, Austin’s adoption of the creative class 

thesis has resulted in “liveability” only for a select few.60  While city planners 

“reshaped and repackaged” Austin throughout the 1990s and 2000s “as a 

consumption and lifestyle space that attracts the Creative Class,” the city 

experienced increased economic bifurcation: while in 1990, the top wage earners in 

Austin made 5.7 times the income of the lowest ten percent, by 2000, at the height of 

the tech boom, that gap had increased exponentially, with the top earners making 

11.1 times that of those on the bottom.61  Further, because zoning in the Austin area 

is so relaxed, the construction of a dense “creative class” space in downtown Austin 

– and the resulting higher cost of living in downtown – is occurring in tandem with 

intense growth in the suburbs ringing the city as families and lower income people 

(as well as businesses) move out to the suburban and exurban periphery where land 

is cheaper.62  Partly because bicycling is safer and more practical in dense urban 

areas than in suburban neighborhoods, and partly because both bicycle retailers 

and city planners catering to the creative class tend to cluster shops and facilities in 

dense areas, bicycling in Austin is becoming less a subversive call for radical 

equality and more an activity of the middle and upper classes.63  This incorporation 

of bicycling into creative class spaces is paralleled by a co-optation of biketivism 

into capitalist creative class ideology, as retailers and city planners incorporate 
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biketivism’s calls for technological, spatial, and social equality into sales tactics and 

streetscapes alike.  The difficulty for Austin’s bike activists is increasingly not so 

much getting heard as it is keeping biketivism’s radical politics afloat in a sea of 

discourses about the supposedly apolitical pleasures of consumption. 
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Chapter 3: Austin’s Pro-Custom Bike Retailers and the Fantasy of the Ride 

 

The ability to induce and then concentrate both desire and experience into a 

consumer object is not just the mark of a good salesman; it is often also the ability to 

deflate political radicalism into the service of the classic capitalist inversion. Of the 

thirty-seven specialty bike shops in Austin, none understand this transformation of 

the experience of bicycling into a consumer object quite like the seven high-end “pro 

custom” shops that opened here in pursuit of coveted creative class dollars.64  

Though “pro-custom” does not have a strict definition, these shops – Austin Tri-

Cyclist, Castle Hill Cycles, Cycle Progression, HammerHead Bicycles, Jack and Adams, 

Nelo’s Cycles, and Pro Cycle Works – all follow a similar modus operandum: rather 

than carry a wide variety of bicycles to suit a wide variety of consumers, they keep 

their stock levels low and instead provide selection, assembly, and fitting services 

tailored to each individual client.  They also specialize in high-end frames and 

components: the average price of a complete bicycle in a specialty shop is about 

$500, and these shops sell frames that start at $1200 and complete bicycles that 

range well into the thousands.65  Yet despite (or because of?) the large dollar 

transactions and the shops’ focus on selling expensive bicycles, the advertising 

discourse on their websites sells not a bicycle so much as an experience and a 

proposed relationship between buyer and seller that closely approximates the 

imagined relationship between a professional racer and his pit crew or support 

team.  The language on these sites clusters around four general concepts: the perfect 

ride, the perfect experience, the perfect fit, and the perfect sale.  Each site 

discursively uses these concepts to construct potential customers not as buyers, but 

as professional athletes in search of perfection, and potential sellers not as sellers 

but as skilled providers of rider support.  If obscuring the economic interests in the 

relationship between buyer and seller with the language of desire and perfection 

seems like a classic high-end retail inversion, that’s because it is: we sell, and 
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customers buy, a reflection of their perfect selves.  Yet a critical analysis of the 

language used on each of the shops’ websites indicates that when it comes to buying 

and selling the perfect ride, critique is not just a matter of “pulling away the veil.”  

Velorutionary fantasy and capitalist ideology are deeply intertwined in the fabric of 

the discourse about the perfect ride, the perfect experience, and the perfect fit, and 

in the very real, material exchange – the perfect sale – that they cleverly obscure. 

The first inversion that the shops’ websites discursively perform is that from 

the “ride” – the activity – to the “ride” – the bicycle.  For instance, Austin Tri-Cyclist 

refers to a “fast bike” and a “fast position,” rather than a bike or a position that 

allows the rider to ride faster; Cycle Progression continually refers to the bike as a 

“ride,” offering to “build your custom ride” and to “implement” the “best of the best” 

into “your unique top-notch ride”, and HammerHead’s site  implies that their 

credibility as “life-long, sold-out riders” somehow imbues “these crazy two-wheeled 

machines” with the hard-core qualities of their own riding style.66  Castle Hill Cycles 

only carries brands that are “blessed with classic ‘Italian’ ride qualities,” and Jack 

and Adam’s centers the ride squarely on the equipment: “now that you have the 

gear, we’re here to help you get out there and enjoy it.”67  Although bicycles are 

made for riding, the “ride” that these discourses sell is not the sweat and exertion of 

a particular ride, but an idealized abstraction of what a “ride” could optimally be: 

“fast,” the “best of the best,” “blessed,” “crazy.”  By a second twist, the properties of 

this abstracted, idealized “ride” become attached not so much to the pure activity of 

riding as to the bicycle, that “crazy two-wheeled machine” that could provide this 

idealized ride.  Or rather, as Jameson argues in his theory of commodity reification, 

the bicycle stands in for the ride, metonymically representing the idealized 

narrative of what a ride could be.  The activity of riding is thus alienated from the 

rider, congealing instead in the reified form of the bicycle.68 

But this reification of consumption is only half the story: while the bicycle 

promises, and consumers buy, the abstract idea of the ride more than the actual 
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bicycle itself, at a more basic level of reification the bicycle as a thing almost totally 

obscures the processes that went into its production.69  Of course, some of the 

processes are very much visible: a bicycle is a collection of components, and part of 

the custom shop’s appeal is that it draws the customer/rider in and involves them in 

the selection, arrangement, and fine-tuning of particular components into a 

“custom” or “pro” build.  Thus, Nelo’s Cycles offers a “frame-up custom build using a 

specific or customized gruppo or parts kit,” Castle Hill Cycles promises to “order 

frames and component groups that best reflect the riding style, personality and 

physiological characteristics of our customers,” and will “help you find the right 

configuration for the way you ride, as well as where you ride.”70  But this level of 

involvement only involves the customer in the very last stages of production.  The 

designing, welding, lathing, pressing, testing, distributing, warehousing, and 

transporting, not to mention all of the people, that go into those components being 

at the shop in the first place are entirely hidden from view.  The bicycle as “ride” is 

thus also a reification of an entire production network, presented to the customer 

not as a system of relations but as a kind of “fantasy bribe,” a technologically perfect 

material manifestation of the perfect riding experience.71 

At the same time as these texts are positioning the bicycle as the physical 

manifestation of the perfect riding experience, they are also constructing this 

perfect experience as both the end goal of the buyer-seller relationship and as the 

qualification for entry into this pro custom world in the first place.  As part of his 

larger project to introduce Freudian concepts to Marxism, Slavoj Zizek argues that 

fantasy (Freud) and ideology (Marx) are the narrative constructs that support or 

give consistency to reality, masking the traumatic (but necessary) impossible kernel 

or symptom on which reality is built.72  In other words, fantasy and ideology create 

order and sense out of an otherwise fragmented existence, and people act according 

to these narrative constructs even though they know they are illusory.  This 

knowing/not-knowing is evident in the construction of the buyer/seller relationship 
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under the rubric of experience.  In their characterizations of buyers’ and sellers 

“experience,” they construct a power relationship not unlike that of a professional 

racer and a support crew – albeit one that always occurs, and always will occur, off-

stage.  In a curiously experiential version of the Hegelian Lord-Bondsman dialectic, 

the buyer, as professional rider and master of the process, is constructed as having 

knowledge through direct, personal experience of the ride: he or she comes to the 

table with a particular configuration of “riding style, personality, and physiological 

characteristics” (Castle Hill), a particular “way you ride, as well as where you ride,” 

(Cycle Progression), one of many “eclectic tastes and riding styles” (HammerHead), 

or a personal “dream about bikes” (Pro Cycle Works).  These characteristics are 

unique to each individual and are, presumably, gleaned from many miles on the 

road.   

The shop owners, mechanics, and salespeople also often claim to this 

personal experience of riding, but while the customer’s experiential authority is 

unquestioned, theirs is clearly proclaimed: Nelo of Nelo’s Cycles was a top-ranked 

road racer and coach for many years; HammerHead boasts a “female mechanic that 

has spent 12 days racing through Utah in July”; Paolo Minissi of Castle Hill Cycles 

claims that his longest ride was “241 miles on fixed gear in Texas 2009 August 

weather.”73  Also, well aware that riding and support are two different functions, 

many shops also emphasize their experience in the business of building, selling, 

fixing, and fitting bicycles: Jerry Gerlich at Castle Hill Cycles “has over 20 years of 

riding, sales and fitting experience in the cycling industry;” coach Stefan of ROTHE 

Training at Austin Tri-Cyclist has “the experience of 15+ years in competitive 

cycling, knowledge of related coursework in biomechanics, and a know-how of knee 

angles, cleat positioning, and aerodynamics,”  and Cycle Progression boasts of “over 

2 decades of bike racing and building.”74  Characterizing potential customers as 

riders who “have” experience and shop employees as both certifiably seasoned 

riders and experienced salespeople, fitters, and mechanics, the shops’ websites 
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create a relationship between the two wherein the rider is, and the shop employees, 

quite literally, are working on it. 

That this relationship exists only at the level of discursive construction, 

however, is evident in the “kernel” that underlies the entire discourse.  Despite the 

persuasive power of the construction, and despite what the buyer, at least a little, 

wants to believe, the relationship is purely an economic one: at the end of the day 

the professional racer is a buyer, and the shop employees are attentive sellers, not 

Lance Armstrong’s pit crew.  They are, of course, very attentive: Castle Hill Cycles 

will not place an order unless they talk to you first; Cycle Progression promises that 

“when you drop off your bike, you’ll be able to talk to the mechanic who does the 

work and you’ll never have to take a number,”  Jack and Adam’s “Philosophy is to 

focus our attention on each rider and there[sic] individual needs,” and Pro Cycle 

Works operates by appointment only, “which ensures dedicated attention.”75  But 

the customer, unlike a professional racer, must pay dearly for these services, and the 

cost of the shops’ attentiveness is  listed on the “services” page of each site, where 

fittings range from $50 (Jack and Adams) to nearly $300 (Castle Hill Cycles), and 

where even services that are often free at other shops, like tightening a seat-post 

bolt or adjusting a derailleur screw, start at five or ten dollars.  Though the cyclist is 

paying for the fantastical experience and the carefully constructed illusion that he is 

a seasoned pro cyclist with a team of experts ready and waiting to help him or her 

win his next big race, in the end she or he is buying a bicycle.  Never mind that most 

pro cyclists get their gear for free. 

Just in case the reification of the perfect ride into a high-end bicycle and the 

envelopment of that bicycle within the fantastical narrative of “experience” do not 

result in customers banging down the shop door, the websites for all of Austin’s 

high-end shops also advertise that crown jewel of the pro custom shop: “fit.”  More 

specific than the ride, where the experience of riding is metonymically represented 

by the bicycle, the fit, or the process of making sure the bicycle fits the rider, is first 
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posited as an abstract concept linked to riding style and individual anatomy, and 

then carefully parsed out or translated into an ornate system of measurements, 

angles, special tools and patented fitting systems.  Fit is “the process of actively 

positioning an individual to a new or existing bicycle,” or, conversely, “ensur[ing] 

that your existing bike or the bike that we are ordering for you will be properly 

adjusted to your body and riding style for efficiency, comfort and safety.”76  It is a 

process of perfecting minute details of the bicycle-human connection, like the 

“shoe/pedal interface.”77  It involves special “fit kits” with names like RAD, ROTHE, 

and Velotron.  As a fellow cyclist and former salesperson said to me recently, it’s 

also “a way to get someone to pay you a lot of money to adjust a bicycle seat.”78 

At one level, the “fit” operates at the level of objectification, of materializing 

and therefore externalizing desire and belief.79  The process of translation 

constitutes a relationship between rider and bicycle that is expressed in minute 

adjustments to seat position, cleat orientation, handlebar height, etc.; though 

composed of mass-produced parts, the fitted bicycle comes to embody the unique 

characteristics of its rider.  Hence, the language on fit combines an emphasis on 

customization and individual attention with a kind of translation into the more 

technical register of the bicycle, often via special assistive fitting technologies.  

Bicycles at Castle Hill Cycles can be “tailored to the customer” using a “fully 

adjustable computerized cycling ergometer,” which “uses real-time video analysis of 

the rider to optimize a pedal position that most effectively provides muscle 

recruitment for power and comfort.”80  A fit at Jack and Adam’s translates each 

rider’s “individual needs” into a “position that optimizes balance, power, structural 

support, and the ability to perform to his or her maximum strength to body weight 

potential” by “taking specific body measurements and aligning the skeletal structure 

to better support the rider with consideration to the individual's flexibility, neutral 

pedal alignment, optimal saddle height, saddle fore and aft, saddle to handle bar 

drop, and aerobar length and width.”81  Nelo’s fit will convert body measurements 
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into a “very precise blueprint” of the kind of bike that will best fit the rider.82  And 

Pro Cycle Works employs a five-step fitting process that promises to “increase 

biomechanically correct movements, maximize efficiency, improve performance, 

reduce and prevent injury” through “a combination of biomechanical efficiency and 

rider-specific aerodynamic positioning.”83  The language of fit, then, is a language of 

biomechanical articulation, of connecting the characteristics of a unique, organic 

individual to the technology of the bicycle. 

  Yet if the language of the fitting process articulates a material connection 

between rider and bicycle, it also operates at the level of Jameson’s fantasy bribe: it 

fosters desire for the experience of being a professional racer, and it translates that 

fantasy into the grounding technical-sounding language of “individual anatomical 

and mechanical standards.”84  Hence, even though the components of the bicycle are 

mass-produced, the process of translation aligns the relationship between buyer 

and seller with the focus on customization and individual attention that pervades 

the entire pro custom shop experience.  Fittings at all of the shops are by 

appointment only, with Jack and Adam’s limiting their “Power Fits” to only one per 

day; they can take anywhere from 45 minutes at Nelo’s to three hours at Castle Hill 

Fitness, and they are always performed one-on-one.  They stress the relationship 

between personalized adjustments for proper fit and optimal comfort, speed, and 

“power for performance.”85  And fits are always performed by seasoned 

professionals, whose qualifications range from a “knowledge of related coursework 

in biomechanics” to “20 years of riding, sales and fitting experience” to having 

“completed Trek University, led by Michael Sylvester, to increase his knowledge on 

superior bicycle fitting,” so that the rider knows he or she is in the hands of a 

capable support crew.86  The fit, then, articulates and objectifies the buyer’s desire 

to be a professional racer both with the bicycle itself and with the service of 

customizing it to the rider.  It is the materialization of fantasy in both discourse and 
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reality – though, as Jameson might point out, these riders likely consume less the 

bicycle than the image of themselves that the bicycle represents.87 

Despite the sites’ careful grooming of their customers’ bike racer fantasies, 

and despite their employees’ and owners’ avowed love for cycling, the end goal of 

their elaborate constructs is, of course, to make a sale, and a profitable one at that.  If 

value-added services sometimes seem to eclipse the bicycle in the shops’ discourse, 

that’s because they do in terms of profit as well.  The NBDA estimates that the 

average shop sells bicycles at a 36% margin, but also requires a 36% margin just to 

break even; hence the emphasis on high-margin, value-added services like fittings, 

minor repairs, and individual components rather than complete bikes.88  This 

emphasis is reflected in pro custom shop sales data: “aftermarket parts” – 

components like individual gears, headsets, and rims – make up 20% of total sales at 

pro custom shops, as against 13% for general independent bike shops and 10% for 

specialty sports stores like REI and Academy.89  The prospect of the sale – that hard 

kernel underlying the entire fantasy – is a necessary condition for the fantasy to 

exist in the first place, and for the shops to stay in business, both buyers and sellers 

must remain, at some level, aware of it.  Yet as Zizek argues, and as the shops’ 

staying power indicates (in an industry where 70% of shops go out of business 

within the first three years, all but one of these shops have been open for at least 

six), the necessary coexistence of fantasy and economic reality in these discourses is 

more than just a simple formulation of Peter Sloterdijk’s “they know very well what 

they are doing, but still, they are doing it.”90  Buyers may be well aware that they are 

exchanging money for an illusion, but to say that they are only ironically doing so 

would be to underestimate the compulsory power of the fantasy.  Even though both 

buyers and sellers know that in all likelihood the buyer is not a professional racer, 

both parties knowingly keep up the illusion, and thus also the illusion that there is 

no illusion.  Therefore, underlying the ironic exchange of goods for identity is a 

second kernel, a little bit of leftover earnestness that by its presence makes the 
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exchange only partly ironic.  The perfect sale, then, is one that can happen without 

ever being mentioned so that it never disturbs the fantasies of the elite. 

As persuasive pieces, the promotional sites of Austin’s pro custom bike shops 

operate on four different levels of discourse: the perfect ride, the perfect experience, 

the perfect fit, and, more often implied than discussed outright, the perfect sale.  At 

each level, they perform a kind of inversion that transforms the simple act of riding 

a bicycle into an elaborate, and expensive, ideological fantasy.  The “ride” is 

transformed from the sensuous act of riding to a machine imbued with “ride 

qualities;” “experience” becomes a basis for a fantasy about (non-commercial) 

power relations between buyer and sellers that culminates in the selection of that 

machine; and “fit” goes from adjusting screws and components to an elaborate 

process of tailoring the machine to the human rider.  Together, these 

transformations create a narrative of the perfect sale as one that both satisfies the 

customer’s fantasies and adds to the seller’s bottom line.  Crucially, this narrative as 

a whole also performs a fourth inversion, one that transforms the velorutionary 

rhetoric of bicycling into the commodity-form of the bicycle, stripping it of its social 

project and reifying its technological project into just another consumer object.  

Although Austin’s pro-custom shops represent only a small portion of the bike 

shops in Austin, their appropriation of biketivism to create both bicycles and 

bicycling subjects both opens a space for capitalist, pleasure-oriented 

interpretations (read: creative class) of bicycling within biketivist rhetoric, and 

restricts that space to the upper echelons of the creative class.  And so begins the 

incorporation of the bicycle into capitalist social structures. 
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Chapter 4: Biketivism and the Nueces Bike Boulevard 

 

 While Austin’s pro-custom bike shops fragment biketivism and reify its 

technological politics into creative class commodities, the debates over the 

Downtown Bike Boulevard in fall 2009 and spring 2010 perform a similar operation 

at the level of the streetscape, as supporters and detractors of the proposed Bike 

Boulevard fought over the proper way to solidify, incorporate, and etch biketivism’s 

techno-politics into Nueces Street in downtown Austin.  As discussed above, the city 

had been rapidly installing bike lanes since Beaudet took over the City Bicycle 

Program in 2006, and it had met with little resistance.  However, unlike bike lanes, 

which segregate bikes and cars and (provided they are well-designed) generally do 

not interrupt the flow of auto traffic, Bike Boulevards are a combination of site-

specific auto-traffic calming devices with traffic control devices that give priority to 

bicyclists.91  By turning stop signs and traffic signals to favor the Bike Boulevard 

while installing devices like speed cushions, roundabouts, or car-only one-way 

signs, a city can use controlled “good chaos” to keep all vehicles moving at roughly 

the same speed, thus decreasing accidents while creating a truly multimodal space.  

Further, because the traffic calming on Bicycle Boulevards slows or discourages 

cars, these streets encourage conviviality and neighborhood place making and may 

even increase residential property values.92  In theory, then, Bike Boulevards owe a 

great deal to biketivist politics, for they emphasize technologies and spatial 

constructs that support more egalitarian power structures between transportation 

modes, more human-oriented spaces, and, in their support of bikes over cars, more 

egalitarian relations between humans and transportation technologies.  However, as 

the debates over constructing the Boulevard grew more and more heated, it became 

increasingly evident that what was at stake was less the celebratory, anarchic “good 

chaos” of a Critical Mass ride than a creative class legitimization of bicyclists within 

the transportation technology landscape and the inscription of that legitimacy on 
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the road itself.  As supporters and detractors of the Bike Boulevard hammered out 

the meaning and use of street spaces, the relationship between humans and 

transportation technologies, and the ways in which the relationship between 

transportation modes should be recorded on the landscape, space, like the bicycle, 

increasingly became the appropriated, disempowered shell of radical biketivist 

techno-politics. 

 At its most basic level, much of the debate over whether to install a Bicycle 

Boulevard on Nueces Street stemmed from a fundamental disagreement over the 

meaning and function of a street in the urban grid.  Armed with the dominant logic 

of the car, the opposition group Austinites for Downtown Mobility focused on their 

desire to have smooth, uninterrupted, and easy access to the businesses and 

organizations on Nueces Street.  In their formulations, Nueces is a conduit from one 

place to another, not a place in and of itself, and they argued that to restrict the flow 

of car traffic along the street would be to destroy the many small businesses along 

it.93  At the first of three public input meetings held by the City to discuss the Nueces 

Bicycle Boulevard, local real estate developer Susan Harris argued, “the elimination 

of roadway lanes on a significant commercial collector street in this quadrant to 

accommodate cyclists will hamper future redevelopment in the area."94  In her 

account, Nueces Street is a mechanism to connect customers to the “commercial 

collector” sites along it, and any infrastructure that might discourage the free access 

of car-driving customers would be unwelcome.  Business owner Scott Sayers, who 

runs an appointment-based business at 18th and Nueces, similarly feared the 

restriction of automobile traffic, arguing, “This is not an anti-cycling movement. This 

is more about keeping the streets of Austin unimpeded for all forms of 

transportation….We will not lose our access to our businesses, but they will make it 

very inconvenient for cars to go up and down the street.”95  Sayers, like Harris, 

feared that any impediments to car access would hamper his business.  Further, on 

their website, KeepAustinMoving.org, the Austinites for Downtown Mobility 
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maintained that they were “opposed to the city’s attempt to reduce vehicle capacity 

on Nueces or any other commercial street downtown,” thus underscoring the idea of 

the street as a space to move through en route to a destination rather than as a place 

in and of itself.96  The group accordingly pressed the city for proof that the 

automobile restrictions that the Nueces Bicycle Boulevard would entail would not 

adversely affect their businesses.  Because Nueces connects their businesses to their 

customers and because most commuters in Austin still drive cars, they argued that 

the City has a responsibility to keep the street as accessible to car traffic as possible. 

 By contrast, bicycle advocates and the City of Austin portrayed Nueces Street 

not just as a connective conduit between businesses and customers, but as a place in 

and of itself.  In doing so, they agreed with automobile advocates that streets are a 

vital part of the urban network and a means of communication between homes, 

businesses, and public and private institutions, but they went a step further to add 

that the journey – the human experience on the street itself - is just as important as 

the destination.  Much of the literature on Bicycle Boulevards actively encourages 

“place making” on the Boulevard through devices like special bicycle-friendly 

signage (Berkeley, for instance, uses purple street signs), bicycle stencils on the 

roadway, and “green streets,” where medians, roundabouts, and other traffic 

calming devices include vegetation and landscaping that make them more 

pleasant.97  The City included many of these elements in the “toolbox” of possible 

traffic calming devices they offered to the public during the three public input 

sessions, indicating that they, along with the League, wanted to reclaim Nueces 

Street from its purely economic and utilitarian functions and reincorporate it into 

the realm of public/human life.98  Further, in this argument, they sided not just with 

transportation advocates but with Critical Massers like Dave Horton, who argues 

that “taking back space from cars” and turning the street into a “participatory 

space,” a “setting for a festival in which the ordinary rules of interaction are 
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subverted,” is the first step toward reappropriating the space of the city for its 

human inhabitants:  

 
To hear in broad daylight on an ordinarily traffic-choked street the sound of 
another person laughing, without knowing why, is to experience the 
desirability of a transformation in urban space.99   
 

Biketivist space, for Horton, is wholly, utterly human, a sea of differences who, 

“without knowing why,” can all occupy and enjoy the space together.   

However, while Massers focus on the humanity of the space, Austin’s bike 

advocates focused not on human experience but on the characteristics of the road 

itself.  They pointed out that unlike Guadalupe or Lamar, the larger arteries that 

flank it, Nueces sees relatively low car traffic volumes with an average of only 3,300 

cars per day (Lamar sees closer to 14,000).100  It also has a relatively high “modal 

split” of 7-8 percent, meaning that 7-8 percent of rush hour vehicle traffic on Nueces 

is bicycle traffic, as compared with less than one percent in the City of Austin 

overall.101  According to the City of Austin and the League of Bicycling Voters, 

Nueces provides some additional benefits to bicyclists as well: it has a relatively 

gradual grade in both directions (a bonus when carrying heavy loads), a good deal of 

shade cover in the summer (which helps immensely in the Texas heat), and it is 

planned to connect to the Lance Armstrong Bikeway, which provides off-road access 

to the pedestrian bridge crossing Town Lake and makes cycling more attractive and 

safer for new or young cyclists.102  Yet if a slew of statistics about roadways and 

logically reasoned arguments for putting the Boulevard on Nueces Street provides a 

clear, rational concept of space, it does so at the expense of the very humanity, the 

conviviality and pleasure that this space is meant to contain.   

 Still, underlying the conflict over streets lay a deeper debate about the 

relationship between humans and technologies.  The debate over “bike-friendly” 

landscape design was actually a debate regarding two different bundles of 
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sociotechnical ensembles, one based around cars and the other based around bikes.  

Kingsley Dennis and John Urry argue that because cars so thoroughly mediate the 

environment for the driver and take over so much of the work of transport, their 

presence has become both invisible and impossible to live without.103  Many of the 

assumptions in the opposition’s arguments belied this car-dependent mindset.  

Rather than embrace the transportation choices that a Bike Boulevard would allow, 

the Austinites for Downtown Mobility characterized the proposed bike 

infrastructure as a social engineering conspiracy: “In fact it is clear that, for over a 

decade, the City’s plan has been to make it more difficult and more frustrating to 

drive downtown instead of fixing the problems we encounter on a daily basis.”104  

Further, in an editorial in the Statesman, Susan Harris argued that “As Austin’s 

motoring public is demanding relief to traffic congestion, it’s bad public policy to 

reduce any road’s vehicular carrying capacities;” “vehicle,” of course, means “car,” 

and her argument, like the one above, assumes a static system in which cars will 

always be the main source of transportation.105  Further, some local news sources 

sensationalized the Bike Boulevard plans, building on the concept’s bicycle focus to 

argue (erroneously) that Bike Boulevards do not allow any cars through: the 

Statesman suggested that “bollards” would be installed on Nueces to allow bicycles 

but curtail car traffic, and KVUE news reported that County Sheriff Greg Hamilton 

“sent a letter to Chief Acevedo expressing concerns about access to the jail if 

vehicles were limited or prohibited from taking Nueces Street;” and that the City 

was “seeking input on whether or not cars should be banned all together or limited 

on their access with what experts are calling ‘traffic calming devices.’"106  Playing on 

a car-dependent mindset, local news sources and opponents of a bicycle-oriented 

street formation revealed a surprising unwillingness to consider any form of 

transportation technology other than the car and a strong belief that the rest of 

Austin would be unable or unwilling to break free of their car dependency.   
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 In response, Austin’s bike advocates argued against the inevitability of car 

dependency, and in concept, at least, they echoed the arguments for Progress and 

for conscious choice in transportation technologies.  However, faced with the 

vehemence of the opposition group, they again pulled away from the more radical 

biketivist stance, arguing not for the egalitarian relationship between humans and 

transportation technologies posited by biketivists but for a kind of choice, 

multimodality, and primacy of the individual favored by the very capitalist, liberal 

democratic system they were fighting against.  The Bike Boulevard was not a 

revolution – just an old dog in a new coat.  As Annick Beaudet noted during the first 

public input meeting, “The bicycle boulevard concept is fairly new,” and 

“unfortunately, the name could lead people who don't live and breathe this business 

to believe that it's only for bicycles, and that's not the case. It's basically traffic 

calming, and everybody in Austin can understand what neighborhood traffic 

calming is.”107  In a sense, Beaudet’s use of “bicycle,” like Harris’ use of “vehicle,” is 

curiously loaded, but where Harris sought to exclude all but cars with her term, 

Beaudet, by invoking “neighborhoods” and “calming,” used hers to include all 

human-related transport.   

The Bicycle Boulevard, then, is inclusive and welcoming of all modes.  As 

reported in sources as various as the Austin-American Statesman, The Austin 

Chronicle, KVUE News, and Austin on Two Wheels (a local online cycling magazine), 

the official line on the project – as well as the key to the Bike Boulevard concept – is 

that higher-speed car through-traffic would be discouraged, but that lower-speed 

local car traffic and local- and through-traffic on bicycles would be encouraged 

through modifications to the streetscape.108  Even the League of Bicycling Voters 

supports the project not just because it is bike oriented but because “increased 

bicycle/pedestrian use would create a corridor that also would be attractive as a 

destination, and thus it would attract more retail, artistic and service businesses.”109  

Far from discouraging car traffic, bike advocates here back so far away from 
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supporting any realignment between people and transportation technologies that 

they almost seem to encourage cars.  Again, bike activists in support of the Bike 

Boulevard separate themselves from biketivist ideology, embracing instead the 

liberal democratic rhetoric of individual choice that seems to get them closer to 

legitimating bicycles in the transportation landscape. 

Beneath the conflict over the proper relationship between people and 

technologies lie a third point of contention: if car-drivers and cyclists have to 

coexist, how should that coexistence be inscribed upon the landscape?  Those 

against the installation of a Bicycle Boulevard on Nueces Street, unsettled by the 

potential loss of automobile power that infrastructurally-enforced “good chaos” 

would entail, argued that the street should continue to function within a car-

oriented paradigm.  Susan Harris and the rest of the Austinites for Downtown 

Mobility argued that “the traffic flow works fine” as is and that “the cyclists there 

already get along just fine with the cars.”110  Reinterpreting the Bicycle Program’s 

assertion that a high modal split makes Nueces Street a prime candidate for 

conversion to a Bicycle Boulevard, the Austinites for Downtown Mobility asserted 

that if cyclists already use the street, spending $350,000 to $670,000 to improve it 

would be a waste of taxpayer dollars.111  Further, dissident commentators on 

articles in the local press included remarks like “cars should not be burdened,” “I’m 

ok with striping the streets for bike lanes but we don’t wanna be bottle-necking 

vehicular traffic or further impairing access to businesses,” and “bikes can use 

Nueces today.  And this proposal would set a disturbing precedent.”112  Although 

these comments likely do not represent the majority of those affected, their tone – 

leave good enough alone – speaks not only to the technological favoritism  in the 

current car-oriented landscape, but to the power that would be lost if the two-

wheeled interlopers were to be legitimized by etching their names in the street.   

As they had already set aside first the biketivists’ emphasis on conviviality 

and pleasure of the human-oriented landscape and then their insistence on human-
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powered technologies in favor of creating a permanent record of cyclists on the 

street, many of those two-wheeled interlopers found the prospect of a Bike 

Boulevard and the reintroduction of good chaos on city streets to be a cause célèbre.  

The League of Bicycling Voters even went so far as to develop and rally support for 

its own recommended plan.113  Perhaps unsurprisingly, given the intensity of their 

compromises, Austin’s bicycling advocates were deeply ambivalent over the City’s 

final recommendations to install bike lanes on Nueces and to develop Rio Grande 

into a Bicycle Boulevard.  After three public meetings, a Traffic Impact Analysis, and 

a Steering Committee mediation session, the City proposed a plan that, in the 

language of the Steering Committee report, “represented a positive step forward” 

toward satisfying all stakeholders.114  However, Rob D’Amico and Tom Wald of the 

League of Bicycling Voters were less than pleased at the final plan.  The afternoon 

before the plan was released to the public, D’Amico “ruefully” told the Austin 

Chronicle that “First they removed ‘Nueces’ from the name, and now they’ve 

removed ‘bike’….They’ve essentially abandoned the bike boulevard project and 

they’re going to come out with a staff recommendation that overall is pathetic, but 

has some good things, too.”115  Speaking to the Statesman, Wald voiced a similar 

opinion, saying that the LOBV would “continue to push for making a more 

comprehensive bicycle boulevard on Nueces.”116  Annick Beaudet had an entirely 

different opinion, saying, “This staff recommendation is responsive to stakeholder 

input while still creating an amazing bicycle boulevard, an amazing bicycle facility, 

to preserve and enhance bicycle mobility. … I am so proud of this 

recommendation.”117  Unlike the LOBV plan (the City had not drawn up official plans 

prior to the public input meetings to allow for community input in the design 

process), the final plan does not concentrate cycling facilities on one street, forcibly 

divert car traffic from either street, or remove stop signs from the majority of 

intersections on either street.  It does, however, represent a major City investment 

not just in cycling infrastructure, but in the good chaos that that infrastructure will 
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bring to Rio Grande.  Perhaps the League’s dismay was the result of hurt feelings, 

but perhaps it ran deeper – to the realization that, by focusing on specific symbols 

on specific streets as a means to create and perpetuate specific structures of power, 

they had lost sight of biketivism’s true goal – to perform a kind of transportation 

utopia and to thereby create a space where all people and all transportation 

technologies could be equal.    

The Nueces Bike Boulevard, then, provides a second instance of the 

incorporation and subsequent fragmentation of biketivism in Austin.  Like the 

multilevel discourse of Austin’s pro-custom bike shops, the debates over the Nueces 

Bike Boulevard operate on three interconnected planes, each operating to further 

break up and incorporate pieces of biketivist discourse into the capitalist, liberal 

democratic system of the Bike Boulevard.  The debates reduce humanized space to 

street characteristics, recast the egalitarian relationships between humans and 

technologies in the rhetoric of individual choice, and exchange the utopian free 

negotiation of power between individuals for a static power structure inscribed on 

the landscape.  Just as the bike shops invert the dynamic experience of bicycling into 

the commodity-form of the bicycle, the Bike Boulevard further solidifies that 

experience into so many lines and circles on the landscape.  If, as Sarah Boothroyd 

argues, Critical Massers and other biketivists “ride” – rather than write – “their 

insurgence across horizontal cement space,” their moving bodies in real time the 

only writing on the landscape that bicyclists can or should or need to make, then the 

construction of the Bike Boulevard – or any bike facilities, really – records not so 

much the bicycle’s power as a need for external mediation between two opposing 

forces.118  Like the pro-custom bike shops, these street-level reifications of bike 

politics both integrate biketivism’s call for technological equality into the City’s 

creative class project and move to silence biketivism’s more radical social program.   
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Chapter 5: Alternative Biketivist Projects 

 

 While fragmentation through incorporation is problematic for traditional 

mass-oriented biketivist tactics, the incorporation of bikes into Austin’s creative 

class project can also have positive implications – after all, the underlying 

association between bicycles and capitalism is at the heart of biketivism’s cultural 

critique.  Like Austin’s bike shops, pre-car bicycle activists, in particular turn-of-the-

century feminists, directly linked the bicycle’s revolutionary potential to its 

capitalist roots, arguing that the bicycle’s particular interpretation of the connection 

between human beings and mass-produced uniformity could liberate the masses 

and lead to a more egalitarian society.  Like Austin’s transportation activists, the 

League of American Wheelmen once agitated for better, more uniform, 

macadamized roads that were more conducive to cycling and thus for an inscription, 

of sorts, of the presence of bicycles on the landscape.  And, in a global economy 

where the vast majority of bicycles sold and ridden in the US are mass-produced in 

developing countries, the bicycle, more than ever, belongs squarely within the realm 

of global capitalism.  Further, if the power of the bicycle is, and always has been, 

located in the articulation between the mass-produced mechanism of the bicycle 

and the organic wholeness of the human being riding it, then allowing – even 

encouraging – any part of biketivism to be included in retail sales strategies and on 

city streets should get biketivists closer to their goals.  However, as the bicycle is 

also the alienated product of human labor, both bicycle and bicycling subject are 

equally constructed by the rider herself.  The difficulty with Austin’s incorporation 

of biketivism, then, is not the incorporation and legitimation of bicycles per se.  

Rather, it is that the bike- is being incorporated at the expense of the –tivism, that 

the technology of the bicycle is being taken up and commodified at the expense of its 

larger political project.  Because the articulation between human and bicycle is so 

critical to both bicycling and biketivism, to divest the bicycle and then the space of 
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bicycling of its human component is less incorporation than straight co-optation.  It 

is to effectively depoliticize the act of bicycling and to render bicyclists, for all 

intents and purposes, the speechless cultural remainder of a one-time activist 

project. 

 But in Austin, with its vibrant cycling culture outside of shops and city-built 

bike facilities, is the biketivist political program and the push for a truly egalitarian 

biketopia really dead?  And if not, where might it be?  Raymond Williams argues that 

despite capitalism’s long reach, no mode of production, dominant social order, or 

dominant culture can ever include or exhaust all human energy, practices, or 

intentions.  Rather, in the process of incorporation, a dominant culture will include 

some parts of an oppositional movement into the public sphere and relegate others 

to the private, thus fragmenting, diluting, or reinterpreting the opposition, but never 

completely destroying it.119  This kind of incorporation is clearly happening in 

Austin, as businesses and the City take up the technological, commodity-oriented 

aspects of biketivism that align well with capitalist, liberal-democratic thinking, and 

set aside the calls for more radical social transformation.  By this logic, the excluded 

cultural remainders of biketivism, the emphasis on human spaces, conviviality, and 

a particularly bike-oriented politics, still exist; they’re just somewhere beyond the 

shops and mainstream bike politics of Austin.  Although Austin’s bike culture takes 

many forms, the explicitly anticapitalist Yellow Bike Project, the explicitly apolitical 

Thursday Night Social Ride, and a bike pin-up spread by the explicitly pro-capitalist 

local bike zine The Dropout, all express, in different ways, the human elements of 

biketivism.  All of these organizations are “residual” in the sense that they do not 

directly engage in the spatial rationalization of mainstream/public sphere bike 

politics.  Instead, they focus on the irrational, the human, the convivial – the cultural 

elements that get excluded from the capitalist sphere – and use them to create their 

own kind of politics.  The ways they do this are not unproblematic: in different ways, 

they variously suffer from a too-strong in-group mentality, a conflation of identity 
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with consumption,  and an ignorance of their own political power.  And even here, 

capitalist enterprises have begun setting up outposts and preparing to colonize and 

commodify biketivism’s more radical element.  However, far from being a threat, 

this increased capitalist presence in biketivism’s cultural sphere may paradoxically 

be just what the bike scene needs to rally its own forces and recreate the kind of 

capitalist-humanist articulation from which biketivism drew its political power in 

the first place. 

 As an explicitly anti-capitalist organization that is becoming increasingly 

legitimated within Austin’s liberal democratic, capitalist machine, the Yellow Bike 

Project provides one potential site for the re-activation of biketivism.  The Yellow 

Bike Project is a bike co-operative that has been active in Austin since 1997, and 

that moved in 2010 from its location in near East Austin to a larger, less expensive, 

but less bike-accessible location on Webberville Road.120  Like other bike co-ops 

such as Chicago’s Working Bikes and Portland’s Community Cycling Center, Yellow 

Bikes is a non-profit, anticapitalist organization that works to ensure that all people 

have access to bike transportation.121  They accomplish their mission in two main 

ways: by teaching cyclists how to fix their own bikes, and by building and repairing 

bicycles that they either release on the streets of Austin or, more often, donate to a 

local charity.  They also advocate for bicycle rights and provide the use of their 

space for political and social bike-related gatherings.  Unlike for-profit bike shops 

(and Austin’s pro-custom shops in particular), which separate the rider from the 

“ride” and insert themselves as the money-making intermediary, Yellow Bikes takes 

money out of the equation (everyone is a volunteer) and emphasizes that “we don’t 

fix your bike for you; instead, we show you how to fix it yourself.”122  Yellow Bikes 

thus constitutes a critical space within Austin’s cycling community wherein a 

politics of radical equality between people and technologies and between people of 

all classes, knowledge, and backgrounds can be negotiated.   
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 Paradoxically, Yellow Bikes’ dedication to their anticapitalist conceptions of 

technology, space, and politics has allowed it to negotiate and influence Austin’s 

mainstream bicycle developments while mostly retaining its connections to both 

sides of the creative class divide.  While Yellow Bikes partners with the League of 

Bicycling Voters and the City of Austin in support of creative class bike projects like 

the Bike Boulevard, the Mopac Loop, and the safe passing distance bill, for instance, 

they remind their newsletter readers that they do so only insofar as these projects 

“attempt to manage the anti-human potential of the automobile.”123  They thus 

engage in bike politics without forsaking their construction of cyclists not as 

members of an exclusive consumerist creative class, but as a group of people unified 

in a political stance against an “anti-human” technology.  Further, while they actively 

partner with youth groups, schools, and even people doing court-ordered 

community service, all of these interactions with the larger community relate 

directly to their core mission of creating spaces that encourage empowerment and 

better integration between humans and transportation technologies.124  And finally, 

although they serve as a resource to all cyclists, they have made particular attempts 

to help those who are too often excluded from Austin’s creative class cycling scene: 

their website, in English and Spanish, is one of only two bilingual bike shop sites in 

Austin; their new location is far from the gentrified neighborhoods of central and 

near East Austin; and their programs are explicitly free and open to all.  By playing 

off of the creative class elements in Austin’s mainstream bicycle discourse, the 

Yellow Bike Project opens up one potential space for biketivism even as it integrates 

itself within a larger capitalist discourse. 

 Like the Yellow Bike Project, the Thursday Night Social Ride also derives 

political potential through the articulation of capitalist and biketivist projects.  

Although participation in Austin’s Critical Mass has dwindled, Austin cyclists still 

participate in dozens of other weekly rides, the largest of which, the Thursday Night 

Social Ride, draws hundreds of cyclists each week.  Many of these rides are 
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coordinated by members of the Social Cycling Austin Facebook group, which as of 

March 2011 has upwards of 4500 members, and are announced on their Facebook 

page as well as at SocialCyclingATX.com, austinontwowheels.com, and on 

ATXBS.com, Jason Abel’s comprehensive clearinghouse for bike events in Austin.125  

With its colorful costumes, wide variety of bicycles and bicyclists, free-flowing 

beverages, and convivial celebration of the bike community, the ride often feels like 

a Critical Mass ride – but unlike Critical Mass, the social ride espouses no explicit 

political agenda beyond “we like to ride!,” it does not intentionally ride during rush 

hour on Fridays to cork up traffic, it obeys all traffic laws and pulls the entire ride to 

the side of the road to let cars through, and its organizers usually get a bar to 

sponsor a DJ and a free keg or two for the cyclists afterwards.  Further, there are 

important organizational differences: whereas Critical Mass, as an expression of 

biketivism, is an explicitly leaderless, spontaneous, anarchic space that celebrates 

the maximization of difference, the Social Ride has always had a set leader, is 

organized through Facebook invites to members of the Facebook group,  and often 

follows a pre-determined theme – all practices that create a much more exclusive, 

unitary community than the one envisioned by biketivists. 

 If the Social Ride seems in many ways like a Critical Mass without the 

“critical,” its politics, its use of space, and its emphasis on bicycle technology do still 

point to a second potential source of political agency.  Reconstructing biketivism out 

of the Social Ride is not without its problems, however.  Although the Social Ride as 

“social” is avowedly apolitical, its organization posits a politics that differs radically 

from the social anarchy of modern biketivism or even from the liberal democracy of 

the early feminists.  First, though anyone can join the ride while it is happening, in 

constituting itself through a single leader appealing to predetermined members of a 

Facebook group and setting a theme for the ride that only the members of the group 

will know, the Social ride easily functions more to exclude than to include.  People 

who don’t have access to Facebook, or who haven’t heard of Social Cycling, or who 
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do not speak English – all of these are effectively separated from those in the know 

by the digital divide.  Further, because the ride happens on a Thursday evening and 

culminates at a bar, it excludes many other potential riders as well, particularly 

people with children, early work hours, or other family or work-related 

responsibilities.  Yet despite these difficulties, the Social Ride creates a moving, 

convivial, human-powered space not unlike that envisioned by Critical Massers and 

other bike activists.  Further, because it embraces a constituting narrative of 

pleasure rather than one of antagonism – contrast “we like to ride!” with Critical 

Mass’ “we ARE traffic!” – it may arguably do a better job of promoting a bike-

oriented vision of space and of the relationship between humans and transportation 

technologies than more antagonistic direct action groups.126  In other words, by 

downplaying the more explicit political agenda of biketivism, the Social Ride may 

actually be more effective at communicating its messages. 

 Like the Yellow Bike Project and the Thursday Night Social Ride, Austin’s first 

(and to my knowledge, only) local print bike zine, The Dropout, and in particular the 

pin-up spread it ran in early 2010, also has the potential to rediscover biketivist 

politics through a combination of capitalist and biketivist agendas.  The Dropout is a 

bi-monthly, for-profit zine that combines bike politics, advertisements, photo 

spreads, surveys of the various bike scenes in Austin, and the occasional “why I ride” 

piece.  It posits the most direct relationship with capitalism of the three spaces 

discussed here and therefore also has the greatest potential to reconstruct a 

biketivist discourse.  In early 2010, The Dropout combined pin-up photography, 

bicycles, and sixteen women from the Austin social cycling scene to make a 

surprisingly similar argument to the one made by Frances Willard a century before: 

that the bicycle empowers female cyclists to celebrate, transgress, and reconstruct 

female gender roles.  That a for-profit bike zine chose the pin-up to represent this 

empowerment speaks to the unique synergy between commodified and artistic 

spaces, the fluid boundaries between creative subjects and sexualized objects, and 
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the focus on performative critique that the combination of female bodies and 

bicycles generates. 

 However, that these photos appear in a for-profit zine – and that Cannon, in 

an interview in March 2010, explicitly linked the spread to an attempt to increase 

circulation – makes the photos as problematic as they are revolutionary.  As they 

appear in the March/April 2010 issue of The Dropout, the 16 images from the 

January shoots both collectively and individually use the bicycle and the body of the 

female cyclist to represent a female sexuality that is at once empowered and 

objectified.  Read alongside the magazine’s situation within the social cycling 

community – its editors are Austin pedicabbers Scott Cannon and Leana Bloom 

Mooradian, its contributors are all local cyclists, and its distribution is primarily 

from within local cycling shops and along kinship lines – these images both 

celebrate and interrogate the role of the female body within that community.  They 

also present a cycling community-specific and genre-mediated perspective on the 

representation of that female body, and on the kinds of female sexuality that either 

get expressed or repressed within this subcultural landscape.  Several of the photos, 

particularly those of Serena Moss, Ruth Garcia, and Angel Bolhouse, do play with 

pinup conventions to portray their subjects in an empowering light.  But several, 

particularly those of Amanda May and Austin Lee Dylan, are taken from above, so 

that the women are looking submissively up into the camera, or from below, so that 

their figures are emphasized; they thus walk a thin line between empowerment and 

objectification.127  And this boundary transgression, especially in light of Cannon’s 

comments about the ultimate purpose of the spread, puts the bicycle pin-up in a 

problematic spot somewhere between upholding an oppressive order and 

interrogating it.  However, while the tension between female empowerment and 

sexual objectification among the photos may dilute the political message of The 

Dropout’s spread, those photos that can be read as empowering point to a third 

potential space for the recovery of a radical biketivist politics.  That emancipatory 
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politics and capitalist institutions can intersect in the pages of Austin’s bike zine 

suggests that, though fragmented, biketivism’s radical social project is still alive and 

well in Austin. 

 The Yellow Bike Project, the Thursday Night Social Ride, and The Dropout all 

approach the relationship between bicycling and the liberal democratic capitalist 

system from vastly different angles.  Yellow Bikes comes from what Furness might 

call a more traditional biketivist stance and only integrates with mainstream, 

creative class, and capitalist political and social forms insofar as they are compatible 

with its anticapitalist agenda; its potential for reviving biketivist goals lies in its 

adherence to both the form and the content of biketivism.  By contrast, the Thursday 

Night Social Ride retains the direct action, movement, and conviviality of biketivism 

but fills it with a politics based on static cohesion rather than transformative 

anarchy.  While its emphasis on cohesion can err on the side of exclusion, its use of 

biketivist forms and its emphasis on solidifying Austin’s bike community, even 

though through a narrative of pleasure rather than power, makes it a second 

potential site for the revival of biketivism.  And finally and perhaps most 

controversially, The Dropout’s pin-up spread, by opening up a critical space within a 

for-profit but community-based magazine, provides a third alternative for 

combining capitalism and biketivism and thus creates a third potential site for the 

creation of a new biketivist rhetorical space in Austin.  Although incorporation of 

biketivist discourse by Austin’s pro-custom shops and mainstream bike activism has 

dramatically altered the course of radical bike politics, paradoxically that same 

incorporation can provide fertile ground for new, potentially transformative 

articulations between humans and transportation technologies within Austin’s 

purportedly apolitical bike community. 
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Conclusion: Toward a New Biketivist Politics 

 

 Confronted with the possibility that the bicycle, after more than a century of  

political activism, might be forced to surrender its political power in return for 

incorporating some of its demands and practices into mainstream culture, I asked 

three questions of the bicycle community in Austin.   First,  what does it mean for a 

social movement to be only partially incorporated?  Second, can a social movement 

like biketivism, which owes its existence to the articulation between (global) 

capitalism and (local) democracy, survive such systematic fragmentation?  And 

third, if it can, what kind of political power is left to biketivists in a postmodern, 

post-Industrial Mass world?  Together, the above analyses seek to answer these 

questions by layering different fragments of biketivist discourse back together in a 

relatively cohesive whole.   

 Because biketivism has always built its utopian politics and its cultural 

critique from within the capitalist system itself, to partially incorporate it into 

mainstream political and economic systems  is, in many ways, simply to reunite 

parts of it with itself.  For instance, when Austin’s pro-custom bike shops invert the 

activity of the “ride” into the material object of the bicycle, they may be 

appropriating the discourse of biketivism in an effort to sell an extravagantly 

expensive bike, but they are also echoing the arguments of Progressive Era feminists 

by using technology to define what it means to be human.  Further, while debates 

raged over whether cars or bikes should be inscribed on Nueces Street, those same 

debates forced Austinites to rethink the power structures that underlie the urban 

landscape.  And, although the incorporation of bicycle technology and bicycle-

mediated spaces has separated biketivism’s social agenda from its technopolitics, 

this fragmentation has the potential to diffuse biketivism’s call for a radically 

egalitarian politics throughout social and cultural institutions, rather than keeping it 

within the bounds of a radical fringe group. 
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 Further, although the incorporation (and sometimes outright co-optation) of 

biketivists’ technological and spatial demands and practices into mainstream 

culture fragments the movement into physical and social agendas, this 

fragmentation does not necessarily silence biketivism’s more radical social politics.  

Rather, it has the potential to strengthen biketivism’s cultural critique for two 

reasons.  One, inscribing bike politics onto city streets makes bicycling more visible, 

more accessible, and safer than ever before, with the result that more people are 

riding (and fewer people are driving cars.)  And second, as discussed above, 

increased ridership means increased demand for bicycles, bike gear, bike events, 

bike races, and bike-related cultural productions, which, in Austin at least, makes for 

a lively bike-related economy – not to mention an ever-changing and always 

growing set of platforms on which biketivists can advance their social politics.  An 

increasingly fragmented transportation and communication environment has the 

potential to be immensely beneficial for Austin’s biketivists – and, hopefully, for 

biketivists in other cities as well.   
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