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Abstract. Despite a burgeoning literature on mobilities in general and cycling in particular as a 

transport, leisure and political practice there remains a lack of research on cycling in pedestrian 

public spaces. There is however a substantial body of literature in relation to skateboarding in 

public spaces which with few exceptions theorises it as resistant to pre-existing dominant design 

codes and social norms. Using the example of London’s South Bank this paper focuses on the urban 

cycling practices of Bike Trials and BMX in order to illustrate that these practices are perhaps not 

as ‘resistant’ as previous accounts have argued. Whilst accounts of skateboarding have tended to 

draw upon a body-architecture dialectics and sub-cultural theory, using ethnographic methods this 

paper discusses the practice and reception of display, sociality and authority inherent in these public 

performances. In doing so the paper demonstrates that these styles of riding largely perform the 

social and cultural norms enshrined in the redevelopment of the South Bank. The result is a 

performed reading of these practices and spaces which sees power as always becoming. In doing so 

the paper also questions the logic of current strategies which seek to displace riders and skaters to 

peripheral ‘private’ skate parks based on an erroneous reading of such practices as always resistant. 
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Introduction. 

“It’s about 10am on a Saturday morning and I’m up at the Shell Centre near Waterloo watching 

about 10 riders jumping and hopping on and off the street furniture on slightly strange looking 

bikes. A couple of the riders are sitting on a bench changing a flat tyre, the rest are doing an 

assortment of seemingly impossible moves using a variety of street ledges and drop-offs, all on the 

front or back wheel, but rarely both.  After a few minutes some of the riders move across the road 

and attack a wall in front of the London Eye. It’s an almost vertical 4ft ramp with another smaller 

‘box’ section raised another 3ft. They take turns in riding across the pavement and attempting to 

hop up on the ledge from a variety of different points. Half an hour later everyone drifts into a 

disheveled car park between the Eye and the Royal Festival Hall. There are stacks of precariously 

balanced and damp building supplies here and the riders straight away create a challenge out of 

them. It’s an incredible display of skill and balance as they wend their way round obstacles, making 

it up on the spot depending upon what looks possible or challenging enough” (Field diary, 

11/09/05). 

Whilst these Trials1 riders use a variety of London’s spaces, like many BMX2 riders they spend a 

lot of time around London’s South Bank. Like many waterfront areas across the world, the South 

Bank is currently being re-developed with an emphasis on imagery and spectacle in order to pursue 

economic goals (Dovey, 2005, page 12; Stevens, 2007). Thus the choice of location may seem quite 

                                            
1 Bike Trials was originated in Spain and the US by two well known motocross and trials riders, Pedro Pi (national 
motocross champion of Spain) and Eddy Kessler respectively. In common with its motorised counterpart, the goal of 
bike trials is for the rider to traverse a series of obstacles without the feet touching the ground. Whilst motorised trials 
riding has traditionally taken place in ‘natural’ environments, the advent of non-motorised Bike Trials has allowed the 
practice to flourish in urban environments. 

2 BMX or Bicycle Moto-Cross originated in Southern California in the late 1960s and became popular throughout the 
1970s, finally ‘arriving’ in the UK in the late 70s and early 80s where it was very popular for a short space of time 
(Barraclough & Buckden, 1982, page 12). It continues to be popular as a ‘sub-cultural’ form of riding and has, if 
anything, seen a gradual increase in its popularity over the past 10 years. 
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conventional in some senses as the riders’ route often takes in the scenic backdrop of the London 

Eye, the Tate Modern and St Paul’s to name a few landmarks. Despite these obvious visual 

attractions these riders are on one level more concerned with the kinaesthetic potential of the local 

architecture (Bissell, 2008; Borden, 2001; Lorimer, 2005; Spinney, 2006, 2007). The 

unconventional use of these spaces by the riders would appear to be at odds with the mobilities that 

are defined and normalised as ‘appropriate’ in a pedestrian public space such as the South Bank 

(Imrie & Street, 2009; Lees, 2004; Middleton, 2009; Spinney, 2008a). Certainly many previous 

accounts of similar bodily practices such as skateboarding have consistently positioned them as 

resistant because of the way they transgresses dominant architectural codes (Beal 1995; Borden 

2001; Flusty 2000; Vivoni 2009). Certainly in many central public spaces riders face a politics of 

mobility with much in common to that experienced by the homeless (May, 2000; Cloke, May & 

Johnsen 2010) and are frequently excluded from these areas by design or moved on (Grafham, 

2002).  

Whilst I would not disagree that practices such as skateboarding are deemed inappropriate in many 

public spaces, in this paper I contest accounts of such practices which regularly result in a binary 

diagnosis of being ‘in place’ or ‘out of place’ (Cresswell, 1996), suggesting instead that not only are 

these spaces much looser (Stevens, 2007) in their definition than architecturally focused accounts 

allow for, but also that these practices are about much more than bodies, architecture and 

subculture. I argue here that analysis needs to move beyond contrasting a set of embodied practices 

(in this case riding) with an essentialised notion of hegemony (Rose, 2002). Rather this paper takes 

a more performative stance seeking to understand how power (and therefore what might be termed 

resistance) is continually becoming through fleeting encounters. In doing so I emphasise the 

importance of other elements of practice and the conduct of practice in framing performances as 

resistant or not. Certainly - and considering the South Bank’s stated emphasis on spectacle and 
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social encounters - I would argue that the interactions between Trials, BMX riders and other users 

performs the South Bank in ways which position these styles of riding as largely congruent with 

what the redevelopment is trying to achieve. 

The research discussed here forms part of a wider study on urban cycling conducted between 2004 

and 2008 (Spinney, 2008a). The first half of the paper is split into two parts: the first section briefly 

introduces the South Bank (and in particular the Shell Centre) and the key tenets of its 

redevelopment, positioning it alongside other similar waterfront projects. In particular I note how 

the South Bank has been positioned as a place to see and be seen, to consume and to socialize. The 

second section moves on to critically discuss resistance in the context of different spatial practices 

including walking, skateboarding and cycling. Shackled to an over-emphasis on body-architecture 

relations, subculture and specific research methods I note a tendency to theorise such practices as 

resistant in relation to a pre-existing spatial hegemony. 

The second half of the paper is split into three empirical sections. The first of these looks at Trials 

and BMX riding as spectacular practice, the second as social practice, and the third and final section 

looks at the conduct of riding in relation to encounters with authority. Taking a focus on BMX and 

Bike Trials and using the South Bank as a backdrop, I demonstrate that whilst these styles of 

movement might transgress architectural codes, they ultimately perform the values of sociality and 

display which underpin the re-development of the area. In doing so I attempt to provide a reading 

where power (and thus resistance) resides within the performance of space rather than space itself. 

In conclusion, I acknowledge the potential of these practices to be resistant but caution against 

positioning all such practices as resistant, suggesting instead that there is a strong performative 

component to the structuring tendencies of such spaces which determines the success of power in 

asserting itself. Accordingly I question the narrow logic of strategies which seek to move skaters 
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and riders out of unofficial public spaces to peripheral purpose built facilities premised upon an 

essentialised and misdiagnosed reading of resistance. 

 

London’s South Bank: street performances 

London’s South Bank is Europe’s largest arts complex and began to emerge from 1951 onwards as 

part of the Festival of Britain with the opening of the Royal Festival Hall. Numerous other 

structures have been added in the following decades including the Queen Elizabeth Hall in 1967, 

the Hayward Gallery in 1968 and the National Theatre in 1976. However, the architecture - notably 

the Hayward Gallery and the Queen Elizabeth Hall - has been derided for its ‘concrete brutalism’. 

Indeed cultural commentators have in recent years described the area as “...fast descending into 

squalor and dereliction” with “...huge dusty areas untouched for decades and eaten away by decay” 

(Sudjic, 2001, n.p), and as an, “...area only muggers could enjoy and where just finding an entrance 

door is a feat” (Blume, 2001, n.p).  

Consequently, the South Bank and its environs have been subject to ongoing major renovations 

beginning with the Coin Street end of the South Bank in the 1980s and 1990s (Brindley et al, 1996). 

A more recent phase of development begun in 1999 has seen the area around the Hayward Gallery, 

Royal Festival Hall and the Riverside made over with new walkways, shops, restaurants and 

frontages (‘Transforming South Bank Centre’, 2007, n.p) similar in intent to that of other waterfront 

re-developments (Stevens & Dovey, 2004, page 351, see also Dovey, 2005; Kearns & Philo, 1993; 

Marshall, 2001). Whilst there are numerous local authority and Mayoral proposals to revitalize the 

area around the South Bank and Waterloo, Mather’s ‘masterplan’ for the area around the South 

Bank complex itself purportedly addresses “...the wider urban issues present in the area to 

encourage greater activity, diversity and accessibility for the site as a whole” (‘Rick Mather’, 2006). 
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The aims of Mather (the architect) are to bring the city into the area because as he says "...streets are 

wonderful things, the more lively and intense they are the better" (Mather quoted in Blume, 2001, 

n.p). Such redevelopment of London’s South Bank is indicative of a wider trend in central urban 

planning narratives of the last thirty years to reclaim disused and rundown river frontages and re-

imagine them as vibrant social spaces (Dovey, 2005, page 9). These redevelopments increasingly 

focus on imagery and marketing which position the location alongside spectacles of “…artistic, 

social and economic dynamism” (page, 13). Of particular interest is the focus on particular spatial 

practices within such urban imagineering which according to Dovey and Stevens (2005) serve to 

simulate and choreograph playful urban life for passive consumption, channelling spontaneity and 

spectacle into a ‘contrived form of permanent carnival’ (page 67).  

 

Public space, mobility and resistance 

It would be easy to critique the makeover of the Shell Centre and the South Bank more generally 

for its apparent denial of alternative uses and homogenisation; part of the middle class ‘cappuccino 

culture’ that has been well documented as being the prevailing form of post modern urban 

regeneration. According to Stevens (2007), since the late 1970s large areas of public space have 

been restructured to provide leisure landscapes which serve power and profit at the expense of 

particular forms of play and expression (page, 52). Zukin (1995) notes how such re-developments 

often erode the two core principles of public space – public stewardship and open access (1995, 

page 143, see also Belina & Helms, 2003 on the policing of public space as a part of city image). 

Pinder argues that in such spaces, “...utopia is cast in terms of the market and global capitalism – an 

ideal space of free exchange and consumer satisfaction, running smoothly with flows of money and 

commercialised desire” (Pinder, 2002, page 236, see also Fyfe, 1981). Similarly Stevens (2007) 

notes that although the South Bank has many ‘programmed’ leisure activities, these are defined 
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within a narrow range such as ‘viewing’ the waterfront (page 143, see also Lees, 1998, page 237; 

Davis, 1992, 1998; Smith 2002). In such readings whilst there is a rhetoric of democracy, control of 

space and the erasure of difference is more than ever on the agenda. 

As Cresswell (2006) notes, particular groups have always had more power to define who should be 

able to move around and how they can do it. Thus numerous critics (Cosgrove, 1996; Harvey, 1989; 

Hill, 1998, 2003; MacLeod & Ward, 2002; Pinder, 2002; Rendell, 1998; Robins, 1991; Zukin, 

1993, 1995) have argued that planners and architects possess the agency and power to define the 

use of space. Certainly as MacLeod & Ward (2002) point out commentators such as Zukin (1993, 

1995) and Harvey (1989) appear to suggest that users quite passively receive prescribed uses of 

space as they were intended; staying out of them or dutifully performing the correct behaviours in 

them (page 163).  

Cresswell (1993) on the hand points out that although there is a dominant culture which works to 

manipulate and repress ideas and imagination, it is not all powerful (page, 250), and there are many 

practices which fall between the cracks (see also Pinder, 2002; Robins, 1991). Similarly Dovey and 

Stevens (2005) caution against such closed readings of space suggesting in the case of waterfront 

developments that they also “…create conditions for spontaneous, unexpected and resistant 

activities” (page, 68). Unsurprisingly there are a substantial number of academic accounts relating 

to the ways in which users subvert the design codes of public spaces. I want to review some of these 

in the following section in order to critically discuss the ways in which they theorise resistance. 

 

 

Resistant mobilities 
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Whilst there has been a resurgence of cultural geographic work on mobilities more generally 

(Cresswell 2006; Edensor, 2003; Laurier, 2004; Lorimer & Lund, 2003; Merriman, 2009; Sheller & 

Urry, 2000, 2006; Wylie, 2002, 2005) and cycling specifically (Brown and Marshall, 2008; 

Fincham, 2006, 2007; Furness 2005, 2007; Horton, 2006, 2007; Palmer, 1996; Spinney, 2006, 

2007, 2008a), almost nothing has been written on cycling in public spaces3. Of the literatures that 

have studied inappropriate wheeled practices in urban public spaces, the overwhelming majority 

seem to have taken skateboarding as the exemplar with literature on cycling virtually non-existent. 

Consequently whilst the following discussion takes in walking and cycling, much of it focuses on 

skateboarding on the premise that it has much in common with Bike Trials and BMX (see for 

example Rogers, 2006; Vivoni, 2009).  

Perhaps the most reproduced account of urban walking is Michael de Certeau’s (1984) Walking in 

the City. De Certeau’s account famously points to the pedestrian ‘tactics’ of the walker with the 

fundamental objective to shed light on the ways in which representations of space are resisted and 

contested through unintended spatial practices. De Certeau’s narrative outlines ‘ways of operating’; 

essentially an anti-discipline’ through which the functioning of technocratic structures is deflected 

(1984, page xiv). Analagous to Lefebvre’s formulation in the Production of Space (1991), de 

Certeau makes a crucial distinction between the strategies of governance which work by first 

distinguishing ‘proper’ places, and then defining the behaviours that accompany them (page, 36); 

and tactics on the other hand which temporarily take over space, seizing opportunities on the wing 

and defining a mobility “...that must accept the chance offerings of the moment...” (page, 37). For 

de Certeau then, walking becomes a way of producing a city that cannot be read and is not fixed or 

symbolic, attesting to the ability of citizens to move in ways which present a different visualicity 

                                            
3 Whilst public highways were once quite public spaces, an emphasis on motorised movement in modernity has 
transformed streets to systems for getting from A to B. Consequently, there has been an increasing separation of 
movement spaces - in the form of roads - and social spaces, usually in the form of pedestrian dominated areas. Public 
spaces such as squares, parks, plazas and pavements are increasingly delineated as sites of pedestrian leisure. 
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(Shields, 2004). However, de Certeau assumes a certain heroicism and subversiveness to walking 

which is far from proven. Edensor (1998) for example has shown how the practice of walking is 

often constrained and regimented, where space dominates time and there is little room for fantasy 

and tactical subversion. Middleton (2009) on the other hand has highlighted the routine interest, 

enjoyment and thinking time that individuals gain from urban walking. 

A significant number of authors have highlighted the transgressive and resistant nature of 

skateboarding as a practice. In one of the earliest sociological accounts of skating Beal (1995) 

positions it as a culture of social resistance that challenges dominant norms and design codes. 

Stratford (2002) suggests that skating goes beyond what is considered rational and legitimate use of 

space (Stratford, 2002, page 192), and according to Vivoni (2009) “skateboard traces most often 

signal an unsanctioned engagement with the built environment that undermines prescribed uses, 

social norms, and legal mandates founded on the sanctity of property value and intent on regulating 

social relations in public space” (Vivoni, 2009, page 141). As a result skate-spots are “...set against 

the material expressions of contemporary trends in spatial regulation and urban governance (ibid). 

With a focus on the architectural and subcultural, all of these accounts maintain that skateboarding 

is inherently and consistently oppositional.  

In a more explicitly geographical account Flusty (2000) examines forms of resistance to the 

commercial appropriation of public space in Los Angeles (page 149). Flusty suggests that whilst 

political-economic narratives aren’t without use, lived realities are seldom univocal. In fact, the city 

(after Raban, 1974) is made up of many ‘soft cities’ built from inhabitant’s perceptions of the ‘hard 

city’ (page 150). Flusty goes on to cite the experiences of an entertainer and notably skateboarders 

in the ways in which they appropriate space. Flusty describes how the plaza management mobilise a 

rhetoric of safety, noise and structural damage to suggest that the skaters don’t belong (page 154). 

For Flusty, play and spectacle are important tools of critique in that they are often employed in 
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spaces where such activities are not sanctioned, or if they are - as Stevens & Dovey (2004) point out 

- then only in preferred ‘consumptive’ forms (page 352). 

Borden (2001) also uses the practices of skateboarding which through a creative reinterpretation of 

provides a critique of urban architecture. Borden goes on to describe the way in which skaters 

temporarily redefine the uses of objects such as handrails, benches and walls suggesting that it is 

“...antagonistic towards the urban environment” (page 247). It is clear that following on from Becky 

Beal’s original 1995 account, those of Borden and Flusty have imported sub cultural 

conceptualisations of resistance and reframed them in relation to corporate and official architectural 

and spatial norms. Borden’s account in particular marginalises the social, mundane and mainstream 

elements of skating because of a textual reading of practice which privileges resistant elements of 

skateboarding practice. In the same way that de Certeau has been criticised by Rojek for creating a 

heroic pedestrian (Rojek, 1995, page 106 in Edensor, 1998, page 219), Borden (amongst others) has 

created the heroic skater.  

As well as skateboarding and in-line skating, Stevens (2007) focuses in particular on the role that 

cycling has in (mis)using such spaces. Stevens notes how different urban cyclists use various edges 

and surfaces beyond what was intended by the designers (page 144). In doing so, the riders appear 

to critique the design of urban public spaces. Whilst such public spaces are often designed with 

strolling and consuming in mind, the actions of the riders point to new spatial meanings being 

produced. Stevens’ work like many others highlights the interplay between the discursive and 

material formation of city spaces and the everyday mobile practices which take place within them.  

Whilst Stevens – and indeed all of the accounts discussed here - provide insightful narratives, there 

are however three key problems with the way in which these accounts theorise practice, power and 

resistance which I want to discuss in the following section.  
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Method 

The first point I want to make is in relation to research methods. Donnelly singles out ethnographic 

and historical methods in particular for providing romanticised accounts of skateboarding (2008, 

page 197). Donnelly argues that Beal (1995) in particular focuses only on one kind of participation 

in skateboarding with the result that other practices and orientations are glossed over (2008, page 

202). Whilst I would agree that ethnographic accounts in particular have a tendency to the 

celebratory and heroic, I do not think this is the whole problem with accounts of skateboarding. 

Rather I would argue that a combined over-emphasis on architecture, the body and subculture has 

resulted in the over-theorisation of resistance. For example Borden’s account drawn from 

skateboarding magazines is extremely illuminating but is flawed I feel in that it fails to actually go 

out on the street and study practice. It is in effect a history of skateboarding bodies and architecture 

with little attention paid to the actual everyday conduct of skateboarding. The focus on architecture 

coupled with a reliance on secondary sources (which emphasise a sub cultural heroism – see 

Weinzerl & Muggleton, 2003) results in an over-statement of the resistance ‘value’ of the 

movements of skateboarders, a point which Borden goes some way to acknowledging when he 

states that his account emphasises the ‘positives’ of skating rather than provide an objective account 

(2001, page 2).  

My own approach to studying cycling has been largely ethnographic with all the caveats to 

objectivity that might imply. The empirical data upon which this paper is based was collected 

between 2004 and 2006 as part of an ESRC funded PhD in the Department of Geography at Royal 

Holloway University of London. Over the course of approximately 18 months I worked with 20 

case study cyclists and conducted over 100 participant observations amongst a variety of London 

cycling cultures and stakeholders including commuters, bike messengers, BMX riders, Trials riders, 

and activist groups. In relation to the South Bank specifically I worked with two trials riders and 
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two BMX riders as in-depth case studies and conducted 15 participant observations of their solo and 

group rides. I also conducted virtual ethnography on the Trials Forum website (http://www.trials-

forum.co.uk/forum/) where many of the riders I met would discuss where to ride, dissect rides they 

had been on, discuss bike gear and post videos of rides (see Spinney, 2008a). In concentrating not 

only on the embodiment and architecture of riding but also on the material culture, sociality and 

everyday conduct of riding I feel that this approach gives a more ‘mundane’ picture of the meanings 

of riding in urban public spaces and how these relate to wider social and cultural norms. 

Subculture 

Secondly there is a strong tendency to the sub cultural in these studies which manifests in a number 

of ways. For example as Weinzierl and Muggleton note, there is the assumption that subculture and 

parent culture can be coherently defined and demarcated from each other (2003, page 7). Certainly 

many accounts of skateboarding manage to demarcate it from other mobile practices through a 

fixation on the relationship between the body and material elements of public space. By 

highlighting what is most different about such alternative practices it is easy to position them 

against a ‘monolithic mainstream’ which elides the complexity and multiplicity of the practices 

involved. Donnelly (2008) for one argues that in general the “...perception of all skateboarders as 

‘deviant’ or ‘alternative’ has been read as ‘resistance’ and romanticised...” (page 200). This has 

come about he argues because ‘other’ orientations of skateboarding have been ignored in favour of 

one type of participation in this subculture producing a single homogenous subculture. Differences 

such as social class, commitment and geographic location for example have been ignored (page 

202). 

As a result these accounts of mobility exemplify the Gramscian political agenda of the CCCS in 

that they under-theorise the extent to which subcultures participate in other societal processes 

(Weinzierl and Muggleton, 2003, page 9). Indeed what is lacking in many accounts of urban mobile 
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practices whether skateboarding, running, cycling or walking is a sensitivity to the wider social and 

cultural goals designed into many public spaces. The meanings of space are socially and culturally 

defined and as such activities that perform the social and cultural norms of particular spaces may 

meet with less resistance than architectural and sub-cultural accounts allow for. I would suggest that 

the social and ‘spectacular’ facets of practices such as skating and BMX are exactly the sorts of 

practices that many public spaces accommodate even if they are not officially sanctioned. Whilst 

such practices may be in tension with their material surroundings, I would question whether such 

playful practices are always in tension with the broader social and cultural framings of such 

environments.  

Pre-figuring power 

There is also a third problem in these accounts in the way that they define resistance in opposition 

to an existing regime of power (Rose, 2002, page 384). As Rose notes, “resistance theory attempts 

to disrupt structuralist notions of hegemony by demonstrating that systems are always destabilized. 

Yet, in doing so, it simultaneously constitutes the structured nature of the system as primary” (Rose, 

2002, page 384). Such a tendency echoes that which Morris has identified in cultural studies more 

broadly, a “…desire for, perhaps, an immovable object to overcome” (Morris, 1990, page 19). 

Exemplifying this Donnelly argues that resistance in subcultural readings is seen to be resistance to 

corporate and bureaucratic norms (ibid). Similarly the accounts of de certeau, Borden and Flusty 

constitute space as a primary form of hegemony, ignoring the structuring tendencies of repetitive 

everyday practice. As Callon points out, it is through “...the existence of numerous conventions and 

local procedures…in which human beings and technical objects evolve predictably, as if acted on 

by rules to which they conform” (Callon, 1992, page 94 in Murdoch, 1998, page 362) that such a 

performative and less stable understanding of structure can emerge. The meanings and uses of space 

in such readings do not reside solely in their architectural properties or the signs that define 



Performing Resistance 

appropriate use, rather dominant meanings are seen to be continually remade through performance. 

However the normalizing effects of spatial practice must be interrogated in order to avoid 

conceptualising practices which appear to be transgressive as inherently resistant. Moreover it is not 

enough to focus on the practices of a particular group, rather there is a need to also focus on 

interactions with other actors in order to understand how power is negotiated through specific 

fleeting encounters. In doing so, “a performative framework acknowledges the limited capacity of 

structuralizing practices and, thus, a system's inherent inability to endure.” (Rose, 2002, page 392).  

 

Contrary to accounts which give a sense of finality to these grand designs and a corollary resistance 

to any unsanctioned practices, in the following sections I illustrate the ways in which both 

structures and practices are performed. I demonstrate that even though the architecture of the South 

Bank is not specifically designed to encourage alternative practices such as BMX, Bike Trials and 

skaeboarding, these activities fit in with the social and cultural aims of the area because the ways in 

which spectacle and sociality are performed in these newly commodified spaces allows them to fit 

in. This highlights Rose’s point about the performed nature of structures which allows an 

exploration of “…how power is continually and creatively constituted in fleeting contextual 

encounters” (Rose, 2002, page 395). The result is that these bodily practices can be re-theorised as 

reproducing the desired uses of these spaces rather than resisting: certainly it is a social and cultural 

space that I think the Waterloo Open Space steering group (WOS) Space for All report (2004) refers 

to when it argues for a ‘space’ for skaters. In the following three sections discussing display, 

sociality and authority I expand on these arguments using empirical data. 

 

 

Street performances: making a scene 
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The Shell Centre and its courtyard are situated at the entrance to the South Bank promenade 

between Waterloo station and the river front, adjacent to Jubilee Gardens (see Fig.1). The WOS 

steering group report Space for All suggests that the area (created in 1953) “...allows a visual link to 

the London Eye for pedestrians travelling to and from the River and Waterloo Station” (Farrer 

Huxley Associates, 2004, page 109). That said it’s not immediately clear exactly what the 

courtyard4 surrounding the Shell Centre is for, but it would appear that it is designed to facilitate the 

movement of pedestrians from the main street to the waterfront with little distraction. The idea that 

this area is designed as a thoroughfare is backed up by the WOS report which states that “...there is 

currently no furniture but people use steps etc. for seating...” (Farrer Huxley Associates, 2004, page 

109), and that, “the site functions as a pedestrian route and sitting place, and acts as a stepping 

stone, linking Waterloo Station with Jubilee gardens” (page 136). 

Fig. 1 ‘The Shell Centre and other riding spots at London’s South Bank’ 

Clearly such an area is not intended for use by BMX and Trials riders (or indeed any other 

cyclists5); pedestrian bodily practices are given prominence in the make-over of the area as the 

Lambeth Council Waterloo Area Supplementary Planning Document (WSPD) notes: “participants 

wanted to see street and public realm facilities geared towards pedestrians” (Lambeth Council, 

2009, page 9). The only mention of cycling in any of the documents relating to the area’s 

redevelopment is in relation to cycle commuting to improve safety, parking and access. As a result 

street furniture designed in accordance with the South Bank Employer’s Group (SBEG)6 

Streetscape Design Guide should “...be located in a position that does not impede pedestrian flows 

                                            
4 The site which is owned by Shell has been closed since 2007 with a view to redevelopment pending the findings of a 
planning enquiry (Farrer Huxley Associates, 2004, page 136). 
5 Whilst all cycling is officially outlawed on the South Bank, commuting-style cycling may be less targeted by security 
patrols due to the fact that it does not involve congregations of ‘youth’ (see SBEG, 2009b).  
6 The SBEG is one of a number of community groups which has emerged in the last decade in order to help deliver the 
Waterloo Development Framework. The SBEG represents businesses and major organisations and is part of a 
hierarchical structure of groups which includes actors at the borough, regional and national level. Notably the SBEG 
also operates sub groups such as the South Bank Marketing Group. 
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or pedestrian desire lines...” and “...designed to discourage anti-social behaviour such as rough 

sleeping and skateboarding” (Lambeth Council, 2009, page 74). The courtyard itself contains some 

sculpture and raised planters giving an architecture made up of steps, balustrades, blocks and hand 

rails; exactly the kind of area that BMX, Trials riders and skaters would find attractive. Congruently 

the WOS report notes that “...the site is popular with skateboarders” (Farrer Huxley Associates, 

2004, page 109). 

Accordingly, far from being put off by the design codes of the area, the grounds of the Shell Centre 

and South Bank more generally are extremely appealing to BMX and Trials riders and they 

regularly arrange group rides to this destination. Stevens (2007) describes a number of architectural 

and geographical markers which act to attract different forms of unsanctioned leisure in such 

commodified spaces and Franck & Stevens (2007) point out how these elements can easily be used 

to serve other ends: 

“walls, fences and ledges, which are often supposed to delimit space and behaviour, can 

be sat upon, climbed onto and used to display banners or items for sale; their looseness 

is a product of affordances which such boundaries provide” (page 8).  

Fig 2. Bike Trials at the South Bank 

The Trials riders make use of architectural edges, gaps, ledges, rails, plinths and stairs in order to 

perform any number of spinning, hopping, jumping and balancing manoeuvres. These architectural 

props and boundaries are purposely sought out as one rider Mark noted when he described what he 

looks for in a place to ride (see Fig 2.): 

“Some places have suitable walls to ride on, little gaps between or to them are just 

bonuses. Normally the place would also have to suit my ability, i.e. I won’t really enjoy 

riding on small obstacles or things that I find easy, I like it when structures are 
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challenging and need to be given a few good attempts before being able to do them, or 

even coming back the next week to try them again” (Mark, 01/04/06). 

Hence for Mark, all surfaces are fair game. Whatever designers have in mind conceptually can 

easily be turned on its head by approaching an object in an unintended way. Objects meant for static 

appreciation temporarily become something else when used for hopping and jumping. Stevens 

(2007) qualifies this, suggesting that physical edges are used by riders because they afford 

“...sudden, thrilling exposure to shifts in height and speed” (page 144). 

As these accounts suggest, Trials7 and BMX riders come to the area partly for the architecture 

which provides them with a challenging terrain where they can experience the thrills of kinaesthetic 

exertion and hone their skills. However, another important feature of riding was that of creating a 

spectacle for the public to enjoy. Certainly the situation of the Shell Centre could not be better for 

this as it is one of the key avenues through which visitors access the area from Waterloo Station and 

thus there is a constant stream of passers-by to admire the Trials riding. The rationale for riding in 

public spaces was qualified by both Mark and David: 

“...respect or appreciation from the public is quite a motivating part to riding; I am 

pretty well known as the rider in college” (Mark, 01/04/06). 

“(I ride) for a laugh and to put on a bit of a show when I know I’m being watched. Half 

the fun of Trials is that it’s an unusual and relatively unknown sport, so people can be 

hostile if they think you’re abusing a wall or intrigued and even amazed when they 

watch you ride” (David, 04/06/06). 

                                            
7 On the occasions that I accompanied the riders their route followed a relatively set path from the Shell Centre out 
towards the area around St Paul’s Cathedral via the Tate Modern. It is of course a route that is continuously evolving 
over time as new obstacles are found close to the ‘usual’ route. The accounts I represent here all focus on the area 
around London’s South Bank. 
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David then goes on to point to the fact that the reaction of the audience to something they’ve not 

seen is a central way through which riding becomes meaningful: 

“I’m still amazed that a bike can jump up a wall, and it’s the enjoyment of getting the 

bike to do something amazing and the reaction you get from the public when they see 

you do it that still makes it enjoyable six years after I first started” (David, 04/06/06). 

This is a point echoed by Ollie when riding BMX next to the National Film Theatre: 

“I was riding down South Bank, end of last year and there was a group of about 100 

tourists and I was just like riding the banks and it was like they all started cheering and I 

was like what the fuck! It’s the best thing that ever happened, I had a hundred people 

cheering me and I didn’t even think I was doing anything...” (Ollie, 05/07/05). 

Fig 3. Phil riding flatland BMX at the South Bank 

Despite some possible exaggeration on Ollie’s part, as these accounts suggest passers by do seem to 

be entertained by the performative and spectacular aspects of both Bike Trials and BMX, and on all 

the occasions that I observed the Trials riders, large numbers of people stopped to watch and take 

photographs and videos as the following account illustrates (See Fig 4.): 

“I move back up to the London Eye end and some of the Trials riders, particularly 

Steve, Bill and Mark, are putting together some good moves despite the slippery 

surfaces and drawing quite a crowd despite the weather. After some really good moves, 

I count about 15 people watching and photographing from above and about the same 

immediately around them. The crowd of onlookers seem genuinely impressed at the 

display going on and don’t seem to mind that the occasional chip is being taken out of 

the street furniture. The London Eye may be the most vaunted attraction here yet it 
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seems that for some people at least, these riders are the ‘buzz’ and the attraction of the 

area” (Field diary, 23/04/06). 

Fig 4. Still from Video of crowd 

Dovey and Stevens have made similar observations of riders on Melbourne’s South Bank noting 

that “teenage cyclists undertake tricks directly in the line of sight of strolling customers” (2005, 

page 73). Drawing upon Rose’s (2002) understanding of structures as performed, it is clear as this 

account suggests that the reactions of other users are vital in interpreting the actions of Trials and 

BMX riders as appropriate. Through stopping, watching, filming, photographing, clapping and 

cheering passers by perform different spatial meanings than those intended by the designers of the 

South Bank - in this case an acceptance of these forms of display - which serves to define them as 

appropriate. 

As I have already noted, there is no designated architecture or street furniture at the South Bank for 

Trials and BMX riders and on the face of it the stance on skateboarding and similar activities in the 

redevelopment plans can be characterised - despite some acknowledgement of the skating 

community8 - as negative. Certainly the intention of the SBEG in line with the 1999 White Paper9 is 

to make the area “a desirable destination for cultural pursuits, business, education and leisure” with 

“increased opportunities for culture, sport, recreation and shopping” and an emphasis on its 

promotion as a ‘visitor destination’ (SBEG, 2009, page 7). Similarly the Commission for 

Architecture and the Built Environment (CABE, 2000) response to redevelopment proposals 

implies an emphasis on the visuality and imagery of the area. It is clear from the CABE critique that 

                                            
8 However the Space for All report states that “the community of skateboarders, although considered a nuisance by 
some parties, would benefit from having a permanent site...” (Farrer Huxley Associates, 2004, page 39). 

9 Rogers’ 1999 Urban White Paper positions public space as “somewhere to relax and enjoy the urban experience, a 
venue for a range of different activities, from outdoor eating to street entertainment; from sport and play to a venue for 
civic or political functions; and most importantly of all as a place for walking and sitting out” (Rogers, 1999).    
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the key tenets of this redevelopment are framed around pedestrian practices of socialising, 

commerce, display, scenery and flaneury in order to make it a valued public space. 

Whilst Bike Trials, BMX and skateboarding are patently not intentionally included in the list of 

recreational and sporting activities and cultural pursuits that the SBEG seeks to promote, it is clear 

from their remit and the layout of the area that many of the South Bank’s attractions are meant for 

visual apprehension whether that be the landscape, the architecture, the commercial spaces, the 

street entertainers or indeed the Trials and BMX riders. As such the spaces of the South Bank can 

be conceptualised as what Stevens (2007b) describes as ‘luxurious spaces’; that is, those spaces 

whose function is defined loosely enabling them to serve a broad range of functions (page 199). 

Such spaces, they suggest, can take many forms such as boundaries, ledges, walls, ramps or edges 

(page 8). The liminality of these spaces is perhaps not accidental, rather it can be read as an attempt 

by designers to facilitate even unforeseen practices. 

Accordingly the actions of the Trials and BMX riders whilst critiquing the mono-functionality of 

particular architectural features actually fit well within the social and cultural remit of the space as a 

whole: whilst the style of movement is deemed inappropriate, the display and spectacle are 

performed as appropriate by other users. It is for this reason I argue that the Trials riders at the Shell 

Centre and the BMX riders and skaters in the undercroft of the Queen Elizabeth Hall on the South 

Bank have been as Franck & Stevens (2007) note, grudgingly accepted (page 27). Thus the main 

point that I want to emphasise in relation to these accounts is that through performance and its 

reception by other users, the visual aesthetic of Trials and BMX riding actually reproduces the 

values that underpin the re-design of South Bank as a leisure and visitor space. 

 

Social mobility 
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Whilst one Trials rider notably commented to me that ‘it’s all about the riding’ thus succinctly 

summing up the feelings of pretty much all of the Trials riders at the South Bank, it would be too 

easy to ignore the social aspects of Bike Trials and BMX. Crouch (1998) has argued that depictions 

of the street in academic literature as a site of display, resistance, and the gaze often overstate these 

at the expense of the street as a site of everyday geographical knowledge and leisure practice (page 

160). He suggests that to see how people make sense of their lives through the streets, analysis 

needs to focus on everyday life at street level. Precisely because it forms such an everyday part of 

life, it is easy to overlook the fact that sociality is a key arena through which the meaning of 

particular activities is constructed. Thus whilst Bike Trials and BMX are all about the riding, they 

are also on a more mundane level all about socialising; it would be impossibly tiring to ride all the 

time and consequently as my encounters with the riders illustrated, there are at any one time as 

many riders chatting as there are actually riding. This interpretation is backed up by my own 

observations as well as by the riders themselves: 

Fig. 5 ‘Social mobility’ 

“I only ride on my own when I have to, like when I ride locally because there isn’t 

anyone near me that rides. It’s quite hard to ride alone, but it’s fun when it’s just to pass 

time or to chill and get some fresh air. There is more motivation to ride or try new 

things when you are around other riders, especially when there is someone of similar 

standards, since it provides good and healthy competition. [...] I still think there is a 

much closer bond between people that I ride with than others considering we only meet 

every so often” (Mark, 01/04/06). 

 “I generally ride with others - riding on your own is dull...I think I prefer public spaces 

as a rule of thumb...riding should be a social event” (David, 04/06/06). 
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These accounts point to the importance of sociality – instances of being sociable – to the experience 

of riding. Whilst the focus of social interaction is very much still the riding, the practice of riding is 

shown to be punctuated by pauses where people ‘catch up’ with and make new friends, swap 

technical tips, talk about components and gear, and learn how to perfect particular moves (see Fig. 

5). Thus the socialities of riding frame it as a skilled and commodified practice. Moving beyond 

seeing these styles of riding simply as engagements between the body and architecture, the idea that 

riding is a social event is an important one which serves to flesh out the meanings of riding and the 

way in which it informs the meanings of space. The dour façades for example of the Shell Centre 

and the NFT undercroft are re-cast as vibrant social spaces when filled with the chatter of riders and 

the clash of steel on concrete. Cuthbert & McKinnell (1997) describe a space similar to the Shell 

Centre in the form of Central Plaza in Hong Kong (see also Dovey and Stevens, 2005). They 

highlight the way in which the public is only allowed to pass over and observe this space but note 

that on the weekends, people come down to the space and re-people it using it for picnics and 

‘hanging out’, transforming it into something human and vital (page 305). In this account 

socializing is important not only in transforming the character of place but also in drawing people to 

the space. 

Fig. 6 ‘Defining culture at the South Bank’ 

Similarly - and as the accounts of Trials and BMX riders attest - conceptually socializing is one of 

the key practices that draws people to such areas, something recognized and commodified in a 

recent South Bank Marketing Group (SBMG) campaign (see Fig. 6) and explicitly stated in the 

Lambeth Council report which aims to position the area as ‘a meeting place’ (2009, page 6). The 

South Bank has been remodeled as a profoundly social space into which the ‘social event’ of riding 

Trials and BMX sits quite comfortably. I would suggest that acknowledging this is important in 

understanding why riders are often tolerated if not openly welcomed on the South Bank. I argue that 
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it is in no small part because the South Bank is a space designed for sociality to occur; where people 

can mix and chat, that the riders want to ride here and are tolerated. Indeed, rather than setting 

themselves apart (or being set apart) from other citizens, the riders are just as susceptible to the lure 

and buzz of the area as they are responsible for creating the buzz of the area. Much like the 

spectacle of riding, the social side of riding performs the intended uses of the South Bank, actively 

producing it as a social space. Similarly to the way in which Donnelly (2008) and Rinehart (2008) 

argue that skaters court the mainstream in a variety of ways, I would argue that the social conduct 

of Bike Trials and BMX at the South Bank also reflect the desire of riders to be part of the 

‘mainstream’ through taking part in everyday urban life. The only difference is that they happen to 

have a bike between their legs when they are talking. 

 

On who’s authority? 

There are of course different spaces for skateboarding and riding in the city where these practices 

are more or less accepted. Chiu (2009) investigates this distinction between riding in public spaces 

over purpose-built skate parks arguing that skaters experience the built environment, social control 

and the images constructed through skateboarding differently between purpose-built and public 

places (page 26). Thus the logic of ‘in placeness’ or ‘out of placeness’ is not absolute but operates 

at multiple levels (page 27) and skaters constantly move between sanctioned and unsanctioned 

spaces (Vivoni, 2009, page 131). This was borne out by my conversations with riders who 

distinguished between the experience of riding in private and public as Phil, a BMX rider, explained 

to me. He suggested that the skate park facilitates a very different style of being public which 

equates to a form of invisibility because everyone knows the trick you’re doing and as a result are 

less interested in the spectacle (Phil, 05/11/05). 
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Drawing upon Flusty’s typology of urban spaces, Stratford’s (2002) account of skateboarding 

distinguishes between different levels of control in public spaces but ultimately positions all public 

spaces (except those of the skatepark) as exclusionary toward skateboarders and similar urban 

practices such as BMX. Similarly Borden homogenizes public skate spots arguing that, “like the 

homeless, skateboarders occupy urban space without engaging in economic activity of interiors, to 

the annoyance of building owners and managers” (Borden, 2001, page 253). Consequently as 

Grafham (2002) has noted, skating as a practice is often displaced from central pedestrian public 

spaces through a dual strategy of provision of peripheral official skate parks alongside removal of 

skaters from ‘adopted’ public spaces. 

Certainly, in the context of the Shell Centre’s pedestrian bias, the style of mobility that the Trials 

riders employ is seen to be inappropriate and cited as reason enough to move them on. The first 

point to note however is that the enforcement of rules in public space has a micro geography and 

some public areas are enforced more strongly than others: 

“David checked for security in the car park initially before they all came over to give 

the all clear. Michael says that they don’t have much trouble around here (the Shell 

Centre) but that the City and St Paul’s have become no-go areas for them due to security 

and policing” (Field diary, 11/09/05). 

As this account suggests the police and security help to contain riding in areas deemed more 

appropriate such as the South Bank whilst making life harder in other areas such as St Paul’s. 

Whilst the logic of this policing may be linked more to the materialization of counter terrorism 

strategies at the borough level than preserving public property (see Coaffee, 2009), it is perhaps 

more likely that is a way of maintaining particular place images as Belina and Helms (2003) have 

argued. Whichever, it is clear that there are different levels of enforcement being practiced in 

different locations. Beyond wider security concerns it would appear that the Police recognize that 
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these styles of riding are more appropriate within certain spaces and rather than seek to move them 

out of the centre altogether as Grafham (2002) has observed in other urban areas, in this instance 

they are corralled within the South Bank. In this way the Police perform a particular meaning to the 

South Bank which does not reinforce the architectural codes of the area.  

Even at the South Bank however inappropriate use of a pseudo-public space can attract the attention 

of the guardians of the area. This was made clear to me each time I accompanied the Trials riders. 

They were frequently asked to move on by private security at the Shell Centre (see Fig. 7) and by 

residents and passers by in other parts of the South Bank. What is relevant to note here is that the 

attitude of the riders was markedly different depending on who was asking them to move. Each 

time the security guard asked the riders to move on at the Shell Centre, the Trials riders 

acknowledged him and then carried on riding: 

“Yeah security do give us some flak, but I’ll give them flak back in return. From 

experience they won’t call the police, and if they do you’ve got 10 minutes before they 

arrive and ask you politely to go away...whilst they’re only following orders, if I know 

I’m not doing any damage/harm, only the police are going to tell me to stop” (David, 

04/06/06). 

“They (security) always tell us to move on because we normally ride on private 

property, but some are much more appreciative and polite then others, sometimes I 

would get compliments which normally makes me feel more obliged to move on. Most 

are friendly enough though. Most are quite taken aback by our bikes not having seats 

including the Police!” (Andrew, 01/04/06). 

Fig. 7 ‘Security at the Shell Centre’ 
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These accounts attest to the importance of authority in enforcing any given use of such loose space. 

Particularly in the comments from David there is certainly evidence that authority is being actively 

resisted. However, what I want to highlight is that the performance of authority is all important 

here. Private security in particular provide a weak deterrent which does little to perform the South 

Bank as out of bounds – on the occasions I was with riders security did not call the police or come 

back to check whether their instructions had been obeyed. Similarly, as Andrew’s account attests, 

the way in which riders encounter authority is important. As Andrew notes, ‘compliments’, 

‘appreciation’ and ‘politeness’ are important in dislodging the riders from their present location. In 

addition, authority on the South Bank comes in different guises as the following observation 

illustrates: 

“Whilst waiting outside the NFT to decide where to go next the riders work their way 

round the ramp sculpture and as usual lots of people stop to watch. After ten minutes we 

head off and meet with the other riders behind the Tate where a series of car stopping 

square blocks and a four foot wall become the new location. [...] After ten minutes an 

old lady comes and has a word with Adam and Fred. She says very politely that they 

should be considerate as lots of old people live in the flats above. They politely 

acknowledge her and say that if anyone complains they will move. In the meantime 

everyone carries on riding and plenty of passers-by stop and watch. [...] One old guy is 

watching intently and claps when Matt makes it all the way round the blocks and onto 

the wall. A rider comes over and says that a resident has now complained and that 

they’ll have to move on. They’re true to their word and duly move on but as Woody 

sarcastically notes, they should of course be ‘out mugging old ladies and raping 

teenagers’ rather than wasting their time with Bike Trials which the public obviously 

hates” (Field diary, 23/04/06). 
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As the reactions of the riders demonstrate in this account, residents of the area are deemed to have 

more authority than either passers-by or security guards in telling the riders where and when it is 

acceptable to ride. In this instance the one passer-by noting the potential noise nuisance was out-

numbered by the many stopping to stare and applaud, performing an overall acceptance of the 

riding. Hence again the performance of authority and its reception by the riders is all important in 

defining the South Bank as an acceptable place to ride. As Rose (2002) notes, structures are 

practiced phenomena and thus the way in which authority is performed is central to defining the 

spatial meaning and consistency of a structure: “there is no reason to believe that structuring acts 

actually result in a structured being: all we know is that they are represented as such” (page 392). 

Hegemony is constantly becoming and thus it is the practices of actors which allow it to become or 

not. This more nuanced notion of the performance of authority positions the practice of riding as 

something other than ‘heroic’ in the sense that it is not simply resisting a pre-figured state or 

corporate authority. On the occasions where power becomes through the authority of residents or 

the Police then the riders are positioned as resistant, but on most occasions what they are doing is 

normalised. 

Certainly as Borden notes in relation to skateboarding, “skateboarders’ actions are neither a 

significant force nor a real threat to established ideologies. Its mode of critique...is ironic - weak...” 

(Borden, 2001, page 248). The performances of BMX and Trials riders also suggest just such an 

oblique critique in the way in which they appropriate space conceptually, and their antagonism 

towards the guardians of such spaces. For these Trials riders it would appear that resistance to 

authority is something that is occasionally endured in specific encounters rather than part of the fun 

of riding, a point backed up by Mark when I asked him if he’d like to see a purpose built ‘legal’ 
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Bike Trials facility10. His response indicated that whilst he would miss the buzz of the area he 

wouldn’t miss having to confront security and that having a legitimate place to ride “...would nearly 

be a dream come true!” (Mark, 01/06/06). For Mark and many other riders, ‘tweaking the nose of 

authority’ (Flusty, 2000) is something that sometimes has to be done in order to ride in particular 

places; it is not a reason to ride. 

 

Conclusions 

Through ethnographic engagement with the everyday practices of BMX and Bike Trials at 

London’s South Bank, in this article I have attempted to highlight the importance of display, 

sociality and authority in defining the meanings and acceptance of these forms of movement in a 

pedestrian public space. In doing so, I have tried to focus attention on the conduct and practice of 

riding in public spaces rather than on the body/architecture dialectic (Borden, 2001; Flusty, 2000) 

or the sub-cultural elements of practice (Beal 1995, Vivoni, 2009). As a result this paper has 

illustrated a number of reasons why spatial practices previously theorised as resistant might more 

accurately be re-framed as ‘conforming’ to the social and cultural if not architectural codes of 

particular public spaces. 

Donnelly (2008) notes how the skateboarding media works hard to create the illusion of resistant 

and alternative identities but argues that in reality these are highly commodified practices with 

much in common with mainstream culture (see also Rinehart, 2008). Similarly previous academic 

accounts such as those of Beal (1995), Borden (2001) and Flusty (2000) have served to position 

unsanctioned spatial practices as resistant. Here however I have argued that whilst the body-

                                            
10 For BMX riders there are a number of purpose built facilities in London which riders could use and which offer 
simulations of street architecture. As well as a number of small local facilities such as those found in Brockwell Park 
and Ponder’s End, the largest facility in London is Play Station Two (PS2), a skate and BMX park built in the shadow 
of the M40 fly-over in West London. There are currently no purpose built facilities for trials riders that I am aware of. 
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architecture dialectic may be inappropriate, the spectacular and social nature of BMX and Bike 

Trials are congruent with the ideals enshrined in re-development plans for the South Bank area. 

Wider practices of spectating, socialising and policing perform the South Bank as largely conducive 

to these styles of riding illustrating the inability of structures to endure separate from performance 

(Rose, 2002). 

I have also shown through rider’s attitudes to different forms of authority that the conduct of 

practice is vital in determining whether it is resistant or not. As a result I would caution against how 

we as academics use the term resistance. As Miller (1995) has noted, academics often use other 

people to, “...exemplify ideal states, standing vicariously for our own resistance” (page 146), 

whereas in reality, appropriations of space and place may indeed be more nuanced than these 

prejudices would like to admit. Practices can I would suggest, be inappropriate but still appropriate 

spaces without rejecting or resisting dominant uses. Consequently, whilst I would acknowledge that 

the actions of these riders may represent a different and unsanctioned use of the architectural forms 

within these spaces, I suggest that to privilege the resistant or transgressive elements of these 

practices denies a full explanation of how such groups come to be tolerated and even accepted in 

such spaces. Whilst Trials and BMX riders may use and ‘critique’ particular material forms in their 

mode of movement, their practices sit more comfortably within such spaces than previous accounts 

might suggest. 

With this in mind, and bringing the argument back round to the redevelopment of the South Bank 

and urban public spaces more generally, what might such an account of urban spatial practice be 

able tell us? One valuable insight is that it tells us that riders value (and are valued) in these public 

spaces for the ability to see and be seen, something they don’t get from riding in ‘private’ spaces 

such as skate-parks: as Phil noted earlier, to ride in the skate-park is just to ride; it is not to ride to 

be seen as you would in a central public space. This is important because current local government 
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strategies focus on displacing such practices from central public spaces to peripheral semi-private 

spaces with little acknowledgement of the importance of display to the conduct of such practices as 

Grafham (2002) notes: 

 

“The subculture that we are focusing on largely has its roots in the streets and urban 

architecture. In providing a permanent skate park, or purpose-built facilities, we are 

offering an alternative to the ‘adopted’ sites in the city center. It is a positive measure 

by the council with which to support anti-skate measures elsewhere in the city (in 

Rogers, 2006, page 113).  

  

The strategy of reducing ‘skaters on the streets’ through displacement and provision (Rogers, 2006, 

page 113) is a familiar one premised in the first instance upon an understanding of skateboarding as 

an encounter between the body and architecture. Whilst this is of course the case, the problem with 

such a strategy is its basis in a narrow conceptualisation of skateboarding as only an embodied 

encounter with architecture. This is compounded by the classification of such practices - as 

Grafham does - as sub-cultural. Such a reading suggests – in a classic CCCS vein - that these riders 

want to set them selves apart and resist commodified mainstream culture (Weinzierl and 

Muggleton, 2003, page 8), a reading that these accounts oppose. 

Rose suggests that by framing practice in terms of resistance we risk reinforcing “…the very 

systems of power that practices of resistance are thought to undermine?” (Rose, 2002, page 388). A 

clear example of such a misdiagnosis of resistance in action is the strategy of urban managers to 

replicate urban architecture in officially sanctioned spaces in the belief that this will provide riders 

with everything that adopted public spaces do. On the contrary, like many other citizens, riders are 

attracted to places like the South Bank because they want to socialize, see and be seen, and be part 

of ‘mainstream’ culture. As a result strategies which seek to remove riders and skateboarders from 
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these areas to peripheral areas are likely to meet with limited success because these areas do not 

address all their needs. Skate-parks and purpose built facilities neglect the fact that much of the 

point of skateboarding, BMX and Bike Trials is also about display, spectacle, sociability and buzz; 

all things that are experienced very differently at the skate-park.  

 

In order for successful strategies to be implemented, a more holistic understanding of BMX and 

Bike Trials needs to be put forward. I would suggest that any purpose-built BMX and Bike Trials 

facilities would have to be in central urban locations and viewable by passing pedestrians to be 

successful because these practices are about much more than grinding ledges, pulling tricks and 

being ‘different’. Having said that, in the London context it would be more desirable for these riders 

to remain a fixture of the South Bank because as one architectural critic noted of initial attempts to 

discourage skateboarding and riding, “the South Bank Centre's biggest mistake was to discourage 

the skateboarders and mountain bikers. It was created as a vibrant social space - to keep that, you 

need to have some activity there” (Wilcox, 2002). The groups charged with revitalizing the South 

Bank have it would appear realized that what the skateboarders, BMX and Trials riders bring to the 

area is very much a part of their imagining of it as an area. Whilst they might not fully appreciate 

this, it would appear that many visitors do and as a result the area is largely performed as 

welcoming of such practices. 

 

 

 

 

 


