
Improvising rhythms: re-reading urban time and space

through everyday practices of cycling

Introduction

“If you look at The Highway Code, there’s about three of the regulations which 

actually refer to cycles. It was not designed for cyclists, it was designed for car 

drivers; the whole traffic light system, everything is designed for car drivers and 

perhaps for pedestrians, and cyclists aren’t part of the way that the system is 

designed and so you have to make your own way.” (Noam, interview: 

21/09/05).

The opening scenes of the film 28 days Later (2002) begin with an aerial shot looking 

North over Waterloo Bridge and the Embankment in London. Shot in the early 

daylight hours the scene is devoid of morning commuters, traffic and pedestrians; 

there is no movement whatsoever. The complex rhythms which define the modern 

western city  are entirely absent in this scene and the feeling conveyed is unsettling 

and alien. The place depicted appears unfamiliar and strange not because its spatial 

arrangement has changed, but  because it’s rhythmic arrangement has changed: the 

scene makes mundane rhythms visible through their absence.

Urban ‘commuting’ is  one example of an everyday practice rendered virtually 

invisible because of its familiarity. It is conceived by those who design infrastructure 

as a utilitarian practice concerned with getting from A to B as quickly as possible. As 

Edensor (2009: 4) notes, “commuting involves the channelling...and scheduling of a 

privileged form of mobility” within managed ‘routescapes’”. The spaces, timings and 

hence rhythms of the road network thus reflect a bias towards functionalism but also 

towards motorised vehicles. When encountered using a different ‘instrument’ of 

mobility  - the bicycle - the appropriateness of many of the rhythms embedded in the 

built  environment to facilitate the rapid passage of car-drivers are called into question. 

Consequently many cyclists employ different rhythms; weaving time and space 

together in unintended and ‘inappropriate’ ways in order to navigate the city  and 

produce specific spatio-temporal orderings.



Conceptualisations of movement and mobility in geography are increasingly 

emphasising rhythm as a way of investigating the interplay between temporal and 

spatial dimensions. Through an exploration of urban cycling practices in London, this 

chapter contributes to this agenda by focusing on the ways in which the dominant 

rhythmic orderings embedded in the design of public and road spaces are manipulated 

and subverted through everyday practice. This is not to say that  all cyclists improvise 

rhythms in the same way, far from it: cyclists are a heterogeneous bunch and their 

actions are also influenced by skills, dispositions and other cultural factors. Thus 

whilst the practices of some cyclists suggest that particular flows and rhythms extend 

from a playful and highly skilled interaction, the actions of others suggest  that a stop-

start staccato rhythm may stem from a more nervous and discursively  entrained 

encounter. Whilst acknowledging this variety, here I concentrate largely on the role of 

embodied experiences in affording the rhythmic variation of hybridised subjects.

I begin by briefly  discussing the way in which the rhythms that  govern the flow of 

mobilities within the city are premised upon the affordances of particular 

‘instruments’ - motorised vehicles, yet within the modern transport system, road users 

employ a number of different instruments to play  the same ‘piece’. I argue here 

however, that cyclists (as one example) are expected to perform largely in the same 

way as their motorised counterparts despite experiencing strikingly different 

affordances and possessing divergent capabilities. Accordingly, many cyclists fail to 

adhere to the dominant rhythms prescribed by  system designers; rather they  are seen 

to improvise rhythms which often contravene what is written and appropriate. 

However, rather than theorise these re-readings of urban time-space as resistant, I 

suggest that these improvisations can be attributed to the fact that the hybrid bike-

rider is oriented to the world differently from the car-driver. In the second section of 

the chapter therefore, using examples drawn from empirical fieldwork with cyclists in 

London between 2004 and 2006, I identify  three ‘immaterial’ experiences - duration, 

energy and vulnerability – which account for the improvisation of rhythms by  urban 

cyclists.



Laying down the rhythm

According to Sennett (1994), the ‘healthy’ circulation of the city has long been 

ordered according to the instrumental rationalities of economy; its spaces and 

movements ordered scientifically  and functionally  to facilitate efficient production 

and consumption. The modernist city  is thus often theorised as colonial, where 

technologies of planning and architecture come together to build new societies and 

indoctrinate citizens within the spatial confines of rationally planned towns. The 

movements of citizens are thus underpinned by the logics of functionalism whereby 

the, “forms of buildings should reveal their structural roles…and instill moral and 

ethical ideals in those who see and use them” (Hill, 2003:10). For Lefebvre,

“space lays down the law because it implies a certain order – and hence also a 

certain disorder (just as what may be seen defines what is obscene) [...] Space 

commands bodies, prescribing or proscribing gestures, routes and distances to 

be covered” (1991:143).

However, Yelanjian (1991: 91) writes that  power is not only  dependent upon the 

division of space but also upon the ordering of time to create a time-space. 

Geographers and sociologists in particular have long been concerned with the 

interweaving of time and space. The work of Hagerstrand (1977) in particular has 

literally added a new dimension to static and two-dimensional readings of the city. 

However, whilst Hagerstrand had much to say about everyday life and practice, Mels 

(2004: 16) notes that his conceptions contrast with humanistic geography’s concern 

with the phenomenological, meaning, and subjective experience. 

Similarly, Marxian geographers (Harvey, 1989; Jameson, 1991) have long argued that 

contemporary  urban rhythms are distinctively  capitalist rhythms. Harvey (1989) for 

example, suggests that new systems of transport have disrupted temporal and spatial 

rhythms. However, in common with Hagerstrand’s time geography, Marxian readings 

of time-space have rarely articulated heterogeneous temporal experiences. 

In more humanistic accounts, part of the character of place lies in the temporal 

structure of space, or ‘time-space’, whereby “...timed-space is the essence of place, 



that it is the timing component which gives structure to space and thus evokes the 

notion of place” (Parkes and Thrift,1978: 119). Building upon this understanding 

Buttimer (1976: 289) asserts that synchronisation of time and space can grasp  the 

dynamism of the lifeworld.

More recently, Lefebvre (2004) has called for time and space to be thought together in 

the form of rhythm. For Lefebvre, rhythm unites elements which “...mark time and 

distinguish moments in it” (ibid: 2004:9). Whilst he outlines a number of forms 

rhythm can take, of particular note are secret or internal physiological rhythms and 

external or ‘dominating’ rhythms which aim to affect bodies and materialities beyond 

themselves (ibid: 17-18). And as Lefebvre (1991) notes, rhythmic animation should 

not be confused as purely mechanical or as socially  structured in a deterministic 

manner, rather it is the product of reciprocal interaction and (often) mutual 

constitution, between mechanical and ‘natural’ rhythms 

Given that rhythm by its nature implies the association of a space and a time and thus 

movement, there is surprisingly little mention of it in mobilities research. Until 

recently, what little geographical work there has been on rhythm or time-space has 

largely been the preserve of transport geographers. Whilst such work has provided 

valuable insights, it is generally concerned with macro-scale orderings of everyday 

mobility  which attempt to explain the number of trips people make on a given day and 

variations in any rhythmic pattern which emerges (Axhausen et al, 2000; Novak & 

Sykora, 2007). Such accounts are geared toward understanding the relationship 

between urban structure, the transportation system and household travel patterns 

(Timmermans et al, 2003:37) and little attention is given to the way that  the rhythms 

of the journey  itself are structured (or contested) through discourse, experience or 

formed through the situated knowledges of hybridised agents. Rather the emphasis in 

these accounts (as in much transport geography) is on explaining human movements 

and rhythms with reference to material and instrumental factors (for a critique see 

Spinney, 2009).

Moving beyond these somewhat limited explanatory accounts, there has recently been 

renewed discussion of the interplay between the material and immaterial in cultural 

geography  (Anderson & Tolia Kelly, 2004; Latham & McCormack, 2004; Whatmore, 



2006). Certainly as Crouch has noted, one of the key contributions of the cultural turn 

has been to disclose a range of ‘new materials’ based on the assumption that  ‘meaning 

is produced in the encounter between human subject and place, and other human 

subjects and a range of material artefacts’ (2000:73). Crouch’s point suggests the 

importance of considering the interplay of bodies, technologies, environments and the 

affective and sensory  nature of human subjects in the construction of meaning. For 

Lefebvre (2004) this interaction of the material and the immaterial lies at the heart of 

‘rhythmanalysis’. Accordingly, geographers are increasingly paying attention  to 

rhythms in space  (Bissell, 2007; Crang, 2001; Cronin, 2006; Edensor & Holloway, 

2008; Edensor, 2009; Lorimer, 2007; May & Thrift, 2001; McCormack, 2002; Mels, 

2004). 

Moving the beat

As this emphasis on rhythm implies, it is the interweaving of time and space in the 

form of various material and socio-legal signals that  lays down commands in the built 

environment, defining how we should move around, setting out  desired forms of 

conduct and framing what movement means by making certain movements easier to 

perform than others. Certainly as Markus argues, architectural design standardises 

routes, shaping pathways which direct and discipline movement (cited in Kofman & 

Lebas, 1995:5). Boyle elaborates noting that numerous technologies discipline and 

direct flow in the city  such as street  signs, pavements, islands, traffic lights and road 

markings. These “…boundaries are mechanisms that frame, limit, and define their 

subject by  immobilising relations of difference in order to freeze meaning” (2004:5); 

regimes of discipline that “work upon urban circulation by  constructing and coding 

authorised lines along which actual mobilities are to be channelled” (ibid:8). As this 

demonstrates, such standardisations are more than just discursive constructs; they are 

embedded in many features of the built environment and thus act to enclose, confine 

and organise behaviour in particular spaces. Murdoch defines such standardisation as 

a spatial, temporal or spatio-temporal segmentation of the world (1998: 365).



Within this spatio-temporal ordering, not  all rhythms are deemed equally desirable. 

An infrastructure has been developed which seeks to segregate different styles of 

movement and to ensure that movement should cease at intersections to minimise the 

possibility of collisions, laying down a particular rhythm as ‘appropriate’ and 

criminalising others. Street architecture therefore can be theorised as the reification of 

particular values, and whilst these crystallise out of process, they simultaneously take 

on an ‘objectness’ at the point of crystallisation which lends them a permanence. 

Designed to embody particular actions, material ‘things’ lend themselves to being 

practised in a certain way; facilitating some actions whilst making others harder.

However, this permanence is not given; rather it is lent by the thing being repetitively 

practised in a certain way. Actors also take their cues from those around them as 

knowledgeable about the correct modes of conduct. The result is that particular 

actions pass “...as natural precisely  when [they] conform perfectly  and without 

apparent effort to accepted models, to the habits valorised by  a tradition” (Lefebvre, 

2004:38-9). As Edensor & Holloway point out, the weaving together of numerous 

rhythms produces distinct forms of spatio-temporal consistency: the diffuse working 

of power seeks rhythmic conformity through the ordering of normalised 

interpretations about  when particular practices should take place (2008:484). 

Accordingly institutional rhythms continually emerge through repetitive practice.

The incentive to engage in these desired practices is further backed up by discursive 

and socio-legal framings such as The Highway Code. In common with other Taylorist 

standardisations of movement, such framings are geared towards “...the 

transformation of learned habit - embodied habitual mobility - into a rigorous and 

scientifically coded abstraction of human motion” (Cresswell, 2006:86). For Imrie & 

Thomas (1997: 1402), such readings uphold the notion that  the law is “...beyond 

reproach in occupying a higher, sanctified, playing field where it  operates to ensure 

just and equitable outcomes (for all involved)”. ‘Appropriate’ rhythms as legally 

framed therefore fail to adequately account for the importance of context  and 

embodiment in defining rhythm, assuming instead that such specific rhythms are 

equally available to all. 

Specifically then, material ‘carchitecture’ naturalises particular rhythms through a 

combination of objectness, discursive framing and habitual practice, facilitating some 



actions whilst  weakening others to produce ‘appropriate’, predictable, normative 

flows. Mobility therefore often produces a rhythmic repetition through practised 

knowledges premised upon what is expected and appropriate within particular 

contexts. Thus as Yelanjian notes, the power produced through the ordering of a time-

space is not solely embodied in individuals or systems, rather it is produced as a 

dispersed ordering force (1991). The result according to Lefebvre (2004) is that the 

rules of traffic control constitute a rhythm which the mobile subject is expected to 

follow.

To emphasise, processes of ordering and standardisation attempt to organise a system 

based upon the affordances of motorised vehicles, in which the architecture of the 

built  environment has increasingly assumed and materialised a normative range of 

instruments (implying a method of propulsion and level of vulnerability) 

commensurate with motorised transport. The results have been that the rhythms of the 

modern city are overwhelmingly premised upon the body  and affordances of the 

hybrid car-driver: other users such as cyclists and pedestrians have increasingly been 

expected to conform to the rhythms laid down for the benefit of motorised transport 

(Bendixson 1974; Packer, 2008; Urry 2000).

Improvising rhythms

The corollary of this is that alternative rhythms become harder to imagine. Certainly 

as Amin and Thrift  (2002: 17) note, the city is rarely subject to rhythmic chaos 

because rhythms become collectively and individually repeated in order to negotiate 

urban life. However some users including many cyclists regularly ride off the ‘score’; 

going when they should stop, weaving when they should be stationary, and using 

spaces ‘inappropriately’. Whilst  patterns or spatial structures are the outcome of long-

term development and their basic character is reproduced and confirmed by everyday 

human activities, they are also reshaped by those human activities that do not 

correspond to existing patterns (Novak & Sykora, 2007, see also Cronin, 2006). In 

any space, as Edensor and Holloway go on to note, the rhythms of any number of 

different actors intersect to give a place its character. Certainly  the “apparently 



repetitive and regular rhythmic patterns are apt to be punctured, disrupted or curtailed 

by moments and periods of arrhythmia” (2008:485).

Many  accounts position any  arryhthmic improvisation as a form of active resistance 

(Borden, 2001; de Certeau, 1984; Flusty, 2000). Edensor and Holloway (2008) rightly 

flag Lefebvre’s tendency to frame the duality of structure and agency  as inherently 

resistant, for while he acknowledges polyrhythmia, Lefebvre spends much of his time 

critiquing official and capitalist rhythms and the ways in which these rational and 

calculative rhythms impose themselves over the rhythms of the body. This is not to 

deny that  many ‘inappropriate’ rhythmic cycling performances are intended to be 

resistant; one only has to look at the Critical Mass monthly  bike rides around the 

world to see evidence of intentionally resistant rhythms. It is rather to suggest that 

there are other less sensational and oppositional ways of understanding such practices.

May and Thrift, for example, argue that time appears differently according to 

particular spatial arrangements within a given setting, suggesting that “a sense of time 

emerges from our relationships with a variety  of instruments and devices...” (2001:4). 

The way in which time-spaces are produced and experienced is thus a product of how 

we are oriented to the world and as a result  time-spaces and rhythms are constituted 

through processes of embodiment and hybridity. Moreover, matter is constituted 

through the rhythm and routine of practical actions (Anderson & Tolia-Kelly, 

2004:671). May  and Thrift (2001) go on to note that  time-space accounts have 

generally  failed to look at  the different perspectives generated through the way 

gendered, aged and technologised bodies experience time-space. Technology is 

foregrounded here because it becomes the instrument through which the score is 

interpreted and mediated. Edensor and Holloway flag its importance commenting that, 

“mobile experience reconfigures the landscape in accordance with the technology of 

travel and the affordances of space...” (2008:488, see also Ingold, 2000). Wajcman 

(2008) further points to the creation of new social relations through technologies, 

suggesting that rather than simply ‘saving time’, new technologies change the nature 

and meaning of tasks, creating new material and cultural practices. Indeed, the role of 

different technologies in mediating experiences of time is well documented 

(Cresswell, 2006; Massey, 1992, 1993; May & Thrift, 2001; Thrift, 2004; Urry, 2002, 

2003).



In Edensor and Holloway’s account of coach touring, “the technologies of the coach 

are trajectories of ordering that can similarly  configure particular ways of 

experiencing space and produce distinctive rhythmic patterns” (2008:488). The 

technologically hybridised body is thus of central concern when considering the way 

in which rhythms and arrythmia are produced and contested because it orients us to 

the world in a certain way, opening up  affective and sensory possibilities which 

influence the way in which we negotiate space and spend time.

Crang (2000) uses rhythm to evoke the notion of an urban music as part of a project to 

rethink architecture and infrastructure as more than just frozen time. The association 

with music is quite apt because it is analogous of the ways in which ‘scores’ are 

created which set out appropriate rhythms and instruments for particular performances 

such as commuting. However, it  also allows an exploration of what happens when that 

score is played using a different instrument from that which was intended. The 

resulting improvisations, syncopations and arrythmia help to highlight which 

instrument the score was intended for and why it might be played differently using 

another instrument.

I argue that one of the key reasons why the rhythms laid down by many cyclists do 

not conform with the official and desired rhythms laid down for motorised vehicles is 

not because they resist the official ordering of space and time. Rather it  is because the 

hybrid bike-rider is oriented differently to the material and immaterial affordances of 

the urban environment and thus rather than reject official rhythms, many cyclists are 

engaged in a process of making do which involves improvising rhythms in order to 

navigate the city. 

Rhythmanalysis thus entails paying attention to the body and the senses and 

ultimately  to the instrument being employed to interpret the score and the rhythmic 

variations that this can produce. I discuss here how the rhythms of cycling are 

structured through different experiences of time, vulnerability and the energy. 

Understanding these is vital to explaining ‘inappropriate’ rhythms as other than a 

simplistic resistance and rejection of dominant rhythms. Rather these improvised 

rhythms are seen to be the product of hybrid bodies that both possess and perceive 

affordances other than those embodied and facilitated within the dominant ordering of 

the city. Whilst  numerous accounts of time-space compression suggest that modern 



forms of movement have radically altered the experience of time-space for all (May & 

Thrift, 2001), as I demonstrate here, the accounts of cyclists suggest that there is still a 

diverse range of rhythms produced and experienced simultaneously. 

Timed-space: duration 

“...if I wanted to be stuck in traffic I’d drive to work” (Alan, 21/10/04).

In the search to minimise serious collisions and keep  traffic flowing, time 

conceptualised as an objectified and quantifiable variable is often sacrificed by 

planners and engineers with little thought to different experiences of time or the 

different options open to people on how to ‘spend’ waiting time. One of the 

consequences of this ordering is that it forces the car-driver into a spatially  linear, 

stop-start rhythm at signalised junctions. Whilst queuing in such instances, drivers can 

engage in various practices to pass the time - listening to the stereo, making a phone 

call, doing their make up or talking to a passenger. If they have practical knowledge 

of an area they may  also be able to keep moving and find an alternative route 

(Hagman, 2006:68). The bike-rider however may perceive the affordances of the 

situation very differently, exhibiting different ways of dealing with time and therefore 

constructing very different time-spaces.

As Cresswell (2006: 5) notes, “mobility as a social product, does not exist  in an 

abstract world of absolute time and space, but is a meaningful world of social space 

and social time”. It follows that different forms of movement and mobility produce a 

different experience of time as they orient the subject differently in relation to the 

space of time. Certainly  Crang (2001) notes a difference between lived and 

represented time, and Watts and Urry (2008) note the disjuncture between perceived 

travel time and lived travel time. They go on to note that travel time is not the 

counting of minutes but is embedded in tasks. To say something takes 10 seconds for 

example, is wholly different to the potential experiences of those 10 seconds. To 

illustrate this point Henri Bergson used the seemingly innocuous example of watching 

sugar dissolve in water. In his example, Bergson noted that waiting for the sugar to 



dissolve was not simply the mathematical time that it takes to do something that  can 

be universally applied, instead, “...it coincides with an impatience that constitutes a 

portion of my duration and which I cannot protract or contract  at will” (cited in 

Pearson, 2002:10). Thus time is always perceived subjectively and differentially 

rather than absolutely, a point reinforced by Carlstein et  al (1978a, 1978b) when they 

assert that every  individual has a personal sense of time. Bergson also claimed a 

distinction between the objectification of time through vision as a series of snapshots 

or transitions, in contrast to the embodied experience of time as a felt and 

unquantified continuum or ‘duration’. He suggested that this was because, 

“as muscular sensation, they  are a part of the stream of our conscious life, they 

endure; as visual perception, they  describe a trajectory, they claim a space [...]. 

The latter is divisible and measureable because it  is space. The other is 

duration” (1999:35).

Thus for Bergson embodied movement is central to the experience of time.  With this 

understanding in mind, I contend that there are differential modes of waiting exhibited 

by cyclists, but the one I want to focus on here is that of filtering. In the same way 

that a knowledgeable driver may be able to avoid a traffic queue by  taking a different 

and often circuitous route, the cyclist often achieves this at a microscale, avoiding 

having to stop  by taking a circuitous route through a traffic queue. According to de 

Certeau (1984: 18), there is a ‘tactical and joyful dexterity’ associated with the 

mastery of such a tactic which enhances the pleasure of ‘getting around the rules’ of a 

constraining space. By way of example, in his journeys to and from work, Alan 

frequently used filtering as a time-space tactic, constantly  weaving in and out of 

stationary and slow moving traffic. 



Fig. 1 ‘Passing time in the traffic’ (author’s collection)



“I can’t put it (weaving) down to anything really [...]. I think it’s the fact that if 

you’re stuck behind traffic you’re sitting there basically sucking their exhaust, so I 

might as well be going through the traffic rather than just sitting there lapping it 

up. [...]. I hadn’t realised I did it  as much until I saw it. I think it’s because I’m not 

going the speed that I want to, I’m restricted by what they’re doing even though 

they’re moving forward. Being stuck in the traffic is really boring too; if I wanted 

to be stuck in traffic I’d drive to work” (interview, 21/10/04).

Alan’s account suggests a situated understanding of what the bike-rider might 

reasonably be capable of. Alan uses the spaces between vehicles to keep  time 

‘flowing’: whilst the rhythm conceived and laid down by  the system’s designers in 

such places produces bursts of rapid movement punctuated by rests for car-drivers, 

in contrast the rhythm overlain by Alan is slower and less spatially linear. Filtering, 

although slower than freely cycling down a clear carriageway and hardly quicker 

overall than stopping and pulling away, is seen by Alan as preferable to stopping 

because the duration experienced in moving through space is experienced as 

preferable to being stationary. Lefebvre offers the example of appropriated time to 

suggest a duration where ‘time no longer counts’ because the subject is immersed 

in activity of one form or another (2004: 76).

It should be noted that as a tactic, filtering is not equally open to all  because it 

involves a degree of balance and bike control, and if performed at speed may entail 

a greater risk to the rider than if they  were static. Coupled with a relative absence 

of formal disciplining, Alan’s confidence and skill with the bike highlights the 

construction of new and alternate time-spaces and rhythms which are less 

conditioned by the dominating rhythms of road space. As Thrift  (2004) notes, 

myriad adjustments and improvisations open new lines of flight, producing the 

fabric of time-space as open-ended. 



Bodily rhythms: energy 

“...the main limitation of (the contemporary transport planning) approach 

stems from the assumption by its installers that people will behave like obedient 

automatons. A brief period of observation of a junction will confirm that they do 

not. Pedestrians routinely disregard red lights (in Britain red lights for 

pedestrians are merely advisory, not mandatory). And they are frequently found 

on the wrong side of the barriers; pedestrians are natural Pythagoreans, 

preferring the hypotenuse to the other two sides of the triangle wherever 

possible” (Adams, 2004:39-40).

Adams’ Pythagorean pedestrians are not just concerned with saving time, they  are 

also concerned with saving energy. Pedestrians and cyclists are unique in the urban 

environment in that they move under their own power and thus to use the example of 

the triangle which Adams gives, where possible, pedestrians and cyclists will often 

take the shortest, and particularly for cyclists, the flattest route (Gehl, 2001; Parkin et 

al 2007). Unfortunately, and as Adams (1995, 2004) notes, such things have rarely 

been considered in the urban environment which has been planned as an isotrophic 

surface where human energy  expenditure has ceased to become a variable because it 

is erased by the use of mechanical and electrical locomotion. As Bendixson (1974) 

notes there has been a failure to take into account any kinaesthetic dimensions of 

movement:

“the first  consideration has been to prevent pedestrians from getting in the way 

of vehicles (the safety of bicyclists has been ignored). The psychological and 

physical requirements of people on foot have been disregarded” (1974:57).

During my fieldwork I documented countless examples of the energy-space of 

cyclists re-interpreting the rhythmic score of the city. Near the end of Zara’s journey 

to work for example, she encounters a one way system en route to the Pentonville 

Road from Farringdon, where she elects to ride on the pavement: 



“The first  few times I did that (section of pavement) I did get off and walk but 

then I just got bored, and thought well if I go slowly, what’s the difference? [...] 

The reasoning behind going up on the pavement there is that  otherwise you 

have to go all the way round the whole Kings’ Cross one way system which 

adds probably at least five minutes on to the journey. Kings’ Cross the traffic is 

a nightmare, and you know everyone is all over the place and you have to go 

right the way round and go through tons of sets of traffic lights, then cross over 

Pentonville road which is a busy road. It was like the first time I did it I just 

thought this is stupid, I’m wasting my time and energy and so the second time I 

went out like that” (interview, 01/11/04).

The layout of the one way  system that Zara describes promotes a complex and 

continuous rhythm which keeps traffic moving but over a spatially extended and 

indirect route. As a cyclist  however, Zara interprets this extra distance as additional 

energy expenditure. Consequently, she chooses to ignore the long-winded staccato 

rhythm embodied in the one-way system and with the embodied experience of both 

time and energy to the fore, instead improvises a slower but more direct rhythm which 

has more in common with those associated with pedestrian movement. What she 

implies is a profoundly contextual understanding of rhythm rooted in the conjoining 

of the bike and body. Zara’s route suggests an embodied and situated understanding 

that a slow, continuous and direct rhythm will use less energy than a long stop-start 

rhythm and therefore be more appropriate for the instrument she is using and what she 

wants to achieve.



Fig. 2 ‘Pedestrian rhythms’ (author’s collection)



Affective rhythms: vulnerability

“Lights aren’t meant to be for pushies anyway, they’re just to keep the traffic 

under control” (Elina, 11/07/05).

Risk as both Adams (1985, 1995) and Rowe (2004) have noted, has different 

meanings for different people. However, as Adams notes, “traditional highway 

engineering has been based on the theory that we are completely oblivious to dangers 

in the environment around us...” (cited in Clarke, 2006:291). One of the main 

problems is as Fischer (2003 :423/4) points out, that the assessment of risk is 

‘sociologically uninformed’ because the quantification of risk is largely technical in 

nature and sees social factors as irrelevant. There is consequently a, “...reluctance to 

consider contextual factors directly...”.. Consequently features such as traffic signals 

are designed to manage the level of risk at  particular localities. In doing so they 

impose a particular order and rhythm on road users, dictating when users should stop 

and go whatever the specific circumstances. However, as Rowe (2004) points out,

“...risk is not a thing nor is it an attribute of design or of public spaces. The 

mathematical probability of an event occurring can be calculated, but 

individuals then decide what that probability  means to them. ‘Risk’ is an 

abstract noun created to cover the multitude of ways in which individuals 

can perceive a situation in relation to their own personal safety” (2004:14).

Congruently, all of the cyclists I worked with - whether they obeyed laws or not - 

were profoundly aware of their own vulnerability. Without the protection that a ton of 

metal provides, riders displayed an embodied awareness of their own fragility  beyond 

that of any car driver and consequently  rode in ways which could minimise the danger 

to themselves based on their perception of the immediate context.  



Fig. 3 ‘Noam pushing the beat’ (author’s collection)



As a result, cyclists can frequently be observed disobeying the material and socio-

legal directives to stop at junctions because of situated understandings of their own 

personal safety and subsequent attempts to minimise conflict  with vehicles that could 

potentially injure them. Certainly, one of the most widely  cited reasons by cyclists for 

the seemingly irrational behaviour of disobeying traffic signals is somewhat counter-

intuitively that they deem it safer to do so. This point is emphasised by Noam in his 

account of jumping a red light: 

“Yeah I do that (jump the lights) because if I stay on the other side I get stuck, 

so it makes sense to do that. Otherwise you have to stand in the middle of the 

road with cars going on either side of you waiting for them to stop  so you might 

as well get across the moment you can so you don’t have to do that. It makes a 

lot of sense in terms of my personal safety. I mean there are a lot of things that 

you do on a bicycle that are not in The Highway Code but make a lot of sense 

for one’s safety  and you know The Highway Code is designed to ensure 

everyone’s safety  but it doesn’t for cyclists. It’s ensuring that car drivers don’t 

run over pedestrians; as a cyclist you’re just out there” (Noam interview, 

22/11/05). 

The official rhythmic performance at such junctions would be to stop and wait at  the 

light, moving off when it is ‘safe’ to do so. However, in this instance Noam slows, 

looks and continues whilst the light is still red, imposing a new rhythm at the junction; 

pushing the beat of the official rhythm, a decision based largely upon his embodied 

experience as a vulnerable road user and the fact that he feels uncomfortable moving 

off with the other vehicles. Noam argues that this difference in vulnerability  is not 

accounted for in the design of the junction timing or in the socio-legal framing of The 

Highway Code. His account of negotiating this particular junction suggests that  risks 

are purely  contextual and contingent  on situated and embodied knowledges. Thus 

where the system design fails to account for the affordances of a particular user, as 

Fischer (2003) acknowledges, seemingly ‘risky’ behaviour can often be a fundamental 

source of safety. Again however, the ability  to perform such ‘risky’ rhythms is seen to 

be framed by the disposition of the rider and the skills that they  possess. Without 



these, a sense of vulnerability itself is not necessarily enough to afford the possibility 

of new rhythms, for other factors must also coincide with these situated and embodied 

understandings in order to open up new ‘lines of flight’. 

Conclusions

This chapter has demonstrated the inter-relatedness of the material and immaterial to 

any understanding of how urban places are experienced and contested. I have shown 

how the materialities of the bike and the built environment intersect with and produce 

the immaterialities of vulnerability, time and energy which are in turn productive of 

rhythmic variation in the city.

Rather than simply  reproduce the dominant rhythms appropriate to these spaces, the 

accounts here suggest that the personal, situated understandings of riders are central to 

the construction of different readings of time and space. However, such 

unprogrammed uses of space fall short of the ‘ideal movements’ designated as 

legitimate by  the system’s designers and are often deemed illegal and criminalised, 

with the result that such behaviours are constructed as irresponsible and dangerous by 

many commentators (Fincham, 2006; Horton, 2006). Such readings have not been 

helped by  accounts which theorise these unprogrammed uses of space as resistant  to  

official rhythms. I argue however that the rhythmic variations outlined here are 

neither always ‘criminal’ (though they may be criminalised) nor resistant; rather for 

many riders these actions constitute the rational responses of people performing a 

rhythm written with other ‘instruments’ in mind. Whilst these accounts suggest the 

presence of different rhythms, they do not suggest the rejection of the dominant 

rhythm; rather they suggest  an over-laying of a new rhythm which syncopates with 

other more appropriate rhythms.

Moreover, and as I have already noted, not all cyclists are the same and I do not want 

to impute a homogeneity to cyclists. Whilst I have theorised rhythmic variation 

largely in relation to the differing technologies and affordances of the car and the 

bike, there are many other factors which direct an agents’ ability and willingness to 

interpret the score differently. As with any musician, the possible rhythms that can be 



played are not only influenced by the choice of instrument and the context of the 

performance, they are also influenced by the skill and disposition of the performer. I 

suggest that this may be a key reason why official and appropriate rhythms are often 

reproduced: many riders lack the bodily ability  or desire to perform new rhythms; or 

perhaps have been more strongly trained to adhere to the socio-legal discourse of the 

bike-as-car. As a result and despite the use of an ‘inappropriate’ instrument these 

riders may well reproduce the vehicular rhythms embodied in the built environment. 

Whatever the case, as Edensor notes, the heterogeneous movements of cyclists 

represent just one interaction amongst many  intersecting practices in any social space 

where multiple rhythms collide, syncopate and synchronise to produce dynamic 

spatialities (2009:2).


