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Figure 8. Median Household Income in US Dollars. Map created using 2010 census data, 

displaying the median household income ranges for individual census tracts within the vicinity of 

Pedal Pusher bike shop. Location markers correspond to where each of my interlocutors resides 

within New York City. 

Map created using ArcGIS 10.4 and the following data sets: 

Decennial Census: 2010 SF1 100% Data (2010) [downloaded file]. U.S. Census Bureau.  

URL: https://factfinder.census.gov [February, 2017]. 

American Community Survey 5-Year Estimates: New York State Census Tracts Shapefile (2014) [downloaded file]. 

U.S. Census Bureau.  

URL: https://www.census.gov/geo/maps-data/data/tiger-data.html [February, 2017]. 
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Struggling to relate, the absurdity of the entire situation begins to dawn upon me. We are 

trapped in this predicament by the promise of being paid for our work; Matt and I cannot simply 

walk away from a customer in disgust. Defined by our own economic position—as manual 

laborers making our living in the service industry of a post-Fordist American city—we have little 

recourse. Reflecting further on my own position within the larger social hierarchies, I am struck 

with a revelation. It would seem that Matt and I identify with a growing number of tenuously 

employed workers, so affected by the global dimensions of neoliberal capitalism.5 For the 

mechanics of the shop, our precarious employment status as mechanics is predicated on how 

well we serve the needs of the shop’s clientele, no matter how painful or difficult that may be. If 

we, as mechanics, refuse to entertain the needs and desires of someone like Lucy, (and word got 

back to Roger somehow,) we would soon find ourselves looking for another job. The state of 

prolonged risk and peril that characterizes our position definitely has a cooling effect on how we 

respond to such stark differences in “class” and general worldview. If Matt or I were ever to 

meet Lucy in any other circumstances, we would more than likely make a run for it. Yet, in order 

to maintain our own position within the socio-economic hierarchy of the city, we must cater to 

the needs and desires of people like her. 

Oblivious to our reticence in commiserating over a bourgeois lifestyle of which we know 

little, our only option is sit patiently and let Lucy finish. Despite our restrained and subtle hints, 

pointing to fact that we have a long list of pressing tasks we still need to complete, she is tacitly 

                                                 
5 In implicating a connection to ethnographic subjects found in the work of anthropologists Kathleen 

Millar (2014: 34) and Anne Allison (2012: 348-9), I am constituting Matt and I as workers who, despite 

official employment, are relatively insecure when contrasted against the employment status of many of 

the customers we serve in the shop. Except for the few deliverymen, messengers, and “working class” 

commuters who venture into the shop, our clientele is mostly made up of local residents who live near the 

shop and who are significantly more secure in their finances than a majority of the city’s population (see 

Figure 8). 
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insistent that we give her our undivided attention. Blinded by anger over the manner of her 

entrance to the shop, I realize I have not even looked over her bike. With my mind wandering, I 

begin to survey its physical features for the very first time. It is a two-thousand dollar 3-speed 

European “cruising” model, emblazoned with a “BRIK” logo (a renowned Dutch bicycle 

manufacturer)—one she picked up while living in Europe. This bespoke bicycle has all the bells 

and whistles one might expect. A soft handcrafted seat, plush leather handlebar grips, and a 

finely milled lightweight aluminum chassis are the most prominent features that catch my eye. 

It’s a luxury bicycle, meant more as a symbol of social or “class” status than a tool of utility. The 

shiny paint job, pristine tires, and dirt free drivetrain are sure signs that the bike has not really 

been put to any significant use. Although Lucy has ostensibly come into the shop for repairs, 

from my cursory visual appraisal it appears as though nothing is wrong with the bicycle.  

In my attempts at gauging the characteristics of both bicycle and owner, I casually ask 

Lucy what kinds of issues she has had with her bike recently. She does not really know for sure, 

but cites “It doesn’t ride like it did in Europe” as a major point of concern. To gauge the extent 

of the repairs that might be necessary, I ask some technical questions like, “Is it pulling to one 

side?” “Are the gears not shifting correctly?” Yet, Lucy seems reluctant to engage me in 

conversation over such topics. From her lack of appropriate or enthusiastic responses, I detect 

that she is not concerned with her bicycle per se. It is a mere accessory, conferring her with a 

measure of status and prestige. Without genuine interest in the mechanic well-being of her 

bicycle, the nature of Lucy’s concern must lie with how well she will be perceived within the 

social world of the Hamptons without the “symbolic capital” of such an expensive and rare 

possession (Bourdieu 1984: 291). This kind of relationship to a bike is testament to an 

overwhelming affinity and taste for expensive, handcrafted, and niche commodities—the 



68 

the height of summer, his clothes are severely sweat-stained. His bike is equally roughed up, and 

there are scratches and dents throughout its frame. The physical appearance of this pairing 

evokes the gritty and strenuous nature of hard manual labor. Working to constitute a perception 

of Benicio within the minds of others, these characteristics combine to render him as a member 

of the poor working-class. Like Lucy, a social understanding of Benicio is directly tied to the 

physical appearance his bike. 

In addition to viewing the extensive disrepair and overall messiness of his bicycle as a 

marker of social status, Benicio’s position within larger class hierarchies is made that much more 

apparent by what type of bicycle he has. It is a cheap, “department store” bike (how we in the 

shop, describe the cheaply made, mass produced bicycles most often made in Asia). To Benicio, 

and others like him within the contemporary globalized world, these bikes are their only option. 

Cheap but relatively effective, they are entirely utilitarian, providing basic transportation until 

they inevitably break due to their shoddy construction. Despite their indispensable utility and 

function, they instantly mark one as a member of a lower social class. Within contemporary 

bicycle-related culture, the conventions of taste that Lynes (1954: 312) defines as “lowbrow,” 

would be particularly applicable; this refers to a sense of “taste” and “style” that are 

diametrically opposed to the sensibilities that define membership within an “upper” or “leisure 

class.” Contrasted against the more niche and hand-tailored bicycles purchased by people like 

Lucy, this bike seems as though it was made for the “working class.” Without the economic 

means or knowledge prevailing conventions of style, the bespoke bicycles of the “leisure class” 

are far out of reach. Others like Benicio, who ride “department store” bikes, are therefore 

identified as members of the so-called “working class” due to their association with an object 

stigmatized by a lack of appropriate “taste” or “style.”  
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Matt and I continue to work, straining heavily against the many rusted, bent, and broken 

components that litter Benicio’s bike. With my hands occupied, I reflect upon the stark 

differences between these two very impressionable customers. Although hailing from opposite 

ends of the “class” spectrum, both Lucy and Benicio share something vital. Like the high quality 

construction of Lucy’s bicycle, the cheap, shoddy, and basic appearance of Benicio’s bicycle are 

all integral features of its indexicality; they are the legible physical features of the bicycle that 

have been mobilized as a way to identify Benicio relative to wider social contexts. Benicio, like 

Lucy, is also seemingly is unaware of how much those features define the kind of person he is. 

Yet, in his focus on earning a living and providing for his family in a foreign country, Benicio is 

seemingly unconcerned with his status within the complex social hierarchies of the affluently 

bourgeois neighborhood that surrounds the shop. 

For Lucy and Benicio, the nuances and complexities of their respective social positions 

are made tangible through an interpretation of their respective bicycles. Their own class 

subjectivities are made tangible and “readable” by the ways in which both their person and their 

bike manifest themselves to us—the mechanics—as a distinct, cohesive, and packaged whole. 

This representation of the individual within the shop constitutes what I will term, a “socially 

implicated identity”; that is to say, a socially constituted identity, based off of how other people 

perceive and understand an individual in distinctly social terms. Whether these understandings 

emerge from conceptions of “class,” “style,” “taste,” or any other “readable” category—this 

identifiable package is what Matt and I use in our attempts to position Lucy and Benicio within a 

larger social field.
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chapter four: reflexive bicycle identity 

In the context of the post-Fordist, neoliberal, commodity driven, capitalist society from 

which I work as a mechanic, the relative position of the shop’s clientele in relation to concepts of 

social “class” has shown its capacity to be made tangible through an examination of the material 

qualities of each bicycle. Yet, coterminous with the distinctly “class”-based interpretation as 

evidenced through Lucy and Benicio, there exists another equally important process: that of the 

reflexive constituted identity. In contrast to the relatively unconscious qualities of a “socially 

implicated identity,” the bicycle is also a site where distinctly conscious self-conceptions of 

identity are constructed and re-projected outward as a cohesive, seemingly pre-meditated 

personality. In this process, the manipulation of the bicycle, both physically and conceptually 

takes center stage. In this definitive process, a variety of unique and quite individualistic 

identities takes shape.  

Like the legibility garnered through a “reading” with the concept of “class” in mind, this 

seamless process is similarly constituted through the semiotic interpretation of each bicycle’s 

specific physical form. Yet, unlike those processes attached to notions of “class,” this process 

occurs at a conscious level, in the minds of its subjects. To illustrate this process in action, I turn 

to the experiences of another one of the shop’s most prominent figures, Jared. In what follows, 

Jared works to redefine himself and his own position within society through the complex ways in 

which he constitutes and responds to his bike. Fully aware of the ways in which the bicycle’s 

features can be mobilized to define his own identity, and in the ways they affect the perceptions 

of those around him, Jared works to constitute a particular image of himself within the minds of 

others. 
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We must drop everything. Stopped in our tracks, we can’t even take a breath, appraise the 

damage, or begin to plan the intricacies of our next repair project. The dreaded “Bike the Big 

Apple” bicycle tour leader appears at our doorstep. This local tour company regularly comes by 

twice a week to outfit their clients with bicycles, helmets, and other accessories for a “half-day” 

bicycle tour around the city. Catering to mostly affluent Western European tourists, it has been 

conducting these tours in Manhattan for the better part of twenty years. Contributing to the 

continued success of the company is a charismatic young cyclist named Jared. Riding in on a 

bespoke, fifteen-year-old, hand-welded, steel framed Bianchi, Jared looks exactly how you think 

a bicycle tour guide should look. A refreshing sight to local bourgeois sensibilities, he appears 

sleek and sophisticated with his racing cap, rolled-up jeans, short sleeve printed shirt, and 

European-style athletic shoes. 

To the casual observer, Jared epitomizes the character of a hardworking young man, 

(literally) living by the sweat of his brow. Even with an unhealthy penchant for tobacco, he 

appears to be a strong and athletic cyclist. He ought to be, for he has told me that his job as a tour 

guide is currently his only means of support. Born to a pair of esteemed university professors on 

the upper east side of Manhattan, Jared comes from a highly educated, white, upper class, 

metropolitan background. Spending his childhood in one of the most affluent parts of the world, 

he also attended some of the most prestigious preparatory and private schools in Manhattan. As a 

reasonably competent student, he then went on to complete an undergraduate Psychology degree 

at Wesleyan University when he was twenty-two. 

On this particular day, Matt, Jared, and I lounge around in the shade of the tree that sits 

outside of the shop, waiting for the tour group to arrive. Apparently unfazed by the newest trends 

or technologies, Jared casually whips out his seven-year-old Nokia flip-phone. “This doesn’t 
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even have the internet on here. I don’t want to be plugged in all the time” “I don’t understand 

why you need more than this” “Those iPhones scare me.” In fact, he is often vocally resistant to 

expensive purchases, and today he grouchily shuns Matt’s recent purchase of an expensive new 

smartphone. His aversion to new products becomes clear when I ask him why he still uses a 

heavy fifteen-year-old bicycle to do physically demanding tour-guide work. In a bout of 

sentimentality, Jared proceeds to share the story of how he got the bike. It was a gift from his late 

father, given to him when he first left home to go off to college.  

object based identity 

Back in 2002, Jared’s Bianchi “Eros” was a top-of-the-line bicycle (see Figure 9). Like 

always, his father spared no expense in providing him with all the material luxuries he could 

provide. The Eros was a very expensive bicycle, and at the time, it was emblematic of the disdain 

Jared felt for the material objects that his family so casually showered upon him. According to 

Jared, his eyes were opened in college; living outside of his privileged and relatively cloistered 

life for the first time, he truly began to understand how relatively little others had in comparison. 

This attitude followed him into his life post-graduation, were he saw that everyone around him 

was scrambling to participate in the, “crazy rat race of life, killing yourself to make money to 

buy the next new thing that comes out [sic].” As a direct consequence of his newfound collegiate 

perspective, this three-thousand dollar bicycle sat alone in storage for the next four years. Seeing 

it as a part of his privilege, Jared would not touch it again until after his father’s sudden death, a 

couple of months before graduation. “He died quietly in his sleep…that’s how I want to go too,” 

is all Jared ever said about his father’s death. Despite its deep material significance to a 

profoundly life altering event, Jared’s “Eros” has come to embody the ethos of a new personality 

and lifestyle. Due in part to its age and sentimental significance, this prized bicycle has been 
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meticulously maintained. Almost fanatically, the gears and chain are lubricated daily, tire 

pressure is kept optimal, and no matter the weather, every surface of this bicycle still appears 

immaculate. Exuding the allure of a rare 1950s era sports car—to those with a keen and 

developed eye for quality, Jared’s bicycle is the site of substantial adoration and praise. There are 

very few of these kinds of bicycle left roaming the streets of the world, and far fewer so 

impeccably maintained.  

The high level of devoted care that this particular bicycle receives is not so rare in the 

modern bicycle world. Many dedicated cyclists tend to their bicycle’s needs with ritualistic 

devotion. What is unusual in this case is that Jared’s caretaking does not emanate from a 

Figure 9. 2002 Bianchi “Eros.”  

This stock image of the 2002 Bianchi “Eros,” is just as immaculate as Jared’s fifteen-year-old 

bicycle that sees regular use. It is host to an array of high-quality parts and materials—setting it 

apart from many of the bicycles we encounter at the shop. 
© 2016 Bicycle Blue Book, LLC. 
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compulsive desire to maintain the prestige associated with such an expensive piece of hardware. 

The particular nature of Jared’s tenderness towards his bicycle is, like him, unique. It was the last 

thing his father ever gave him, and as such, it holds a special place in his heart. Out of all the 

things his parents hoped to provide him with, it is also the only thing he has chosen to keep from 

his “former life.” The reverence he shows for “his Dad’s Eros” goes beyond mere sentimentality, 

it provides him with a material link to a past he seemingly seeks to put distance from. Existing as 

a material reminder of his own personal history—like Lucy’s bicycle, it is by virtue of its 

physical features, an object of affluence and privilege. Yet, despite its correlation to wealth and 

power, it has now been repurposed in service to more conventional (and as some would say, 

altruistic) aims. The symbolic significance of this shift cannot be understated. Once a material 

object of privilege and wealth, his bicycle has been transformed to align with the character of 

Jared’s current line of work. Though its physical features once signified wealth and privilege, 

through age the bicycle has taken on new meaning; it is indicative of Jared’s humility and 

dedication to his new lifestyle. 

Diverging significantly from traditional caricatures that depict the insensitive 

extravagance of upper class New Yorkers, Jared comports himself with a unique blend of 

bravado and earnest humility. His ineffable work ethic is more reminiscent of an aged baby-

boomer pensioner than that of a thirty-one year-old trust fund brat. Even in the midst of the 

scorching heat, Jared is seemingly unaffected by the aggravating and insensitive bourgeois 

attitudes of the clientele. Though I cannot bear to exchange more than a few words with them, 

Jared gleefully greets each of the tour participants with ease. The energy and enthusiasm he 

exudes is keenly felt by all those around him. Even Jared’s demeanor on this oppressively humid 

day is characterized by a palpable euphoria regarding the kind of excitement and adventure that 
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he and his tour group might encounter. Despite the oppressively high temperatures, his sharp, 

jerky hand gestures and body movements are indicative of the excitement and enthusiasm he has 

for the ride to come.  

I, meanwhile, stand sullenly in the corner. I am profusely sweating after lifting more than 

seven heavy rental bicycles out of the dungeon-like basement. Some of the tourists eye me with 

what I can only describe as a mixture of suspicion, confusion, and disdain. I want nothing to do 

with the incessant nit picking of these visitors, who are either unaccustomed or averse to the 

gritty appearance of someone, like me, who finds themselves members of the “working class.” 

Reflecting on Jared’s unbridled congeniality towards these outsiders, I cannot help but admire 

his performance. Despite my own reservations in regards to serving the needs of obtuse 

customers like these, Jared seems to take pleasure in the happiness of his clients. The pretension 

of grandeur that these tourists exude matters little; Jared’s focus lies in ensuring the safety and 

satisfaction of his guests.  

The unbridled satisfaction he has for his work feels entirely genuine, and I struggle to 

understand its source. Is this work a sort of penance for his upbringing in affluence and 

privilege? Or does he simply enjoy his work so much that he does not consider such behavior a 

chore? A few hours later, once Jared has seen all of his clients off at the end of a long day, I 

press him further on the reasoning behind his choice to become a tour guide. Matt smokes a 

cigarette nearby while talking on the phone to his new Turkish girlfriend. “I just felt called to do 

it. For one, we don’t have enough people showing off the beauty of our city to people who have 

never experienced it. But, I also could never get a ‘nine to five’…its soul crushing.” Gulping 

down an ice-cold lemonade, I gently remind him that Matt and I work most days from nine to 

five. “Oh no! Not to trash you guys, ‘cause you two work really hard…I mean like an office job. 
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That’s just not for me. My parents wanted me to go to law school or med school, or do 

something like that, but I wasn’t having any of it. My path was all laid out for me, but I was just 

sick of everyone telling me what I should do…ya know?” He goes on to tell me that he did not 

want his life to end up looking like everyone else’s—he wanted something different. So he made 

a conscious choice not to take advantage of the opportunities that most people in his life 

expected him to. 

Right after graduating, Jared took a job as a bike mechanic in a bike shop so that he could 

continue to live near his girlfriend in Middletown, Connecticut. There he learned the technical 

intricacies associated with bicycle repair and maintenance. It was also here that he got his first 

taste of bike touring. The shop he worked in offered several different group ride sessions every 

week, with varying speeds and distances to suit the skill levels of different riders. He told me 

how good it felt to be riding around with people. Looking back, Jared says that “this job really 

helped me forget about all the bad things that had been happening in my life. My father’s death 

hit me pretty hard, and I wasn’t really speaking to my mom at the time. The only thing I had 

going for me was the shop and the rides. But it was great!” He decided from then on, that he was 

not going to pursue things like building a career, making money, buying a car or house. Jared 

focused his energy on achieving “happiness and fulfillment in what I do every day.” To him, that 

meant working as a bike mechanic.  

Moving to back to New York to be closer to his mother, he refused her offer to buy him 

an apartment in Manhattan. Instead, he lives in Ridgewood, Queens, and commutes to our shop 

and a handful of other shops around the city on his bike (see Figure 8). In his intentional choice 

to live apart from the wealth and privilege of his upbringing, Jared works to redefine himself in 

social terms. Seemingly flaunting more mainstream expectations and aspirations – and without 
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apparent concern for wealth, power, or social status – he chooses to adopt this one particular 

bicycle as his sole means of transportation and financial support. His father’s old “Eros” has 

become an integral component of, not only of Jared’s work, but his entire identity. In this case, it 

is only through proximity to this specific bicycle and its physical features that Jared can 

reflexively constitute a particular identity. Aided through proficiency with the linguistic and 

epistemological conventions of the mechanic’s world, Jared is adept in his ability to mobilize the 

bicycle towards the formation of an identity characterized by uniqueness and individuality. In his 

striving to construct himself as a certain kind of person, Jared mobilizes the indexical features of 

this bicycle. With the training and knowledge necessary, Jared is able to perform a “reading” of 

his bicycle, in service towards his own ends. 

“I bike, therefore I am” 

In seeking to solidify the connection between the bicycle and its implications in the 

formation of particular kinds of identity, I now turn to the experiences of people who, like Jared, 

have incorporated the bicycle into the very fabric of their lives. Paralleling my experiences in the 

shop, many other anthropologists have produced work demonstrating the ways in which 

individuals reflexively construct an identity in direct relation to the bicycle. In these groups, 

membership is granted on the basis of ridership; cycling, no matter its use, is seen here as a 

prerequisite for belonging. Yet, to those in such cultures, cycling is envisioned by those who 

participate it in a myriad of ways. One can portray themselves as a healthy, athletically minded, 

self-caring person, environmentally cognizant “low-carbon subject,” as an obedient, non-deviant 

citizen working to uphold law and order, or as a way to display a locally rooted personal 

character, concerned with the local community (Aldred 2010: 35).  
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In addition to these broad categories, many social groups take form beyond the margins 

of these more mainstream definitions of identity in relation to the bicycle. Urban messengers, 

riders of ‘fixie’ style bicycles, and so-called ‘DIY-ers,’ are all examples of such groups, which 

work to define their identities and ideologies through the bicycle in ways that subvert normative 

expectations and conceptions of what a so-called “bike culture” should look like. As an outsider 

to these “alternative” groups, I therefore work to decipher the ways in which the members of 

such organizations construct and interpret their own social worlds.  

 Through an in-depth sociological study of “bike couriers,” Fincham (2007) clarifies the 

particular ways in which a distinct identity is formed through the adoption of the bicycle as a 

sole means of employment. In the minds of the daring men and women who work as couriers 

(also known as “messengers”), their work is more than just an occupation. The direct and 

embodied participation they experience with their bicycles come to constitute an integral part of 

their own identity. It is, in their own words, “much more than earning a living – it’s a way of life, 

an attitude” (Fincham 2007: 193). In addition to identifying with the bicycle, these bike couriers 

also consistently identify their social position as existing within a “sub-” or “counter-culture.” 

Putting his research into dialogue with studies of subculture that have traditionally concentrated 

on themes of alienation and resistance, Fincham (2007) notes that participation in bicycle-

oriented cultures is often much more complex. Overwhelmingly, his interlocutors assert that their 

participation has less to do with a desire for belonging in an “alternative” or “counter-cultural” 

group and more to do with the idea that it is an enjoyable and relatively fulfilling way of life 

(Fincham 2007: 200). Central to the joy and satisfaction that these hardworking couriers receive 

is an intimate relationship to their bicycle. There is substantial ethnographic value with regards 

to the complexities of identity formation in focusing on the relation of these “occupational 
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communities” to the concept of a “sub-culture” more broadly. The identity, community, and 

culture of these groups are maintained by their shared experiences around a shared object 

(Fincham 2007: 201). 

The notion of a communal identity, centered on a shared material object is also present in 

other bicycle-oriented communities. In what Zach Furness describes as “DIY [Do It Yourself] 

bike culture,” its constituents “are formulating new cultural practices around bicycle 

transportation and incorporating the bicycle into a variety of art forms and grassroots alternative 

media” (Furness 2010: 141). Because of its status as a broad cultural category, DIY has as its 

constituents “a variegated network of bike enthusiasts who are actively hacking, reworking, and 

modifying the meaning and function of the bicycle” (Furness 2010: 141). By no means is this a 

homogenous field; those individuals and groups who make up DIY culture more broadly, each 

have their own beliefs, values, and aesthetics. Yet, the values all of these constituent groups 

share have their origins in a form of technological individualism and entrepreneurship that 

emerged simultaneously with the inception of the bicycle in the late nineteenth century. It was a 

time when bicycle owners, and bicycle mechanics were one in the same; this particular moment 

preceded the mass-production of bicycles, and subsequent standardization, that led to the 

professionalization of bicycle mechanic as a discrete role.  

The logic underpinning conceptions of DIY have thus emerged out of a historical lineage 

that has always prized the ability to manipulate the technology of one’s own bicycle. Fast-

forward to the present moment, the dual meaning of the DIY ethos has evolved little, and has 

come to be conceived of “as both a process of fixing/building/altering bicycles and an expression 

of self-reliance” (Furness 2010: 142). Like Fincham’s bicycle couriers, everyone who lives 

within DIY culture—no matter their divergent characteristics—all envision the bicycle as an 
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integral part of their identity. Whether producing music that glorifies the status of the bicycle or 

printing and distributing “zines” that exalt bikes while denigrating the role of the automobile, 

each creative expression has at its heart, the bicycle. Such modes of expression also extend into 

cultural spaces whose participants question the very form of the bicycle. In response to the 

relative standardization and homogenization of bicycle designs, many “mutant bike welders” 

have come to promote “more convivial, hackable bicycle designs as well as the use of recycled 

and found parts” (Furness 2010: 154). These physical manifestations of an individualistic 

resistance are representative of an identity that prides itself on its ability to subvert normative 

expectations and conceptions of what “bicycle culture” should, or could, look like.  

This subversion also emerges within a multi-sited ethnography of bicycle couriers in 

America’s major cities presented by Jeffrey L. Kidder (2011). His work focuses on the ways in 

which these couriers manufacture a particular lifestyle in relation to the alienation many people 

feel in relation to employment opportunities within the “neoliberal machine.” Through direct 

participant observation as a courier himself, Kidder presents a variety of social phenomena 

exclusive to these highly mobile urban couriers. Urban “lifestyle” bike messengers find meaning 

in their work as an outlet for arriving at more authentic selves in environments free from the 

clock-watching alienation that characterizes other contemporary forms of labor, particularly 

those considered to be “low-end service jobs” (Kidder 2011: 75). Echoing Jared’s aversion from 

a “soul crushing nine-to-five,” these messengers also construct their own identities in opposition 

to the hegemonic or oppressive aspects of the neoliberal job market. 

By highlighting the startling disconnect between work and conceptions of self-identity in 

the modern world, Kidder distinguishes the unique role of the contemporary bicycle courier. The 

unusually deep connection between identity (both socially and reflexively constituted) and object 
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is a theme that is found within the lives of Lucy, Benicio, and Jared respectively. It is a dynamic 

process, whereby identity and purpose are envisioned and then created in opposition to larger 

hegemonic social forces. One particularly relevant social event referenced by Kidder are the 

impromptu races and cultural gatherings known colloquially as “alleycats.” Borrowing from 

Durkheim, Kidder frames “alleycats” (organized non-occupational bicycle races) as the 

collective performance of a rite that works to transform individual messengers’ symbols and 

emotions into a collective sacred reality that binds the group together. Much like the “deep play” 

of the Geertz’s Balinese cockfight, these events are sites where an effective “reading” of cultural 

practices as text can take place. These performative venues offer both participants and onlookers 

the chance to encounter the true meanings behind a range of cultural practices that occur with 

reference to the bicycle.   

identity as resistance  

Working within larger power structures, these so-called “alternative” bicycle cultures 

also appropriate the indexical power of the bicycle, along with creative forms or resistance, to 

ensure the continued survival of their communities.7 In the case of the bicycle-oriented cultures 

just presented, a particular resistance practice is mobilized. Mirroring the qualities of a tactic as 

conceived by Michel de Certeau (1984), these social groups work to constitutes proprietary 

spaces outside of the domain of the status-quo. It is a concept directly opposed to the notion of a 

                                                 
7 In addition to its role within such “alternative” cultures, the bicycle is also implicated within more mainstream 

social contexts. I take the cycling practices of bicycle users in Copehagen, Denmark, as explored by Malene 

Freudendal-Pedersen (2015), as a particularly powerful example of performative practices that mirror some of the 

more “alternative” bicycle cultures previously explored. Here the praxis of cycling in relation to automobiles is 

shown to have social and political implications beyond a local bicycle-oriented “counter” culture. It is where, 

instead of enacting explicit resistance to normative cultural perspectives that prize the automobile, Copenhagen’s 

cyclists frame their use of the bicycle as contributing to a vision of the city where “trees grow and there is green 

grass, and here there are no roads, but of course, bike trails” (Freundendal-Pedersen 2015: 37, 46). 
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strategy, defined by the creation of “a place that can be delimited as its own and serve as the base 

from which relations with an exteriority composed of targets or threats…can be managed” (de 

Certeau 1984: 36). Instead, a tactic is a mode of practice, which works to manipulate, divert, or 

appropriate spaces regulated by dominant forces. A tactic thrives as its lives and operates within 

the oppressive hegemony of a strategy.  

In the case of the bicycle couriers noted by Fincham (2006, 2007) and Kidder (2011), the 

desire for belonging within a distinctly “counter-cultural” social group, necessitates the use of 

tactics. Outside of more mainstream expectations of employment and lifestyle, the members of 

these communities work to construct their own identities as an opposition to the ubiquitous 

normative social guidelines that circulate around them. Finding meaning in their work, and 

constructing authentic “selves” that resist the features of a contemporary “neoliberal machine,” is 

emblematic of a tactic. As evidenced by bicycle-oriented communities like these, such practices 

take playful and creative forms, in the sense that they work to undermine or overthrow strategy 

while at the same time working within its boundaries. With witty defiance, these communities 

mobilize tactic to ensure the continued survival of their communities in the face of larger social 

forces that they envision as hegemonic.  

 An understanding of how resistance plays out in these communities, leads me towards 

defining the features of a hegemonic neoliberalism, and outlining its effects within bicycle-

oriented cultures. Furness (2010), Kidder (2011), and Fincham (2006, 2007) note that their 

interlocutors often see themselves as embodying a lifestyle which resists the dominant and 

homogenizing norms of a so-called “mainstream.” In order to understand the logic behind such 

claims, I turn to the definitions of hegemony presented by Raymond Williams (1977). It is 

important to begin with the premise that hegemony differs from ideology; it grows in the minds 
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of its subjects, and becomes more than “the conscious system of ideas and beliefs, but the whole 

lived social process as practically organized by specific and dominant meanings and values” 

(Williams 1977: 109). Hegemony is thus a set of forces that cannot be clearly defined by those 

under its sway. Here, the preexisting ideologies that bound a social world cease to exist as a 

conscious set of social rules. Becoming fully integrated into the fabric of everyday reality, they 

disappear from view. The hegemonic is also perceived by those under its sway as “a lived system 

of meanings and values—constitutive and constituting—which are experienced as practices 

appear as reciprocally confirming” (Williams 1977: 110). The hegemonic is therefore an 

invisible force within the daily lives of its subjects; even when its presence is explicitly known to 

exist in a wider sense, within the life of the individual, hegemony comes to disguises itself as the 

conventional or the mundane. 

 Those living within one of the many bicycle-oriented cultures named above are no 

exception. Their very lifestyle and occupation is envisioned as a protest against the oppressive 

nature of neoliberal capitalism. Yet, despite framing their deep connection with the bicycle as a 

form of power, these groups are perhaps unaware that the forces of hegemony still have a major 

influence on their lives. In the case of the bicycle couriers presented by Furness (2010), Kidder 

(2011), and Fincham (2006, 2007), their livelihood is only possible because of the existence of 

large corporations and capitalist businesses. Despite this fact, many messengers envision their 

occupation as somehow counter-hegemonic; though subsisting on the periphery of modern 

capitalist society by avoiding direct participation in the “mainstream,” they nevertheless are a 

part of it. These couriers perceive their occupation and lifestyle as working towards an overthrow 

of the oppressive, but appear to lack a requisite understanding of the hegemonic social forces that 
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really direct their lives. Without sufficient effort to make visible the invisible forces shaping their 

lives, the individuals of these groups will continue to live under the yoke of hegemony. 

Closely related to both the deployment of tactics as conceived by de Certeau (1984), and 

an effective resistance to hegemony as conceived by Williams (1977), the dynamics that 

characterize bicycle-oriented cultures should also be explained through an analysis of the ways 

in which the concept of a “public” is understood. Using the work of Michael Warner (2002), I 

position bicycle-oriented cultures as a form of “counterpublic” within a more expansive public 

sphere dominated by a normative hegemony. I begin with Warner’s assertion that counterpublics 

are publics too; they are “publics” in the sense that they are organized by discourse itself, 

constituted through the attention of their subjects, and enable the formation of a relation between 

strangers (Warner 2002: 50-64). Here, the nature of public speech is also defined as being both 

impersonal and personal, addressing an indefinite audience. This is key to the power of a public, 

capturing the attention of a diverse group who would otherwise share little in common. Yet, 

these features are not exclusive to the “public”—they are also found within the counterpublic. 

Similarly to that of the public reflexively conceived through discourse, a counterpublic is defined 

by its subordinate and oppositional relationship to a dominant cultural form.  

In the case of the many bicycle-oriented cultures we have explored here, I consider these 

social manifestations distinctly as counterpublics. Unlike Warner’s so-called “subpublics,” that 

do not “require its participants to cease for a moment to think of themselves as members of the 

general public as well,” they are instead “constituted through a conflictual relation to the 

dominant public” (Warner 2002: 84-5). These cultural formations exist outside of what can be 

conceived as public discourse. Through a variety of methods, those within bicycle-oriented 

cultures “mark themselves off unmistakably from any general or dominant public” through their 
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close identification with the bicycle (Warner 2002: 84). Although such a claim does not consider 

the fact that just about anyone can utilize a bicycle, it posits that only certain people can 

reflexively constitute their own identities through the bicycle. The lived social world of those 

who seek to construct themselves in such a way is only possible through their opposition to the 

oppressive social structures of contemporary neoliberal capitalism. 
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conclusion 

The impetus behind this thesis has emerged from the formative educational experiences I 

have had the privilege to encounter as a bicycle mechanic. Working with bikes has been one of 

the most influential experiences of my life, teaching me valuable skills, allowing me to meet 

some amazing people, all while pushing me into previously uncharted modes of knowing, 

thinking, and doing. This project is the end-result of my desire to share the knowledge and 

insights I have gained during my time as a working mechanic. I feel that the social dynamics that 

permeate the social worlds of the bicycle are important beyond their immediate expression in and 

around the bicycle shop—they shed light on how objects play a central role in life more 

generally. 

In undertaking this anthropological analysis of the bicycle, one of my most important 

goals has been to highlight the various ways in which its life as a material object inhabits a 

diverse array of social milieu. Confronted by the bicycle and its role in societies throughout a 

range of historical and geographic contexts, I have sought to answer questions such as these: 

Why the bicycle? What is so special about it? Can it provide any useful or meaningful 

information? What does the bicycle offer to Anthropological inquiry, that any other socially 

implicated object cannot? Though the answers to such questions may be elusive and obscure, the 

insights I provide throughout this project outline an effective way to answer them.  

 Inspired by the premise that all objects have implications in the social lives of human 

beings, I have sought to explore the bicycle in similar terms. Beginning with an examination of 

the deep embodied connection inherent to its physical design, the bicycle proves itself as an 

object of special importance, able to deliver uncommon insight into the lives of the people that 
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surround its use. This assertion emerges out of my acquisition and mastery of a specific set of 

technical skills and knowledge that go along with membership to an exclusive, global bike 

mechanic community. To make the connections I trace between the bicycle and the social worlds 

that surround it clear to those unfamiliar with them, I have therefore sought to explicate a small 

portion of the proprietary linguistic and epistemological conventions that lie at the heart of any 

semiotic analysis of the bicycle. In exposing the inner workings of these diverse perspectives, 

one process is of particular relevance: the interpretive “reading” performed by specially trained 

and educated bicycle mechanics, like me. This practice is integral to any effective use of the 

bicycle in semiotic terms. To “read” the signs of the bicycle, is to make legible the often 

invisible, unconscious, or unspoken motivations and meanings behind a wide range of cultural 

practices.  

In addition to its ability to be read as a social “text”—providing information about the 

social life of its users—the bicycle is a social actor in its own right. It is an object that both 

influences, and is influenced by the specific social contexts in which it is positioned. These 

contemporary social forms are rooted in a long history, one in which the bicycle has been 

mobilized as a marker of distinction in a variety of contexts that work to uncover, construct, and 

interpret conceptions of social “status” or “class.” Beyond this, it has also been implicated in the 

formation of distinct communities. Found in the modern bike courier or DIY-freak, to the 

militaristic nature of nineteenth century “highwheel” bicycle clubs, the bicycle has played a role 

in shaping the social life of people since its very inception. Many of those belonging to the 

bicycle-oriented communities of today also work to construct a distinct identity characterized by 

a resistance to the hegemony of more normative “mainstream” cultural formations.  
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All of these features have combined, to render the bicycle as an object of special 

importance in the lives of people throughout the world. In the coming decades, with climate 

change and the destabilizing social and cultural upheavals that may follow, the bicycle will 

continue to play an integral role in the lives of people throughout the world. Yet, the bicycle is an 

important social object, not only for what it can provide people on a mechanical level 

(transportation, mobility, freedom, prosperity, health), but what it offers us on an existential and 

emotional level. The ability to construct an identity, a Self, through the bicycle is one of its most 

defining characteristics. Building communities and strong social relationships, in an increasingly 

diverse and global world—one marred by war, inequality, disease, and poverty—is more 

important than ever. Through its unique power as an embodied social object, the bicycle is 

preeminently positioned for this task.  

Though we often aren’t aware of the integral and dynamic role that objects play within 

our lives, it is my hope that this project inspires others to examine the unexamined, and look 

closely to the meanings and signs that inhere within even the most mundane of objects. As 

evidenced by my many interlocutors, though the processes that enable objects to hold such sway 

is relatively obscure to those aren’t aware of it, its power within the social lives of people 

remains strong nonetheless.  

To think about the bicycle, means to think about the innumerable social worlds in which 

it inhabits. Though it might not seem so at first, the bicycle is more than just an object. It is an 

object imbued with humanity. 
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