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A sense  of  the cycli ng environment:  felt  experiences  of  infrastructure  and 
atmospheres   
 
Abstract  
 
This paper explores how cyclists gain a sense of the environments they move through 
by considering their felt experiences of the affective atmospheres that emerge in and 
through their movements. More specifically, the focus falls upon how various forms of 
transport infrastructure choreograph bodies in their movements through the city and so 
contributes towards the co-production of various affective atmospheres between 
differently mobile bodies. Drawing on video-interviews with 24 commuter cyclists in 
Plymouth, UK, the roles that such infrastructures and atmospheres play in shaping the 
experience of cycling through shared forms of transport space are considered. Based 
on this, the paper argues that such felt experiences of affective atmospheres should be 
considered further in planning for cycling and when evaluating future developments. 
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1. Introduction  

 

Recently cycling has received increasing levels of interest amongst a range of social 

scientists, transport scholars, urban planners, and policy practitioners. CyclingÕs 

potential significance to the promotion of health and wellbeing, reducing carbon 

emissions, and easing road congestion has resulted in concern over how cycling 

participation can be increased (Horton et al 2007). Investment has been made in 

countries with low rates of cycling participation in the provision of cycle-specific 

infrastructure and cycling proficiency training (Aldred 2012). Following such efforts a 

range of work has been undertaken, largely in quantitative terms, to evaluate the 

efficacy of the measures they have adopted (see Parkin et al 2007, Pucher et al 2010). 

Equally though, recent research has added to this by trying to understand the 

experience of cycling (Horton et al 2007). The ways in which specific meanings, 

imaginaries, and significance come to be bound up with cyclists and their practices has 

figured strongly here (Skinner and Rosen 2007). For example, Aldred (2010; 2012; 
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2013) has explored the complex ways in which cycling identities and participation are 

connected with forms of citizenship, governance, and social stigma. Furthermore, 

Spinney (2006) discusses the embodied experience of cycling and the diverse 

meanings of places and landscapes that are generated by cyclists in their 

technologically mediated movements. However, there is still more to be done in 

unpacking the complexity of such cycling experiences and how these may be important 

factors to consider when trying to evaluate cycling initiatives and infrastructure (Horton 

2007; Spinney 2009; van Duppen and Spierings 2013). 

 

Developing such work on infrastructure and cycling experiences, this paper will explore 

the ways in which cyclists gain a sense1 of the environments they move through by 

considering their felt experiences of the affective atmospheres that emerge in and 

through their movements. This is an area of cycling that has received limited attention 

(Spinney 2009; Cupples and Ridley 2008). Notably, Jones (2005; 2012) has outlined 

some of the near over-whelming affects that can be felt in !risking life and limbÕ"in 

traversing the city by bike. Developing this, this paper will focus on how more mundane 

affects and shared experiences come to be felt between and by cyclists. Despite the 

apparently banal nature of the majority of the moments on the move discussed here - 

fleeting gestures, passing comments, momentary encounters, and so on - a wide range 

of affects are felt in their unfolding. Such banality belies a subtle and shifting field of 

!minor# affective atmospheres and experiences through which a sense of the cycling 

environment emerges (Anderson and Ash 2015).  

 

In such day-to-day experiences of cycling different forms of infrastructure play a part in 

generating a sense of the cycling environment as infrastructure acts to choreograph the 

                                                
1 In talking of a Ôsense of the environmentÕ here sense is being taken to refer to a general legibility of 
experience, to the fact that the world in some pre-reflexive way often Ômakes senseÕ to us (Nancy 1997). 
Such a sense of the environment is produced through practice. It is not, however, something that will 
necessarily cross the threshold into the realm of reflexive consciousness or meaning generation, though it 
does provide the grounds and medium for such a crossing and generation to happen. 
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interactions that occur between differently mobile bodies, objects, and materialities. 

Infrastructure enacts a $relational process of !infrastructuring# by which infrastructured 

spaces, subjects and practices emerge% (Merriman 2016: 84). This plays a significant 

part in the production of specific, and at times shared, affective atmospheres in the 

urban environment that infect how those environments are perceived, felt, and come to 

be experienced. Therefore, this paper will examine how felt experiences of cycling 

emerge amid movements across various infrastructural and planned interventions that 

encourage certain interactions with other mobile bodies and materialities, which in turn 

inflects the feel of these spaces given the atmospheres that come to find consistency 

amid these compositions of bodies and materialities. 

 

The next section outlines the paperÕs understanding of the way cycling experiences 

come to be Ôco-producedÕ"in relations between cyclists, motorists, pedestrians, transport 

infrastructure, and the various affective atmospheres they all contribute to and find 

themselves within. Section 3 further elaborates on the understandings of infrastructure, 

materiality, and atmosphere that underpin this. Section 4 outlines the empirical research 

that informs the discussion. Section 5 reflects on the affective atmospheres that emerge 

from and come to be felt in cycling amid various cycle infrastructures, socialities, and 

materialities. The conclusion suggests that such felt experiences should be considered 

further in planning for cycling and outlines ways that this could be explored. 

 

2. Co-producing  mobile  experiences  

 

This paper seeks to understand how experiences of cycling are Ôco-producedÕ"between 

mobile bodies, subjectivities, objects, practices, materialities, atmospheres, and 

infrastructures (Merriman 2014). It has been argued that movement in a lot of transport 

research Òis overwhelmingly utilitarian in nature and consequently there is an enormous 

expanse of lived experience that such an approach fails to make visibleÓ"(Spinney 2009: 

819). Such work arguably overemphasizes the significance of transport infrastructure, 

which $leads to a neglect of affective and embodied dimensions of cyclingÓ"(Cupples 
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and Ridley 2008: 259). However, there has in turn been a tendency in mobilities 

research to pay insufficient attention to Òthe infrastructures, technologies, materialities, 

and spaces that are integral to the embodied movements of human subjectsÓ"(Merriman 

2014: 177). Therefore, it is important that research on the experiences and meanings 

accrued by cyclists in their movements does not forget the highly planned and regulated 

environments that those movements and experiences often happen within (Shaw and 

Hess 2010). The aim here then is to respond to Merriman#s call for a form of 

Ôsymmetrical studyÕ&"'() "that focuses on mobile experiences and Òtrace[s] the social 

relations, materialities and practicesÓ"that the use of transport infrastructure brings about 

(2014: 177).  

 

However, to this binary between mobile practices and socio-material infrastructure a 

third point, or rather volume, of reference begins to emerge. What about the 

atmospheres that cyclists co-produce in their movements, in their interactions with their 

environment, and in their encounters with other variously mobile bodies? What 

implications do they have for mobile experiences and the perception of transport 

environments? 

 

Recent scholarship has begun to think through the significance of affective atmospheres 

to the unfolding of social life. Such atmospheres relate to a generally felt Òquality of 

environmental immersion that registers in and through sensing bodies while also 

remaining diffuse, in the air, etherealÓ"(McCormack 2008: 413). These atmospheres 

become manifest in $shifts in the (in)corporealities of embodiment that we 

retrospectively identify as feelings and emotions% (Anderson 2005: 647). These 

atmospheres come to be apprehended by an emergent subject in a given encounter 

and, in turn, are potentially named or qualified in light of that perception. But equally, in 

being moods which are Ôin the airÕ"(Bohme 2016), such atmospheres come to be 

enrolled in the apprehensions of other bodies. Therefore, atmospheres present means 

for thinking through how affects are felt collectively, are transmitted and felt 
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within/between such collectives, and so shape various bodies# capacities to affect and 

be affected (Anderson 2014).  

 

While shared and collectively felt, atmospheres also remain ambiguous, indeterminate, 

and irreducible. The specific compositions of bodies present in a given context, their 

disposition and demeanor, and so their capacities to affect and be affected, will change 

over time as practices unfold. This means that the same atmosphere might be 

registered differently by different bodies depending on their specific embodied social-

cultural-political histories and capacities (Ahmed 2010). Equally, this also means that 

different atmospheres might co-exist or rub up against each other in the same space 

(Anderson and Ash 2015). In the context of this paper, cyclists (and other mobiles 

bodies) will each have a sense of the environments they move through from such 

encounters which are mediated through (but not necessarily determined by) such 

embodied capacities/dispositions/histories. At times a common sense might be felt 

collectively in a similar way between a range of mobile bodies. At other times, bodies 

may feel such atmospheres differently, or an entirely different atmosphere altogether. 

 

This irreducibility of atmospheres re-implicates the sorts of infrastructures, materialities, 

and socialities that mobile bodies enter into in their movements. The specific 

combinations of cyclists, motorists, pedestrians, and a range of non-human materialities 

that come together to produce both momentary and enduring affective atmospheres 

are, to varying degrees, channeled2 by transport infrastructures. Therefore, this paper 

will think through the ways in which atmospheres come to matter and be felt in and for 

cyclists through the interaction of variously disposed and equipped bodies, transport 

systems and infrastructure, discourses, norms, personal and social histories, micro- and 

macro-scale materialities, and so on. Before doing so, it is important to reflect in more 

                                                
2 Rather than talk of a !disciplining# of the affective experiences of cyclists (Jones P 2012), the emphasis 
here is on the co-involvement of various human and non-human agencies that play a part in the unfolding 
of affective experiences, which includes some degree of organization or choreographing.  
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detail on the role that infrastructure can play in organizing such affective atmospheres 

and felt relations. 

 

3. Infrastructure,  experience  and atmosp heres  

 

Cycling infrastructure has been considered in a variety of ways. For example, work has 

explored the rational decisions that underlie mode and route choice and sought to make 

recommendations for policy intervention based on this (Menghini et al 2010). Equally, 

research has sought to predict the impact of various measures - for example, increasing 

time spent on off-road cycle paths or segregated on-road cycle lanes - on cycling 

participation (Pucher et al 2010; Parkin et al 2007). Furthermore, the practicing of 

infrastructure itself has been considered in terms of the implications of social institutions 

and technical infrastructures for how people practice mobility (Aldred and Jungnickel 

2014). This can be seen, for example, in declining participation in cycling and its 

displacement in relation to emerging systems of automobility (Aldred 2012). Here we 

can see a sensitivity to the open-ended nature of practices and their entanglement with 

various forms of situation and context, and so an understanding norm-

production/reiteration/change.  

 

This latter approach to thinking about cycling infrastructure resonates with a range of 

recent developments in the study of infrastructure more generally. This has sought to 

re-think a variety of infrastructures beyond dictionary-based understandings where 

infrastructure is simply $the basic physical and organizational structures (e.g. buildings, 

roads, or power supplies) needed for a society or enterprise to function% (OED). Instead, 

infrastructure is understood as something that is practiced, imagined, and social-cultural 

(Angelo and Hentschel 2015). In this sense, infrastructures are seen to $drive and 

maintain standardization, reflect and embody historical concentrations of power and 

control, and are instruments through which access is managed% (Dourish and Bell 2007: 

416). Therefore, infrastructure has agency and is seen to have a bearing on the 
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unfolding of social life (Amin 2012). Through its design, construction, and repeated 

(mis)use within a specific social-cultural-political setting it holds capacities to affect (and 

to be affected by) mobile practices and experiences.  

 

Such affective capacities become tied up with the experience of infrastructure in that 

$the embedding of a range of infrastructures into everyday space shapes our 

experience of that space and provides a framework through which our encounters with 

space take on meaning% (Dourish and Bell 2007: 417). Or as Amin (2012: 68) notes, 

$Urban form itself generates distinctive public feelings%. Infrastructures can be 

understood as $architectures of circulation% that $broker interactions - between people, 

between things, between people and things - and shape a larger environment that 

supports, secures and segments these interactions% (Tonkiss 2015: 384-385). 

Something as banal as a car park, for example, is $not static and stilled* rather they are 

complex environments which gather and resonate with multiple affects and 

atmospheres, !infrastructuring# subjects, environments and communities in diverse 

ways% (Merriman 2016: 95). These infrastructure-mediated interactions can be more or 

less convivial, more or less constraining-enabling, in terms of how these interactions 

unfold and these affect circulate (Amin 2012).  

 

Thinking through the practicing of cycling infrastructure in terms of felt experiences in/of 

cycling, some suggestive work has been undertaken. Spinney (2006) shows the 

importance of cycling technology - gears, pedals, shoes, etc. - to the sensory 

experience of cycling and the hybrid cycling subject that is enacted in this. It seems 

appropriate, then, to ask how other technological interventions such as transport 

infrastructure shape experiences of cycling and so to explore the Òprocesses whereby 

affective life is mediated and capacities to affect and be affected are organizedÓ 

(Anderson 2014: 16). While not necessarily thought of in terms of Òobjects which inform 

and shape movementsÓ as a gear or pedal might (Spinney 2006: 715), roads, paths, 

barriers, and other forms of infrastructure can have similarly significant implications in 
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the mediation and organization of how affects are felt by cyclists, between cyclists, and 

in relations with other urban inhabitants.  

 

Based on this, a fundamental point to consider when thinking in terms of affective 

atmospheres is that atmospheres too are not just neutral backdrops. Rather, they are in 

the first instance Òa force field in which people find themselvesÓ"(Stewart 2011: 452). 

This forcefulness may be designed or directed to varying degrees (Bohme 2016). 

Through the design of a space and its particular layout/configuration, different sorts of 

atmospheres might be produced, encouraged, and felt. It is possible that atmospheres 

can be manipulated or ÔengineeredÕ"by design interventions and technologies 

(McCormack 2008), such as those that might occur through the installation of various 

forms of transport infrastructure. This might not necessarily be the agenda of such 

design or the terms in which such design would be evaluated; affects here are not 

necessarily the specific Ôobject-targetsÕ"here (Anderson 2014). While we might consider 

a feeling of safety a form of atmosphere, their evaluation is more likely to relate to the 

implications of such design for actual safety. Also, it is not necessarily the case that a 

specific affective outcome or form of relation will be designed into a space through any 

such intervention as it is by no means straightforward to ÔmakeÕ"a particular atmosphere 

that will be felt in a certain way (Bohme 2016). However, such design practices do come 

to play a significant part in the production of ÔcircumstantialÕ"atmospheres that various 

mobile bodies feel in the way that they set the conditions for particular configurations of 

bodies and materialities to move along different trajectories and at different speeds 

(McCormack 2014). 

 

4. Researching  Cycling  Experiences  

 

The research discussed here was undertaken in Plymouth, UK. Plymouth presents an 

interesting setting for thinking about the experience of cycling and cycling infrastructure. 

In some ways Plymouth is quite suitable for cycling. The city is relatively compact, with 

an area of approximately 30 square miles and a maximum distance from the city center 


























































