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Any transitions towards more sustainable transport systems requires shifts from car
dependency to less carbon-dependent forms of mobilities. In Nordic policy and planning
discourse, cycling is often presented as a key component in advancing sustainable and equal
transport and to challenge the dominance of the private car. However, even in countries like
Sweden, where cycling is considered ‘normal’, cycling remains marginalized vis-a-vis the
hegemonic position of the motor car (Van der Meulen & Mukhtar-Landgren, 2021) and
differences in cycling practices that mirror structural inequalities can be noted (Eriksson et al.,
2022). The car norm still prevails, even if negative aspects such as emissions, congestion and
risks for public health are increasingly recognized (Urry, 2004). While cycling is often
considered a low-cost and universally accessible mode of transport, and policy pledges are
raised to foster social inclusion (European Parliament 2024), in reality, the cycling mobility
system does not provide equal access for everyone (Golub et al. 2016; Van der Kloof, 2022).
Against this background, there is a need to critically consider what a pedal powered mobility
future may entail in a Nordic perspective, including some of the ‘frictions’ that needs further
scholarly and political attention.

In this piece, we take such ‘pedal-powered frictions’ as our joint starting point to co-think
upon how and in what ways cycling act as a transformer and maintainer of power relations.
Our methodology is to use the ongoing ‘multivocal” and multidisciplinary discussions in a
recently formed cycling research network'. While cycling research may take many forms,
ranging from a focus on optimization of infrastructure and safety to cycling uptake and
identity formation, we address cycling primarily from a social and critical perspective.

The first and overall pedal powered friction we address is connected to what Urry (2004)
refers to as the ‘system’ of automobility and its implications for cycling. Traffic safety is often
referred to as a key barrier to cycling (Ravensbergen et al., 2022; Davidson, 2022). Even in
cycling friendly Nordic countries, cycling entail various forms of struggles, for example, over
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who are entitled to take up space and under what conditions (Koglin & Rye, 2014). The
allocation of space to allow cars to move freely at high speeds has positioned cyclists as
‘hazards,’ ‘nuisances’ (Bonham et al., 2020) or ‘problems’ (Cox 2022). Such power dynamics
are at play in very mundane everyday cycling events such as at road construction sites, as well
as when such actions are planned. It is common that cyclists and pedestrians are expected to
be flexible and to take sometimes substantial detours during road constructions compared to
what is required by car drivers (Niska et al. 2024). Furthermore, because temporary traffic
control devices are designed with car drivers in mind, this is likely to have implications for
pedestrians and cyclists’ safety. Power is ‘at work’ in these interactions, and more research
and adaptations of policy is needed to level out such inequalities in traffic space.

A second set of frictions are those taking place within the practice while being ‘on the move’,
for instance as a parent cycling with children. While automobility is framed around notions of
speed and comfort, cycling is often portrayed as comparatively slow and inconvenient (Urry,
2007, Cox 2022). This means that parents and other caregivers may find themselves in a
contradictory situation. On the one hand, in their capacity as bike commuters, they may
reinforce ideals that is often associated with automobility, namely cycling should be about
speed, ‘efficiency’ and (work related) productivity. In their capacity as caregivers, they also
need to keep their child safe, socialize, and teach them not to ‘play’ on the streets. The power
dynamics at play when parents seek to teach their children to properly adhere to formal or
unwritten rules of cycling commuting is likely to ‘protect’ their children from harm. However,
with children’s playfulness and ‘alternative’ take on how to use street space, children on bikes
also challenge dominant norms of efficiency, speed and how road space should be used
(Spinney, 2024).

A third pedal powered friction occurs when the modes of moving, not the underlying
structures and spaces, are altered and when the movement is reduced to become a mean to
speed up the circulation time of capital and labour. Such ‘mobility fixes’ (Spinney 2020)
emerge in bike-based logistics, but also in electrically assisted cycling. We note how bike
cargo companies tend to frame their business as competitive by referring to terms such as
speed, efficiency and reduced costs, presenting e-bikes as the carbon-free alternative to
logistics based on fossil fueled transport. Here cycling both reinforces and challenges
dominant power structures as cycling becomes work. Similarly, it is not unusual that e-
commuter cyclists refer to cycling in ‘green’ terms, appreciating e-biking as a more flexible
travel choice than using cars and other forms of transport. However, there are some clear
power differences in ‘flexibility’ if contrasting cycling as commute and cycling as work.
While e-biking commuters tend to experience increased flexibility, cycling logistics workers
are largely embedded in a system that reduces their flexibility as instant consumption
intensifies and labour rights are increasingly undermined. Cycling as work therefore requires
workers’ flexibility to deliver speedy, sustainable and competitive services, but this comes at
the cost of potentially undermining equity and justice in cycling logistics.

A final friction exists between different cycling voices — who are heard and listen to. This is
highlighted in different forms of cycling protests. While the protests may be more vocalised in
other parts of the world, we note that there are outspoken forms of opposition against the car
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norm, against the vulnerability of cyclist within the automobility regime and activism in
favour of equal access to cycling in the Nordic setting as well. Critical, or Kiddical, Mass
rides — collective bike rides that promote cycling rights and safety or child-friendly urban
spaces — as well as union struggles for collective agreements for cycling workers (often
migrants) constitute some examples. However, more can be done to raise marginalised
perspectives, such as migrant workers and children’s voices — also within activists’ groups as
they are dominated by white, middle aged to older male protestors accustomed to cycling in
bigger cities.

In conclusion

With the pedal powered frictions explored above, we have presented some key issues that we
think need further attention in Nordic transitions towards more sustainable and just transport
systems. In many ways, these frictions reflect how cycling, despite all its many benefits, too
often reproduces the ideals that characterise automobility — a powerful discourse built around
ideals such as speed, efficiency, flexibility and accumulation. Being part of society, prevailing
inequalities and uneven power relations also creates frictions within cycling practices. Thus,
cycling needs to be understood as both a contributor and maintainer of power relations.
However, by adhering to alternative joy-based cycling practices, the involvement of non-
majority groups and by placing cycle-adapted human-scaled infrastructure at the centre —
more inclusive and sustainable pedal powered mobility futures may be formed.
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! “The Swedish Velomobility Network™, which just as this paper is an outcome from a
workshop with the title Cycling as a transformer and maintainer of power relations organized
by Karin Edberg and Peter Cox at Linkoping University in 2024. Several Swedish cycling
scholars participated, and the discussions resulted in an initiative to form a network for
researchers interested in more society-oriented and critical perspectives on cycling in the
Nordic context.
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