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Infrastructure efficiency and ‘urban access’ are emphasized in 
social and geographical studies on cycling, revealing important 
information about the social aspects of cycling. The cultural 

transition that has occurred with the spread of urban cycling, not only as 
a practical mode of transportation but as an identity structure, has gained 
attention recently. This article discusses the spatial dynamics of the 
sustainable transport transition by exploring how an urban cycling culture 
is adopted in a remote provincial town in Finland. To do so, it focuses on 
the local conditions influencing cycling identity as a transport subculture 
in a city with an emerging cycling culture. The approach requires separation 
of ‘sustainability’ into two dimensions: the technical or rationally calculated 
concept and the culturally constructed symbol. This enables an analytical 
distinction between the rational and emotional aspects of environmental 
concerns. The bicycle is considered an important symbol of the green 
transition and low carbon regimes. The theoretical framework employed 
is based on the tension between the different rationales of transport 
subcultures and how that tension is shaped by the centre/periphery 
relation that links the subject with a larger discussion on a spatially just 
green transition. Through 15 in-depth interviews with cyclists and analysis 
of SMS texts on cycling published in a local newspaper, the article uncovers 
how the dynamics of different transport subcultures are affected by the 
specific local cultural context. The site-specific thematic analysis shows a 
spatially changing analytical frontier that highlights local competition for 
hegemony over the environmental agenda. It clearly shows that while the 
general conflict between transport subcultures sustains the scalar 
transition, its participants also exploit this traditional centre/periphery 
setting either by complaining about the slowness of development or by 
criticising definitions of good transportation which come from outside.
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Environmental politics of cycling
Environmental controversies, from dietary questions to the development of built environments, are 
basic elements of modern identity and cultural politics. One such universal touchpoint associated 
with western cities is urban cycling. It provokes discussions on traffic behaviour and infrastructure 
solutions that require significant public investment (e.g. Jones & Lucas 2012; Fol 2014; Couch 2016; 
Volker & Handy 2021; Cidell 2021). The conversation follows certain general trends and is guided by 
local political, demographic and infrastructural considerations (Sulc et al. 2020; Cunha & Silva 2023). 

This article deals with cycling and its role in the sustainable transport transition. As a form of active 
and fossil-fuel free transport, cycling has been encouraged due to its health benefits and low 
environmental impact (Gehl 2010). This article will show how overlapping and contrasting urban 
transport rationalities are positioned in a remote small-town cultural-ideological mindscape. The 
empirical setting of the study is the city of Joensuu, a Finnish provincial centre that has recently 
witnessed significant changes in its cycling scene due to large investments in cycling infrastructure 
(see e.g. Statistics Joensuu 2024). 

Local cultural conditions of urban cycling have been discussed in transition studies regarding the 
historical institutionalisation of sustainable behaviour and techniques in different sectors (Geels et al. 
2017). However, it has proved difficult to find out how exactly new environmental trends are adopted 
in different policy-making contexts (Coenen & Truffer 2012; Stephenson 2018; Stolze et al. 2025). 
Spatiality is more than a geographical or socio-economic relation which can be measured by technical 
accessibility, concrete distances, material differences and economic indicators. Regional change has a 
significant symbolic dimension that makes it prone to cultural influence (Norcliffe 2015; Häyrynen & 
Hämeenaho 2020). It has been argued that the scalar sustainability of a universal conflict is guaranteed 
by its cultural embedding in the local context and local mindscapes (Soja 2013). For this reason it is 
important to separate two dimensions of ‘sustainability’: the technical concept (involving measurable 
criteria for, for example, greenhouse gas emissions) and the culturally constructed symbol (what 
sustainability means to each actor) (see also Norgaard 2011). It means that sustainability is a floating 
concept, which includes both the development of carbon footprints and the perceptions related to 
local knowledge and traditions. This separation enables an analytical distinction between the rational 
and emotional aspects of environmental concerns. 

Different forms of daily mobility are linked to other social strategies (residential, consumer, labour). 
Jones and Lucas (2012) argue that the social characteristics of space and individuals, along with the 
provision of urban amenities in a given urban environment, are essential elements to explain the 
social inclusion/exclusion of transportation policy beyond a mere mechanist notion of urban access 
(see also Camarero & Oliva 2008; Cunha & Silva 2023). Mobility is such an important and politicised 
element of late modernity that transport politics becomes a struggle for symbolic control over space, 
in which the general and local trends of that policy are combined. 

The ways in which people move cut across the more established relationship between social and 
cultural identity (Aldred & Jungnickel 2014; Norcliffe 2015; Spinney et al. 2015). Identities work as 
statements of societal position, how things are appreciated and how this appreciation connects with 
sociocultural frameworks (Hall 2021). Collective identities can be regarded as ideal subjects that faces 
both the defenders and opponents of its core ideas. Transport identity is not only a self-constructed 
capacity but a result of the contextual struggles between transport subcultures which provide different 
frontlines for competing environmental rationales (Aldred 2013). Here, the formation of transport 
identities is examined through symbolic meanings that are given, borrowed and utilised in the local 
discourses of environmental rationales.

On the other hand, urban cycling culture tends to create a supranational habitus in transport 
culture, with a cosmopolitan prototype of cycling identity common, for example, in the metropolitan 
areas of the Netherlands and Denmark (Kuipers 2012). The supranational prototype may create socio-
economic standards that are difficult to achieve but also cultural characteristics that do not fit all 
cultural contexts. Thus, this ‘prototype cycling identity’ is modified locally.

The diversity among the cycling community, however, goes beyond national diversities; in London, 
for example, cycling represents the archetypal efficient mode of transport used by autonomous 
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individuals to maximise their future health (Steinbach et al. 2011). While the identities of some 
professional (largely white and affluent) men and women could be bolstered by cycling, the aesthetic 
and symbolic goals of cycling are less appealing to those with other class, gender and ethnic identities. 
Children, for example, are easily othered in the development of cycling strategies even though cycling 
is often the only option for them as a means of transportation (Spinney 2024). This may imply that the 
only group of people for whom cycling has symbolic significance as a subcultural choice is the 
successful middleclass (Cunha & Silva 2023). For others, cycling is more of a practical or inevitable 
solution. The affinities different population groups have for cycling may reflect the locally constituted 
‘accomplishments’ cycling represents. This indicates a need for further study of the different local 
reactions to the form of collectivity that is shared between different countries. 

The article proceeds in four stages. First, it examines the cultural differentiation of transport and its 
local variation. The point of departure is the assumption that a specific mindscape provides frameworks 
for the symbolic regulation of local transport practices, thereby reinforcing the locally rooted 
expression of a universal conflict. Second, the environmental and empirical context provided by the 
city of Joensuu is described. To trace the scalar development of an environmental dispute, the article 
analyses interviews with cyclists and opinion letters on cycling published in a local newspaper. This 
material is used to ask: what kinds of analytical demarcations do environmental identities produce 
among transport subcultures, and how do these demarcations draw upon their local sociocultural 
context? The findings are then presented in two subsequent chapters, broadly divided into positive 
and negative approaches to cycling. Finally, the article concludes with a summary of the main results 
and offers suggestions for further research.

Transport subcultures and their scalar dynamics
The local mindscape of transport is based on the combination of a locally specific division of transport 
subcultures and its effects on the larger discussion on the spatiality of the sustainability transition. 
The symbolic and discursive struggles over mobility and cycling are increasingly recognized as 
essential to understanding resistance to green transitions (Sovacool & Axsen 2018). Transport 
subcultures include the categories of ideal-type environmental rationalities that combine practical, 
cognitive, moral and aesthetic elements of environmental consciousnesses. They hold more or less 
fundamental beliefs regarding the superiority or inferiority of different modes of transport. The 
division highlights different perceptions of human progress, for example, material and/or postmaterial 
ideas of success (Abramson & Inglehart 2014). According to the constructivist approach, environmental 
rationalities form relevance structures which individuals lean on when they maintain their relation to 
the environment and give shape to their experiences (Thompson et al. 2016). Environmental 
rationalities are manifested not only by ideas but through devices: the technologies, artifacts and 
infrastructures through which everyday life in societies is organised (Bulkeley et al. 2016).

Green urbanism is described as a conceptual model for promoting compact energy-efficient urban 
development (Gehl 2010; Couch 2016; Conrow et al. 2021). The idea of the compact city promotes the 
use of healthier and more cost-effective modes of travel (walking, cycling, public transportation) that 
affect both the individual and the environment by reducing costs, pollution and traffic density (Ottelin 
et al. 2019; Fallon et al. 2020; Sulc et al. 2020; SDG 2025). The idea of new, sustainable urban 
environments arose in the 1990s as a way to transform and re-engineer existing city districts and 
regenerate post-industrial city centres. Their development coincided with strategies of gentrification, 
creative class, and postmaterialism designed to provide new meaning for people whose basic life 
needs are already met (Grodach & Loukatou-Sideris 2007; Steinbach et al. 2011). In this model the 
bicycle symbolises an independent spatial ‘freedom machine’ and cyclists ‘modern cosmopolitans’ (cf. 
Kuipers 2012; Norcliffe 2015; Bulkeley et al., 2016). As such, cycling culture produces a basis for a social 
hierarchy in accordance with who is able to fulfil the cultural and social criteria of an ideal cyclist.

At the other end of the environmental rationality spectrum is the traditional fossil-fuel orientation 
of ‘coal capitalism’ (Urry 2011) or petroculture (Wilson et al. 2017), which provides a platform for 
arguments against an allegedly too rapid or ambitious green transition and an exaggerated cycling 
culture. Fossil fuels, and oil in particular, were crucial elements of the 20th century Western-led 
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modernisation. Petroleum created an entire culture or civilisation with its own norms and perceptions 
of reality according to which fossil fuels were crucial for the material welfare and progress of 
humankind. The hegemonic petroculture encourages tendencies to differentiate man from nature: 
uncontrolled nature means a lack of civilisation. Petroculture upholds the status of oil as a hyperobject 
of the modern world — something that gets everywhere like money. According to Wilson, Szeman and 
Carlson (2017, 10), petroculture produces a fantasy world in which “ceaseless mobility” and “smooth 
flows of people” are standards of success and typical hegemonic expectations. In the fantasy world 
“advertising images and cinematic narratives represent the largely uncritical socio-cultural acceptance 
of the automobile as a symbol of our own individual freedom” (Stephenson 2018, 244). The ideal 
subject of coal capitalism would be a loyal consumer and advocate of private car-driving not only as a 
practical device but a human right. As for the French yellow vest movement, the increase in fuel prices 
drove this most crucial political issue (Driscoll 2023). Counteractions, or finding novel solutions for 
mobility, are made challenging by the prevailing system that is constructed according to the ideal of 
petroculture. 

As partially illusive belief systems these competitive realities - and competitive ideas of individual 
freedom — constitute operational cognitive platforms for different transport subcultures and 
alternative symbolic hierarchies for environmental agenda. They form their own hierarchical 
subsystems. In a Bourdieuan sense (2013), the contextual symbolic capital is based on a symbolic 
appreciation of things invested in different uses and positions the appreciation received from local 
collective classifications. Postmaterialist self-actualisation is highly appreciated in pro-environmental 
transport subcultures, whereas the ancient competition for material goods still holds sway according 
to the criteria of more fossil-fuel based transport subcultures. Hence, the same activity can be given 
oppositional moral implications by different environmental rationalities. What is important for identity 
construction is what kind of formative element the opposite side is at different scales. 

To calibrate the local adoption of general environmental trends, locality is approached as a local 
mindscape which establishes particular frameworks in which the surrounding nature and its 
exploitation, local tradition and myriad interests inside and outside the community intertwine (Fish et 
al. 2016), creating locally specific yet diverse human/nature relations. The perspective here is a small 
city outside the country’s more densely populated areas. This means that the development of 
transport subcultures and environmental rationalities around them are linked to the experiences of 
regional differences between densely populated centres and sparsely populated peripheries and the 
related local cultural factors. Classifying regions into centres and peripheries is difficult in today’s 
world, but according to Fischer (2015), the classification still functions culturally as a maintainer of 
regional images and roles. Spaces differ in their geographical and demographic characteristics, 
weather conditions, natural resources, and the availability of services like education, healthcare and 
public transport. Furthermore, economic and political trends impact certain regions so they remain 
underdeveloped and persistently dependent on developed areas, creating unjust economic and cultural 
situations. Some may feel they are discriminated against based on where they live (Soja 2013). Others, 
however, see that different circumstances provide space for different strengths (Gloersen 2009).

Even though sustainability transitions are often implemented in remote areas, the regional 
communities do not participate much in their definitions (Munro 2019). The green transition may not 
just be viewed as the import of an ecologically rational way of life but as a colonial cultural influence 
which invokes a sense of being patronised by outsiders. The common perception is that going green 
implies local costs for global benefits (Devine-Wright 2013). Such experience can easily result in 
defiance (Keating et al. 2004) and the populist instrumentalization of the peripheral bitterness for a 
wider social struggle (Scheiring 2020). According to Clayton (2020), denying environmental problems 
and opposing their solutions is considered a matter of class rebellion against the external elite — 
despite the fact that groups holding the opposite position live within the regional community as well. 
Thus, the idea of ​​common injustice can fuel local group identity, but at the same time create divisions 
between local groups regarding how issues should be approached (Ratner et al. 2013).

In order to take the peripheral viewpoint to alternative environmental rationalities the study seeks 
discursive patterns (themes) for the appropriation of local knowledge and emotional connection with 
cycling. It asks, how do different formations of identities intertwine and cope with the local 
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circumstances and with local assumptions about the model external centres provide for this locality 
in the construction of ideal transport subjects. It means various practical, moral and behavioural 
characteristics of cycling which provide a local version of green urbanism and coal capitalism. It does 
not mean that arguments presented here describe people’s actual traffic behaviour. They reflect 
larger cultural-ideological mindscapes beyond cycling and different mobility cultures.

How the local transport subcultures are addressed here

Joensuu as study site and empirical research

Joensuu is a remote regional urban centre of the easternmost province of Finland, North Karelia, with 
a population of 77,513 in 2023 (Statistics Joensuu 2024). Owing to several administrative unions 
between Joensuu and surrounding rural municipalities, the area of the town is large (2382km2) but 
scarcely populated (31.20 inhabitants/km2), with quite a small city centre with a denser population 
and urban image. Joensuu is a community where tradition and modernity collide. Established in 1848, 
the city is relatively new, without massive physical patrimony and little pre-World War II built history. 
The proportion of primary production of all industries is 70%, mostly agriculture and forestry. Joensuu 
is the capital and only urban centre of the province of North Karelia, one of the most socio-economically 
deprived in Finland. In 2023 Joensuu had a high unemployment rate of 13.6% (while the rate in Finland 
overall was 9.8%) (Annual Review Joensuu 2023). Moreover, the small number of private cars (474 per 
1000 inhabitants) indicates lower average income than Finland as a whole. 

As a regional centre Joensuu is visited from long distances and from outside the urban area. Cars 
or public transport are the most common means of transport for long distances and for those living 
further away from work or services. Joensuu is also an educational centre which is home to a university 
campus (University of Eastern Finland) and Karelia University of Applied Sciences, both of which are 
results of the formerly state-organised regionalisation of higher education. A large number of students 
(20,000) keeps an otherwise ageing demography in balance, and means that there are more cyclists 
per capita in Joensuu than in Helsinki — the only real metropolis in Finland. 

Walking and cycling are common modes of transport on internal journeys in Joensuu, accounting 
for 45% of the total. The share of people travelling by car on internal journeys is 36%.  In Joensuu, 
cycling accounted for 17.9% of all trips and the combined share of walking and cycling was 47%, which 
is clearly number one in Finland (Oulu: 18.9 & 38.9%). (Traffic Review Joensuu 2022). Under these 
circumstances, it seems fair to say there is both a socio-economic and pro-environmental reasons for 
widespread cycling. The city of Joensuu maintains 311 km of connected cycle paths and sidewalks and 
50 km of sidewalks. In the inner city of Joensuu, the cycle streets and two-way cycle paths separate 
cyclists and pedestrians, which is enhanced by the red colour of the pavement material. In addition, 
there are combined cycle paths and sidewalks, and mixed-traffic routes. The Joensuu area also has 75 
km of connected cycle paths and sidewalks on the road network (City of Joensuu 2017). Long, dark, 
cold and snowy winters provide seasonal challenges for traffic arrangements and cycling in particular. 
At various calculation points, the number of cyclists in June is more than five times higher than in 
December-February (Traffic Review Joensuu 2022).

A non-governmental organisation, Joensuun Polkijat (Pedalers in Joensuu) is active and takes part in 
the development of cycling, contributing especially to the city’s Cycling Strategy (City of Joensuu 2017). 
The city of Joensuu takes cycling seriously, and is pursuing the national goal through the development 
of an ambitious cycling network which would make the city a model for cycling in Finland. The longest 
bicycle street in Finland and a massive system of roundabouts with cycling lanes in the city centre 
were regarded as the first steps of this development. 

To illustrate the local interactions between environmental rationalities, this study analyses two sets 
of research material. The first consists of a total of 72 SMSs concerning cycling published in the opinion 
section of the biggest daily newspaper in the province, Karjalainen, between May and December 2019. 
This type of data was also the impetus for the research. At that time, large cycling roadworks were 
underway in the city centre, generating considerable discussion on development alternatives. The 
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SMSs published in the opinion section of the newspaper are regarded as small anonymous indications 
of support for a chosen environmental orientation. According to the editor of the Karjalainen, the SMS 
selection process is very loose: The section is moderated as little as possible, but all offensive, 
advertising, completely incorrect or otherwise questionable messages are deleted. The spelling of the 
messages is tried to be kept as original as possible, unless it makes it difficult to understand the 
message. The newspaper is unable to follow the senders of the messages based on their background. 
(email from Sari Vanninen, the editor of the opinion section of Karjalainen 7.10.2025)

The second set of research material was collected at the same period of time and consists of 15 
semi-structured interviews with two groups of cyclists; the first (n=10) includes city officials concerned 
with cycling policy (CO) and committed cycling activists (CA) recruited through Joensuun Polkijat. Both 
sub-groups are used to promoting cycling publicly, and take part in public hearings on transportation. 
The second group, so-called ordinary or regular cyclists (RC, n=5), do not have similar political concerns. 
These regular cyclists were intended to be just a control group, showing the more conventional 
reasons for cycling. For them cycling is a pragmatic choice they make due to its cost, convenience and 
good impacts. 

This dataset reflects how different types of cyclists perceive their own position in relation to wider 
traffic, illustrating also the diversity within a transport subculture. It soon became apparent that the 
perceptions derived from SMSs and interviews were repeated both on social media and in other civic 
discourse, so the information saturation was reached. Expanding the sample would certainly have revealed 
more details, but I did not find it necessary from the perspective of the primary objectives of this study. 

As both a commuter cyclist and car driver from Joensuu, I experience a variety of transportation 
policy issues on a daily basis. In relation to the study, I strongly believe that due to ecological crises in 
the world, transformative change should be pursued. However, its means, with their scalar side 
effects, require precise analysis. During my journeys between different academic disciplines, I have 
noticed that general strategies commonly miss some political viewpoints especially as for socio-
economic and cultural justice. In that sense, the question is part of a much broader scalar diversification 
of the sustainability transition.

Thematic analysis

The data is analysed qualitatively using discursive thematic analysis to reveal repeated patterns 
representing the construction and differentiation of transport subcultures/identities. The method 
primarily follows the model provided by Braun and Clarke (2022; also Clarke & Braun 2017) The 
material does not provide statistical certainty but does give a good idea of how different collective 
perceptions of human progress are linked to cycling.

Questions guiding the semi-structured interviews of cyclists and the first stage analysis of SMSs are 
in the appendix (see Appendix 1) seeking various individual methods of persuasion such as 
‘rationalisation’, ‘emotional persuasion’ and ‘place-specific attitudes’ to traffic. The interview questions 
were flexible, that is when the interviewee opened an interesting perspective in terms of the basic 
subject, follow-up questions were asked. To analyse the data, the voice-recorded interviews were first 
transcribed verbatim. All steps were carried out on the Finnish material, and the author only translated 
the text in its final presentation form.

Transcripts were read thoroughly and potential patterns, phrases and ideas were noted (Braun & 
Clarke 2022). The following (inductive) emergent features (building blocks) were labelled by different 
colours: green identity (green), bike vs. car reflection (yellow), application of external ideas (dark 
yellow), remoteness of the city of Joensuu (pink), special features of North Karelia/remote area 
regarding cycling (red), advantages of the city of Joensuu regarding traffic (turquoise), and other 
interesting (grey). These features well matched the theoretical considerations.

In the screening phase, the responses were clustered in order to verify both the negative and 
positive attitude to cycling. At this stage, repetitions were removed and both sets of data were coded 
using ideas connected with the economic, political, behavioural and largely cultural aspects of cycling. 
Grouping of the codes by environmental rationalities that can be found from both sets of data are 
described as follows: 1) the rationalisation and promotion of one’s own environmental choice of 
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transportation (how people perceive themselves as traffic users); 2) perceptions of others’ transport 
rationalities (how people perceive other traffic users); 3) the socio-cultural dependencies of one’s 
chosen means of transportation (how people perceive the socio-cultural structure and impact of 
traffic), and 4) the locally specific components of the arguments (cf. Braun & Clarke 2022). 

Next, the repeated themes were searched by how respondents make sense of their environmental 
rationale. (Braun & Clarke 2022). Two main categories were found in line with different sets of data: 
cycling as a problem of change by the majority of SMSs, and cycling as an advocate for a better future 
by the interviews. These main clusters were divided into named themes (marked bold in the 
subsequent chapters) presenting the findings. The themes include the contextually relevant ideas of 
economic rationality, political justice, collective behaviour and individual identity-building from both 
sets of data. Some kind of bias arises from the fact that the interviewees really do the thing (cycling) 
at stake, whereas the SMS senders just present their thoughts about it. However, the study does not 
take a position on what kind of transport users the informants actually are (users of one, two or all 
modes of transport) but only what kind of transport policy have been supported

Cycling represents the problems of change 
It is first important to mention the dominant theme around local cycling in Karjalainen’s SMS’s. 59 of 
72 (over 4 out of 5) SMS’s were mainly negative about the development of cycling infrastructure in the 
city centre providing three different themes. In the first, cycling symbolises abstract elitism. Promotion 
of cycling represents a cosmopolitan and elitist agenda that seeks to dominate average people and 
causes bitterness towards allegedly privileged cyclists. The anti-elitist reaction is highlighted by the 
use of expressions such as “yuppie cyclists” (Published in 21.7.2019), and “gods in the city” to whom 
“all the extra amenities” are given (2.7). The message senders were particularly irritated by their 
perception that the city’s parade areas were given over for use by cyclists: “Who designed Joensuu’s 
main street for the bike racks?” (30.10.2019). “In the name of equality and justice, there should be a 
parking fee for bicycles as well.” (15.12.2019).

According to critics, society has different rules for different modes of transportation. The elitism of 
cyclists is also strengthened by the fact that they are not required to follow the rules in the same way 
as motorists. “The police couldn’t care less.” (24.9.2019). “Motorists can’t talk their way out of trouble 
with the police” (9.7.2019). “Cyclists engage in a lot of egotistic thinking, other people are not taken 
into account and the rules are forgotten!” (10.10.2019). On the other hand, this perceived elitism is 
manifested in the supposedly higher education of cyclists in publicly funded institutions. In other 
words, because cycling is still seen as an indication of socio-economic backwardness, the welfare of 
cyclists is based on public contributions, which come from e.g. exaggerated taxes paid by motorists. 

This takes us to the second theme: Cycling was believed to symbolise inexperience and/or infantilism, 
as a form of collective behaviour that could not be taken seriously. The majority of SMSs expressed 
strong paternalism and questioned the competence of cycling experts. For them the car is still the 
primary determinant of transport solutions. However, traffic decisions are currently made by “those 
without a driving license and those without a car” (6.12.2019). The power given to cyclists’ 
representatives has led to “a complete waste of taxpayers’ money” (13.11.2019) as “expensive bike 
lanes are being built, even though the former bike paths are good.” (17.11.2019).

Though highly educated, cyclists are viewed as not being capable of internalising simple traffic 
rules, or any other codes of good behaviour for that matter. “Could someone teach academic students 
that bicycles must have lights in the autumn darkness!” (15.12.2019). Cyclists are characterised by 
immaturity and untidiness and are seen as spoiling the environment. Many message senders felt pity 
and a fear of losing the city’s image to “wild cycling” (10.12.2019). Shame was expressed that visitors 
would see “broken and abandoned bikes in the centre, it’s embarrassing.” (5.5.2019). “It’s embarrassing 
when adults ride bikes on the sidewalk.”  (22.8.2019). The system would not work if only one party 
behaves responsibly. Thus, in addition to their low levels of knowledge, cyclists do not have the moral 
right to decide on traffic issues.

The third theme under the negative perception of cycling emphasised the severe negative economic 
effects of cycling on the businesses of Joensuu. The failed traffic strategy for the city centre has resulted 
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in “empty business premises everywhere” (22.11.2019). Cycling symbolises economic downturn and has 
caused an anti-progressive recession, leading the city back to human-powered vehicles and making it 
even more peripheral than before. Thus, in the event that the cycling plans are implemented 
thoroughly, the transition would end up causing economic crises. “Citizens traveling with the intention 
of shopping do not cycle to or in the city centre.” (4.12.2019). “People will go to big car supermarkets 
outside the city…We middle-aged and arthritic people want to be as close as possible to the doors of 
the store with our thick wallets.” (30.5.2019).

Those arguments that are not as clearly against cycling as a means of transportation suggest that 
it just does not work particularly well in Joensuu. Sweden’s capital Stockholm and Jyväskylä, a similarly 
sized city to Joensuu in central Finland, were regarded as real cycling cities (17.7.2019; 18.7.2019). In 
particular the advertising slogan — “Joensuu — the Cycling City” — was considered totally undeserved 
and constantly used for ironic comments: “The ‘cycling city’ stumbled into the first snowfall” (7.11.2019). 
“There are still no signs on the entrance roads: no cars in the centre. Luckily, there are roundabouts 
so that you can quickly turn off.” (7.11.2019). As noted earlier, the impropriety was also stressed, 
especially during the dark and icy times of the year. Joensuu will not turn into a central European city, 
no matter how much one admires them. There are simply not enough resources or the conditions for 
that. “Cyclists just want to get ahead for ideological reasons.” (4.12.2019). 

In most of the messages, cyclists were portrayed as privileged and at the same time incompetent 
actors who were causing an economic downturn in the city’s business life. For the private motorists’ 
subculture, the growth of cycling at the level of institutional traffic policy was regarded as an attack on 
traditional paternalist values. Cultural fear ultimately stems from a threat to an entire way of life, on 
the path towards which the growth of cycling is the first distortion. Traditional symbols of wealth do 
not work anymore, and education that formerly represented a clear-cut sign of social growth is 
misdirected and often ideologically tinged. 

Only a few messages highlighted positive or legitimate aspects of cycling, or the unjustified 
dominance of driving cars in relation to cycling. They mostly repeated the thoughts provided by the 
interviews. “For decades, millions have been invested in making private car use run smoothly. Those 
who are ready to pedal around without emissions have earned their bike lane.” (21.11.2019). ”Why are 
motorists in such a hurry that they can’t wait for an oncoming car if a cyclist is riding on the side of the 
road at the same time! Very dangerous!” (27.8.2019). The relative paucity of messages may illustrate 
the importance of different media in different transport subcultures.

Cyclists as advocates for a better future
I shallnow look at how cycling informants described what bicycles and cycling mean and symbolise to 
them in the interviews. First of all, for this group of people, the bicycle no longer represents a cheaper 
means of transportation but a rational choice for physical and environmental reasons. Cycling and 
those who practice it represent progress, physical strength and moral civilisation. Cycling will also 
yield economic profits - it reduces the burden on healthcare, which depends on public funding. Thus, 
the prevailing unfair traffic hierarchy should be challenged and overturned.

All the cyclist informants stressed that for them cycling represents a distinct individual personality. It 
can be considered a typical theme among the cyclists. Cyclists — unlike motorists — are distinctive 
human beings due to their visibility and relationship with nature. This does not mean all cyclists have 
adopted the concept, but it being a central concept within the subculture. “A car... makes a person 
quite anonymous.” (CA1). “They [car-drivers] are prisoners of their tin wagons probably according to 
other world views as well...” (RC3). “For some it is a car, a motorcycle, which is the definition of their 
activity. But it is impossible for me to see myself using such a solution simply because of its climate 
impact.” (CA2). Cyclists emphasise close, equal and even romantic interplay with nature. “On a bike 
you get the smell of places.” (CA1). “You can see only a glimpse from the car window, but on a bike you 
can even stop to look at a small butterfly...” (RC5).

The self-perception of cycling activists is based on the multidimensional superiority of the 
sustainability attitude; by being physically fitter, tougher and healthier, cyclists challenge the macho 
attitude that is traditionally attached to motoring culture with their vocabulary, according to which 
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car-drivers are illustrated as being physically more unconscious and uncivilised than those who move 
“using the power of natural energy” (CA4). Cyclists do not need support and assistance. “[I have] no 
use for an electric bike. It is… for less mobile and older people.” (CA2). Moral astonishment was a 
common feeling among the cyclists. “People arrived [to meetings] by car from only a kilometre away.” 
(CA4). “Driving your own car in the city area is quite pointless.” (RC3). The combination of physicality 
and moral rectitude may cause some cyclists to find the safety rules that apply to them frustrating 
because it maintains the idea that cyclists are more reckless or vulnerable than other traffic users. 
“Mandatory helmet? It’s a really frustrating discussion from the point of view of such a promoter of 
cycling. It easily deflects a lot of attention elsewhere.” (CA1).

In Joensuu, the cold weather in the long winter and associated snowy, icy and dark roads add extra 
spice to the physical challenges. Thus, living in a northern periphery would make cyclists more 
extraordinary than usual. Cyclists’ self-understanding is that challenges make other people respect 
them. “We have decent winters by Finnish standards. It’s not a seashore slush winter.” (CO3). “Frost 
line -28 degrees celsius.” (CA4) “People [here] have been amused by the whole concept of winter 
cycling. Many seniors come to say they’ve always [cycled] all year round.” (CA2). Cyclists have the 
understanding that other people are amazed by their physicality. “When I moved here, they asked ‘do 
you still cycle?’ when it was already November.” (CO4). Despite climate change Joensuu still provides 
circumstances for such extremism, and as noted before, the majority of cyclists do not cycle in the 
winter months. 

The polarisation of transport subcultures happens in different ways with different groups of 
cyclists. Policy-makers stressed a more moderate attitude towards motorists (CO4). The regular 
cyclists especially avoided manifestation: “For me [cycling] is not a political choice but a practical one” 
(RC3). They also have critical attitudes towards the unnecessary provocation of cyclists driving 
recklessly (RC2). However, all the cyclists interviewed believe that in Joensuu there is a strong group of 
car-drivers supported by some entrepreneurs whose attitude towards cycling is extremely negative. 
Another theme is the constant underdog position of cycling in the public traffic policy, which causes too 
slow movement towards the inevitable outcome. This was considered irrational for strategic reasons. 
In other words, in addition to icy roads, cyclists seem to experience remoteness as also causing a 
more negative attitude towards cycling than in larger cities.

Cyclist activists assumed that the development of local transportation suffers from systemic 
inequality according to which the car is always prioritised. “The system is designed in such a way that 
the supremacy of cars is accepted.” (CA4).

[The secondary position of cycling in traffic planning] is promoted by the deep-rooted idea that 
promoting cycling would undermine the commercial activity of the city centre... that cars have to 
be able to get to the door of the shop and that’s it. (CA2). 

It was also pointed out that the car was not the original basis for the traffic infrastructure design in 
Joensuu.

If you think about our grid centre, it was originally designed for horses and walkers. Perhaps with 
the decisions of the 1960s, it was adapted for motorists so that pedestrians were kept narrowly on 
the side. And then it started to be reversed. (CO3). 

The seemingly age-old emphasis on traffic policy is actually only a few decades old. According to policy 
strategists the car movement has exaggerated its sacrifices. The long bicycle street in the middle of 
the city, although quite a moderate investment, caused a lot of rage about the “vanity construction/
cherry blossoms” for cyclists. At the same time, the public money spent on car drivers and their 
infrastructure went mostly unnoticed. “A couple of lanes all together… How much is there for cars?” 
(CO3). 

History seems to be moving inexorably towards a low-carbon transport model. Even the planners 
themselves could have not anticipated the increase in demand. “[On the new bridge for light traffic] 
the number of cyclists was double what was predicted.” (CA1). The city officials are sure that the 
recent infrastructure decisions will eventually create a win/win-situation. The car has already been 
domesticated due to the need for shared space and “[now] driving and cycling are equal in planning” 
(CO2). “The purpose of the [traffic] plans is to be good for everyone.... For example, roundabouts 
serve both modes of transport very well.” (CO2). 
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However, the strategic aim of Joensuu is not only to solve the general practical issues arising from 
the juxtaposition of car and bicycle. The goal is to be on the front line of human progress and upgrade 
or modernise the city from the peripheral image that is still vivid in the minds of local actors. Many see 
cycling as a transition from underdog status to a peripheral brand (the third theme). Activists and 
politicians emphasised that the urban cycling model is adopted from the wider world: Helsinki (CA1) 
or the Netherlands: “The roundabouts in the city centre were designed in the Dutch style.” (CO2). 
“Finland’s first bicycle street [is really] a reason to be proud.” (CO3). “It works in the Netherlands... You 
[local people] just have to grow into it over here.” (CO2). In that sense, cycling is an image builder that 
will finally bring Joensuu closer to the centre and help it in the competition between cities. According 
to this image, driving a car is a relic of a past time. “Previously there was a car park next to the market 
place… this is a sign of a rural town.” (CA4).

According to policy strategists the city of Joensuu has understood the symbolic value of cycling and 
taken its development seriously. “All of us decision-makers… have an exceptionally positive attitude 
towards the promotion of cycling and walking... [it] is not as self-evident in all Finnish cities.” (CO3). 
“[For example] the first bicycle street in Finland… The National Bicycle Association said, you could 
invite the Minister of Transport here. Let’s make it great and visible… Yes, Joensuu made it.” (CO4).

The symbolic victory proved to be double-edged and the counter-reaction of those dissatisfied with 
the change was inevitable. “When the world changes, it is… distressing... especially for those who feel 
that they are somehow left on the wrong side of history.” (CA1). “The promotion of cycling causes 
some car people to think that they are now being oppressed... Cycling limits the benefits and freedom 
that car drivers have achieved.” (CA2). This clearly implies a transition in the hegemony of environmental 
rationalities.   

In that sense, the devil really seems to be in the details. “Red asphalt instead of black [for the cycling 
street]... that was the last straw. It tells you that car drivers feel threatened when space is made only 
for cyclists.” (CA1). However, the cycling activists also admitted that there was some intention to 
deliver a clear message with the red asphalt. It was made known that the red cycling street would be 
perceived as a provocation in addition to recognition. “These red cycle paths — you can see them, 
they stand out from the environment. Someone has especially thought about cyclists here.” (CA1). 
Symbolically, it represented the front line of the sustainability transition and at the same time the 
boundary between different environmental rationalities.

As mentioned previously, policy-makers and activists are proud of Joensuu’s image as a cycling city. 
The peripheral nature of Joensuu and the surrounding province, North Karelia, added some frontline 
thinking, a missionary attitude to the comments. In addition to the advantages of reaching metropolitan 
areas, the benefits of marginalisation were also stressed. The lack of urban development in a 
traditional sense has left room for the development of cycling. “The functionality of cycling is due to 
the short distances and the fact that the city never had time to get totally dominated by cars.” (CO4). 
Cycling activists especially mentioned that cycling is not only a big city means of transportation but 
very suitable for small and remote towns. The following positive features were repeated: suitable 
topography, short distances, long and well-developed network, lots of space, relatively few people, 
proximity to nature (RC5, CO3, CA3, CA4, RC2, RC3). “There are no cobblestone streets.” (RC3). “In 
some bigger cities, it would not even occur to you to go to the centre by bike.” (RC3). “Winter is 
perceived as a comfortable time for cycling, especially when the streets have been [snow] ploughed.” 
(CO3, CA3; CA1). Activists also regard the small-town cycling community as tighter and more 
communicative than those of bigger cities. (CA1). 

The potential image gain of being a cycling city has turned into a disadvantage in some circles. A 
strong stereotype still exists that cyclists can’t afford to buy a car.

In the morning, we were chatting at the coffee table, [about] news on the radio that there are more 
people cycling in Joensuu than in Helsinki, so one of my colleagues asked if it was because we are 
poorer here.

(RC3). A shared desire was for Joensuu to get more functional connecting transport in which cycling 
would be combined with public transport. The problem is that the remoteness of the city and the low 
volume of traffic users affect its economic efficiency. “This plays directly into the pockets of those 
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advocating for private car driving.” (CO4). However, even cycling activists understand that being 
completely car-free is impossible for Joensuu (CO3). 

If not the fourth theme but a subtheme for the third is that people are not ready for the change or feel 
marginalized even within periphery. Apart from practical nuisances, city officials and some activists 
complained that local people in general are not mentally ready for the new cycling-oriented system. 
They are incapable of using the new roundabouts, bicycle streets or city bikes, for example. “Many 
local people are not immediately capable of using the new infrastructure.” (CA1). Again, transport 
culture was regarded as more advanced in bigger cities. “In Helsinki... you signal with your hand when 
turning. You don’t see that happening much here.” (CO4, CA1, CO3). “Even though we’ve got those red 
streets, we still drive on the sidewalk.” (RC5). People have not been able to adapt to the demands of 
progress, and active cyclists agree with motorists. Furthermore, bigger cities are still ahead with their 
resources for the organisation and supply of cycling. “We are lacking the public post of cycling or 
sustainable mobility coordinator that Tampere, Helsinki and Jyväskylä have.” (CO4). “Joensuu is on the 
margins of the cycling market when it comes to the purchase of bikes, maintenance, and so on.” (CA1).

One problem in Joensuu’s cycling scene is relatively strong marginalisation within the margin. 
According to most so-called ordinary cyclists, the strong concentration of cycling in the city centre 
leads to both absolute and relative traffic exclusion. Many positive sides of Joensuu mentioned earlier 
— it’s a level city, good network, snow ploughing, bike parking — apply to the city centre, not the entire 
commuting area. ”No one really pays attention to how to ride from a sparsely populated area to the 
centre… all bets are placed in the city centre.” (RC2). What is gained image-wise is a loss for those from 
the outskirts. “In the industrial area... Not many cyclists are thought of there.” (CA1). “Someone from 
Eno [a remote suburb] might think it’s funny if a lot of money is spent on something [in the city 
centre].” (CO4). “When sidewalks or paths are absent, you have to drive on the highway. … I say, if 
there were… a light traffic road all the way to us, we might get rid of the second car.” (RC3).

As soon as you go even a little further, winter time is a problem. With the same amount of money that 
has been spent on developing the infrastructure of the city centre, we could have had an expanded 
passable route system, but it might not have been as visible a statement to outsiders. (CA1).

It seems Joensuu’s cycling culture includes features of superiority (advanced traffic infrastructure) and 
inferiority (historical subordination) at the same time, and they are based on selected social 
relationships and centre/periphery views.

Discussion: scalar flexibility of traffic symbols
What happens to the symbolic struggle between different means of transportation when its location 
changes to a small town? This paper addressed the division of transport subcultures and their 
discursive struggle within the larger mobility culture. As the findings show, the cultural front lines of 
the modes of transport in Joensuu largely follow the general lines familiar from the wider world and 
from previous studies (e.g. Sovacool & Axsen 2018; Egset & Nordfjærn 2019; Sonnberger & Graf 2021; 
Volker & Handy 2021; Cunha & Silva 2023). However, it is also clear that cycling involves different 
challenges in a rambling medieval Mediterranean town and a fairly recently developed town on a 
Nordic periphery (cf. Sulc et al. 2020). 

Opinions as represented in the SMS messages show that a mental resistance towards cycling still 
prevails in a sparsely populated area where distances are long and public transportation relatively 
poor. However, local bitterness and defiance do not straightforwardly target the more urban areas of 
Finland (Helsinki) but endogenous and strange values among the local community itself. This can be 
interpreted as the import of green elitism, typical of metropolitan politics, into an inappropriate 
context. The politically unfair situation is highlighted by the contradiction that cyclists do not know 
how to behave in traffic, let alone make decisions about it. In Joensuu, the collective bad behavior of 
cyclists is accentuated due to the large young population. The idea that the green transition provides 
weak economic prospects is derived from the global argumentation of traditional fossil capitalism. 
However, it is even emphasized in peripheral areas: Private car driving seems the only option to level 
the playing field with the densely populated regions. 
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Locality adds its own ‘frontier’ mentality to cycling as well. Cycling is generally a form of transport 
that requires specific physical and mental qualities from individuals. In remote areas, these 
characteristics are reinforced by exceptional weather conditions and sometimes harsher attitudes 
towards cycling than in large cities, meaning the continued subordinate status of cycling in transport 
policy for longer. On the other hand, the fact that car has never been able to fully control local traffic 
policy creates a fertile ground for cycling activists. Some cyclists and decision-makers are sure that 
apart from its health and environmental effects, cycling has strong economic and image potential. 
They see it as part of the global green transition movement that would help upscaling the city according 
to the new sustainable standards of human progress. Wide cycling roads are signs of modernisation, 
and a way of overcoming the peripheral image, which can prevent student migration and investment 
in the local economy. 

Fig. 1. Themes in different clusters.

It is worth highlighting that when criticising cycling, the SMSs did not distinguish between ‘cycling 
activists’, ‘school children’ or ‘elderly people’. In reality, transport subcultures are more hybrid than 
identity advocates and media present them as being. Whether there is a similar class element in 
Joensuu’s cycling subculture as there is, for example, in the big cities in England (cf. Spinney et al. 2015) 
needs to be further researched. However, even this small sample implies that the image of public 
cycling is selective. The public advocates of cycling are more educated, more articulative, and more 
capable of using new media than the residents on average. It also means that the exceptional 
personality of cyclists, cycling’s historical underdog status in transport policy, and cycling’s position at 
the forefront of modernisation are all interpretive and divided themes. A progressive and ethical 
lifestyle might be harder to achieve for the layman on the periphery, because the distinction there is 
much more striking than in the metropolises. In that sense, cycling may serve as an instrument of 
social distinction, between what Aldred (2013) calls ‘proper’ and ‘bad’ cyclists, in Joensuu as well. 
Nevertheless, both committed advocates of a green lifestyle and so-called regular cyclists act as 
agents of change in their own life-circles and on their own terms. 
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Conclusion: cultural embedding of traffic policy
It is clear today that the growth of environmentalism has challenged the hegemony of the petroculture 
and coal capitalism even in the hinterlands of the western world. Transport, accounting for nearly one-
quarter of global energy-related CO2 emissions, is an important part of the issue. Cycling and cycling 
infrastructure play major roles in this setting throughout the western world. Like many other forms of 
sustainability transition the issue inevitably gives rise to disputes that take on different local shades. 

Of course, all the material aspects of the transport system — markets, technology, infrastructure, 
weather conditions, population load on the transport system — change locally. As this study shows, in 
addition to these practicalities, the question is one of sociocultural factors and their effect on the 
demarcation between environmental rationalities (e.g. King & Ilbery 2010). A peripheral state of mind 
forms a framework to which environmental rationality and even economic rationality are intertwined. 
Thus, the scalar sustainability of a universal conflict is best guaranteed by its cultural embedding in 
the local context and local mindscapes. It requires that people are able to combine local symbolic 
aspects with the development of cycling. Interestingly, the analysis shows that the tension between 
centre and periphery produces material for conformism: the simultaneous desire to emphasise one’s 
self-determination (local specialties) and to achieve the standard created by the centre. The symbolic 
struggle between peripheral transport subcultures is a struggle based on both collective identification 
and the competence to exploit local conditions and conventions to reinforce one’s arguments. 

Is there a pattern how the centre/periphery relation directs the environmental rationality 
arguments? The symbolic struggle between different transport subcultures has very similar forms 
wherever it occurs. However, according to the material the representatives of all transport subcultures 
adapt their interpretations of local circumstances and leverage local insights from external centres in 
order to make their points culturally more sound. This adjustment — even if only vaguely visible — 
constitutes the cultural imaging of spatial justice. Peripheral states of mind deepen the arguments at 
both directions: cycling works particularly well or not at all in chosen locality. It is important for both 
subcultures to show that they are caught up in the cultural images of progress constructed by the 
centres. Yet, it seems as important to assure that development is based on local needs and not on the 
guidance of a central model.

In terms of the effectiveness of environmental policy, strong identification with a transport 
subculture has both a progressive and restrictive function. Progressive in the sense that self-
determination and pride seem to be useful tools to promote a pro-environmental attitude; a well-
developed cycling infrastructure gives reason to be proud, and increases understanding of the 
benefits of low car density. However, it is also restrictive due to its tendency to cause divisions within 
the group itself based on, for instance, how far one lives from the city centre, especially if notions of 
the ideal cyclist are strong. Without being place-sensitive, the green transition is in danger of remaining 
an isolated activity undertaken by a small group of activists. It is not necessarily the most pragmatic 
strategy to promote cycling among the whole population, because emphasis on moral superiority 
may lead to conflict with local traditions, cause cultural resistance, and open the door to populist 
voices exploiting imagined pasts. How does this impact the role of cycling and its promotion in cities 
needs to be researched further.
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Appendix 1. Interview questions for cyclists

1. The bike as an object 
- What kind of bike do you ride? (prize, tuning, electric)
- How much do you cycle? / What kind of cyclist are you? (free time, travel to work, clothing) 
- What kind of safety-related issues should be taken into account?

2. The social side of cycling 
- What kind of social effects does cycling have? 
- In what ways should cyclists take other traffic users into account (pedestrians, other cyclists, 
motorists, dogs)? What situations are difficult in traffic?
- What is the cycling community like? Do you participate in any cycling events? Why/why not? 
- Are there any power structures among cyclists? Do different cyclists have different statuses? 
Whose word counts, who is believed?

3. The societal meanings and impact of cycling.
- How important is cycling as a hobby/lifestyle? Visual/aesthetic/landscape values? (What is the 
most beautiful place you can reach by bike? What can you reach that you can’t reach on foot/by car?)
- What kind of health effects does cycling have?
- What kind of environmental effects does cycling have?
- What kind of economic effects does cycling have?
- Are values related to health, the environment or finances visible in other ways in your lifestyle 
(eating, movement, greenery)?

4. Cycling in Joensuu 
- The influence of a remote area on cycling: What are the advantages/disadvantages of a small town 
compared to big metropolises?
- What is cycling culture like in a city the size of Joensuu? What kinds of challenges or opportunities 
are there?
- What kinds of challenges or problems are associated with cycling in Joensuu?
- Is it safe to cycle in Joensuu? 
- What is the attitude of the city of Joensuu towards cyclists? Do attitudes differ in different areas or 
compared to other municipalities? Do cyclists face prejudices? What kind? By whom?

5. Developing the image of a cycling city
- What is the city of Joensuu like for cyclists?
- What challenges are there related to development of a cycling culture in a city the size of Joensuu?
- What kinds of opportunities are there related to development of a cycling culture in a city the size 
of Joensuu?
- Do you feel that the challenges or opportunities differ in any way compared to other cities in 
Finland? How?
- What are the attitudes towards development plans in the city of Joensuu? Who is in favour of/
against the changes?
- Why should the city be developed in a more cycling-friendly way? / Should the city be developed 
to be even more bike-friendly? Why?
- What attitudes do people have towards cyclists?
- What image do people have of cyclists?
- What are the future prospects for cycling?


