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Case of Copenhagen’s Cyclists
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Abstract

The question of how to get more people to cycle has spread to many cities
around the world. Copenhagen is often identified as having achieved considerable
success in this regard, but there is a danger that the positive cycling narrative that
prevails in Copenhagen may block critical discussion regarding the right to city
space. Drawing from qualitative research conducted in Copenhagen as part of an
“Urban Cycle Mobilities” project, this article demonstrates that people who cycle
in Copenhagen constitute a community of cyclists, and asks whether such a cycling
community creates the condition for cyclists and cycling to be given greater
consideration in broader societal understandings of the common good. | argue that
this is in fact not the case. Rather the specific project identities that are nurtured by
Copenhagen’s cycling community inhibit it from advocating publicly or
aggressively for a vision of the common good that gives cyclists greater and more
protected access to the city’s mobility spaces.

Introduction: Copenhagenizing

Copenhagen has long been recognized as one of world’s major cycling cities,
with a strong cycling culture, and many people using bicycles to move about. The
term “Copenhagenize” is often used to describe a set of planning and design
strategies loosely based on those used in Copenhagen, aimed at nurturing urban
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cycling. Danish architect Jan Gehl is often credited internationally (although not in
Denmark) as the father of this planning strategy, which he has exported to several
major world cities, most famously New York. Filmmaker and photographer
Michael Colville Andersen has also played an important part in the
“Copenhagenize” narrative. As an international consultant, Anderson travels the
world talking and writing about Copenhagen’s cycle culture, and in 2007 he
launched the website www.copenhagenize.com. Between them, Gehl and Anderson
have successfully propagated the idea that Copenhagen is a model cycling city,
whose approach should be duplicated throughout the world. It is therefore difficult
to criticize any aspect of Copenhagen’s cycling culture or attitude toward cycling;
nevertheless, this article focuses on some problematic aspects of Copenhagen’s
somewhat self-satisfied cycling narrative.

Getting more people to cycle is a major goal of Copenhagen’s municipal
government. Today 35% of Copenhageners use bikes for everyday commuting; the
municipality aims to increase that to 50% by 2020 (Copenhagen Municipality,
2011) . That's a lot, especially as the latest numbers show that cycling in the city is
declining slightly (Copenhagen Municipality, 2012). Moreover, car traffic
continues to rise in Copenhagen, with the result that streets are becoming more
congested. Clearly, this increase in car traffic is not compatible with the aim to
increase cycling as a way to get around. It seems that no matter how much
Copenhagen wishes to be seen as a cyclist-friendly city, putting limits on car traffic
is still politically unfeasible. The city government recently announced that it would
no longer pursue a policy of *“congestion charging”, even though such a policy had
been a highly-profiled election promise. The media discussion that followed this
announcement was emotional and unpleasant, and often focused on the aggression
of “other” road users, cyclists in particular. Although it is true that Copenhagen has
many cyclists, it faces the same challenge as other cities: changing the majority of
people’s mobility praxis and sorting out what modes of transportation should have
the right to road space.

One of the ways Copenhagen attempts to shift residents’ mobility praxis
toward cycling is by seeking to create ‘community feeling’ among cyclists via
cycling campaigns and the construction of cycling infrastructure. The national
government dedicates funding to these cycling-promotion strategies throughout
Denmark, including “community building” projects in Copenhagen. One of these
projects is the Bicycle Innovation Lab (BIL), which aims to provide a forum for
introducing everyday cycling issues into political discourse. BIL also operates a
bicycle library intended to get more people using bikes.

It is in this context of deliberate attempts to create cycling communities and
ongoing tension regarding the rights of cyclists relative to motorists that | develop
the article’s main case: that people who cycle in Copenhagen constitute a
community of cyclists, but that the existence of such a community fails to creates
conditions for cyclists and cycling to be given greater public consideration in
broader understandings of the common good. My argument unfolds as follows. In
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the remainder of this introductory section | situate the article in my larger ongoing
research project, and outline my methodology and the interview data it yielded. The
paper’s second section introduces readers to the infrastructural and policy context
within which cycling occurs in Copenhagen. After outlining the paper’s empirical
context, | then develop a more theoretical discussion of community and its
relationship to mobility. It is often claimed that mobilities contribute to the erosion
of contemporary communities (Bauman, 2001; Putnam, 2000). | argue that
mobilities must also be understood as generative or constitutive of contemporary
communities. In the fourth section I turn to my interviews with Copenhagen drivers
and cyclists to demonstrate empirically the theoretical argument that cycling (as a
form of mobility) creates and maintains communities. Specifically, | show that
cyclists forge communities as they struggle with cars for space on the road, identify
common enemies and friends through that struggle, or simply share emotions and
embodied experiences with other cyclists as they glide through the city together.
The paper’s fifth section focuses in on Copenhagen’s Bicycle Innovation Lab
(BIL), the mandate of which is to promote cycling and the creation of cycling
communities, while also advocating for cyclists’ right to road space in terms of a
larger “common good.” In the sixth section | return to my interview data to tease
out some of the complexities associated with representing cycling as a common
good. | show that problems arise with the notion of cycling as a common good
when participants (who are drivers as well as cyclists) are asked to consider the
privileges automobile drivers would have to relinquish in order to achieve it. The
article concludes by outlining some barriers to initiating more sustained discussions
about a common good within and beyond the cycling community of Copenhagen.
The paper’s main contribution to existing understandings of Copenhagen as a
model cycling city is to show that the project identities (Castells, 1997) associated
with Copenhagen’s cycling community themselves hinder ongoing efforts to
enhance cyclists’ rights to road space in the city.

The research presented here is part of an on-going research project titled
‘Urban Cycle Mobilities,” funded by the Danish Council for Independent Research.
The project is animated by the seemingly simple question of why people bike, and
therefore focuses on issues of freedom, ethics and responsibilities, everyday
rationalities and — as elaborated in this article — communities. Although Denmark
has been the focus of much research on cycling infrastructure, design, safety and
security (Andrade et al., 2011; Snizek et al., 2013), little attention has been given
to the meaning and significance cyclists give to cycling as a form of everyday
mobility: to why they bike. The Urban Cycle Mobilities project attempts to rectify
this gap by focusing on everyday life praxis, the rationalities that support
commitments to cycling, and the emotions associated with traveling by bike.

Although the larger project employs several ethnographic methods, the
empirical data used in this article are based on 30 qualitative interviews, three focus
groups, and case study focusing on the Bicycle Innovation Lab (BIL). At the time
of interviewing participants were between the ages of 22 and 73, and include an
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equal number of men and women. Interviews were conducted in 2007, 2010 and
2013. All the participants use a variety of transport modes, but the 2007 interviews
focused mainly on car drivers, while in 2010 and 2013 participants were mostly
cyclists. Approximately half of the interviewees have children, they all identify as
middle class, and they are all well-educated. Denmark’s population has a high
genie coefficient and a large middle class, so my participants share important
economic and demographic characteristics with a majority of Danes (Freudendal-
Pedersen, 2014c). The focus of the interviews was how participants understand and
create communities through everyday mobilities, as well as their cycling-related
emotional and sensory experiences (Sheller, 2004).

The Empirical Setting — Copenhagen and its cyclists

Copenhagen is Denmark’s capital and its largest city. The city itself has a
population of half a million; 1.2 million people reside in Greater Copenhagen. The
city has an extensive network of public transportation, structured around the so-
called “finger plan’, which in 1947 divided the suburbs into five fingers defined
subsequently by the S-train lines and highways (Gaardmand, 1993). Similar to
many other European cities, private cars account for approximately a third of all
trips made in Copenhagen. Unlike most European cities, a majority (84%) of
Copenhageners have access to a bike, and 36% use them for everyday commutes
(Kgbenhavns Kommune, 2010).

Copenhagen’s first dedicated cycle track was built in the late 19" century as a
way to deal with conflicts between cyclists and horse-drawn carriages. Cycling has
been part of Copenhagen’s planning agenda since then, even throughout the 1960s
and 1970s when urban transport planning in Copenhagen and worldwide was
strongly focused on car traffic (Koglin, 2013). Cycling has been a growing
municipal focus since the1980s, understood by city government as part of urban
development (Jensen, 2013). This contrasts with most other European cities, where
cycling is neither included in notions of urban traffic, nor understood as the state’s
responsibility to nurture. For example, Aldred (2013) notes that in England cycling
is strongly perceived to be a matter of individual choice and individual
responsibility.

Copenhagen presently has an extensive network of cycle tracks; these
constitute the backbone of the city’s cycling infrastructure and help to ensure the
accessibility and safety of cyclists (Snizek et al., 2013). Dedicated traffic lights
have been installed for cyclists, giving them a head start before motorized traffic,
and on several big roads a green wave for cyclists has been established. Cycling is
allowed against one-way traffic on inner city streets with a 30 km/h speed limit
(and recently on some streets with a 50 km/h speed limit) in order to enable visual
contact between car drivers and cyclists. The health and safety of cyclists is
ingrained in traffic law, with the result that cycling is not considered a hazardous
activity in Copenhagen (as it is in England; see Aldred, 2012; Spinney, 2010); it is
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understood simply as key mode of transport for many households. As Jensen
(2013, 304) puts it:

Copenhageners’ use of bikes is not defined in terms of risk, but rather in
terms of urban everyday life on the move, with the sensuous, kinetic, and
emotional power of biking emerging as a key to urban spatiality and vitalism.

Copenhagen’s everyday cyclists are neither visually identifiable (except by
their bikes) nor associated with stereotyped images or visual signifiers like lycra
and helmets (cf. Aldred, 2013).

The inclusion of cyclists in Copenhagen’s traffic system, and their relative
invisibility as a category distinguishable from other urban dwellers, helps explain
the lack of a radical grassroots movement to politicize cycling or advocate for
cyclists’ rights. Copenhagen’s most recent demonstration in support of better
facilities for cyclists was in the 1970s (Koglin, 2013). Since that time the Danish
Cyclist Federation has been the only stable long-term NGO working on cycling
politics (Koglin, 2013), and cycling events. Apart from those organized by the
municipality, cycling events focus mostly on bike design and cycling fashion,
promoting cycling without treading on anyone’s toes.

Cycling is deliberately exploited as an important part of Copenhagen’s urban
brand, even though the city spends ten times more of its budget on automobile
infrastructure than on cycling infrastructure.” For example, in 2009, the municipal
Department for Cycling attempted to quantify the health and socioeconomic
benefits of cycling as part of the city’s branding strategy. The municipality used
models developed to demonstrate the economic growth benefits of roads to instead
show why cycling is better for society and the national bottom line. The study
concluded that when a person chooses to cycle, society has a net gain of 0.16 Euro
per kilometre cycled compared to a net loss of 0.1 Euro per kilometre travelled by
car (Kegbenhavns Kommune, 2010). Although the study’s methodology may be
vulnerable to criticism, it is noteworthy that the municipal government employed
this guerrilla tactic of appropriating the powerful automobile lobby’s seldom-
questioned methods to argue that greater economic and health gains derive from
money spent on cycling infrastructure than on roads (Koglin, 2013; Essebo, 2013).

This municipal investment in promoting the benefits of cycling is important
to creating a cycling community in Copenhagen. So are other ways that the city
signals its commitment to cycling relative to driving and other mobility modes, for
example by prioritizing bike paths as “Level One” streets that — together with the

2 This percentage was provided by the municipality’s Department of Cycling with the
caveat that it is difficult to calculate the precise amount devoted to cycling infrastructure, because
some municipal projects have multiple aims including benefits to cyclists. The reorganisation of
Ngrrebrogade is an example (http://www.copenhagenize.com/2013/08/episode-05-nrrebrogade-top-

10-design.html).
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two major road arteries into Copenhagen — are the first to be cleared after a
snowfall. Another important facilitator of community feeling among cyclists are
bicycle counters, which are located on several big roads in Copenhagen, telling
bike riders how many other cyclists have passed that day and year. In the words of
one of my interview participants:

It always makes me happy when | meet one of the electrical cycle counters
telling me that I am number 1324 passing by bike today. Then I can tell I am part
of a bigger movement...The important thing is to make people feel that they are a
part of a bigger project. It indicates that you are making a difference.

These are efforts by Copenhagen’s municipality to nurture the sense of a
community of cyclists, in order to support the city’s objective to get more
commuters cycling. These municipal initiatives are undoubtedly beneficial to
Copenhageners, but they also help create an environment where criticizing any
aspect of the city’s cycling culture or policies is difficult. I shall return to this point
in a later section.

Mobility and Community

There is a long scholarly tradition of understanding mobility as contributing
to the erosion of community (e.g., Tonnies, 1957; Bauman, 2001). Tonnies’
conceptualization of gemeinschaft, for example, imagines community as
constituted through family life, village culture, religious practice and unquestioned
tradition: the spontaneous, natural, face-to-face interactions of small sedentary
populations, unaffected by mobility, or by interventions from city councils or
planning authorities (Tonnies, 1957, 231). For Tonnies, a community doesn’t think
about how it is; it emerges organically from conditions of life and the sharing of
responsibility among a closely-interacting group of people. According to Bauman
(Bauman, 2001; Bauman in Thomsen, 2013) this view of community is obsolete
and anachronistic:

Solidarity is in big trouble. In the old version of modern society solidarity
was a big factor. The contemporary society is in its essence a factory of mutual
suspicion and mutual competition. To create a community in this respect is very
difficult (Bauman in Thomsen, 2013, 20).

Bauman (2001), Sennett (2003) and Putnam (2000) argue that in late
modernity work and family life are under such pressure that civil society
communities are eroding, individuals can no longer rely on the collective comforts
of tradition, and individualism is on the rise (Bauman, 2000; Urry, 2007; Urry,
2000; Eriksen, 2001). According to Bauman, this individualism:

... occupied from the very start an ambiguous position towards society, one
pregnant with never-subsiding tension. On the one hand, the individual was
credited with a capacity for judgment, for recognizing interests and taking
decisions on how to act upon them — all qualities which make living together in a
society feasible. On the other hand, however, individuality was imbued with
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intrinsic dangers: the very interestedness of the individual, which prompted him to
seek collective guarantees for security, enticed him at the same time to resent
constraints which such guarantees implied (Bauman, 1988, 38).

Bauman (2001, 39) argues that despite these ambiguities, communities
continue to be necessary for humanity’s existence and continuation, a dependency
that has remained largely unchanged over the centuries. Even in today’s world of
extreme individualization, communities offer ontological security by generating
feelings of acceptance and mutual assistance, and enabling sharing of everyday life
experiences and responsibilities (Giddens, 1984; Beck, 1992), including those
pertaining to childcare, marriage, working life, the environment, and mobility
behavior.

In today’s increasingly mobile world, community-forming practices of
interaction and responsibility-sharing often rely less on spatial propinquity than in
Tonnies’ model (e.g., relationship courses, Facebook groups, diverse radio
programs on childcare), even as neighbourhood-oriented interactions remain
significant to individuals’ understanding of the ‘good life’ (e.g., soccer clubs or
dinner clubs, neighbours communiting together via bikes, trains or cars). Heeding
Urry’s (2000; see also Kaufmann, 2002) admonition that late-modernity requires
new theoretical categories, some scholars have attempted to describe these
contemporary forms of patterned interaction in terms of “networks” (Larsen et al.,
2006) or “conviviality” (Thomsen, 2013). Although networks and conviviality are
no doubt important aspects of contemporary forms of association, they fail
adequately to articulate the extent to which the mobile routines of everyday life
(associated with, for example, kids, home-making, friends, leisure activities)
continue to generate the meaning-making and ontological security conventionally
associated with notions of community. | think the small groups through which
these routines are practiced are communities, which provide contemporary
“frames” within which life experiences can be exchanged (Giddens, 1991; Beck,
1997; Bauman, 2001), and according to which late-modern subjectivities are
shaped (Giddens, 1991).

Many of late-modernity’s small-group communities are liminal, in the sense
that they occupy those mobility spaces — 'in between' spaces — that are becoming
more important in people's lives (Urry, 2000, 141; see also Jensen, 2012).
Kesselring and VVogel (2013, 20) argue that these spaces of movement are ordered
through “mobility regimes”; that is, systems “of disciplining and channeling
movements and mobility by way of principles, norms, and rules” (Kesselring and
Vogl, 2013, 20), which shape behavior, conduct, and shared responsibility in a
manner analogous to traditional communities. As the concept of mobility regimes
suggests, and as demonstrated by work on individuals® “structural stories” of
mobility (Freudendal-Pedersen, 2009), movement spaces entail more than just
individualized plans and errands. Rather the groupings and practices that unfold in
movement spaces are highly structured through moral and ethical arguments, and,
to quote Staeheli and Mitchell’s (2006, 148-149) broader discussion of
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communities, often “involve attempts to exclude or marginalize people through
regulation and actions that make certain people and behaviors unwelcome.”

As part of their discursive framing, communities associated with movement
spaces and mobility regimes frequently draw on notions of the common good,
which designate “a condition that not only continues to exist in the future, but also
one whose results are appreciated retrospectively in a second future, thus from the
perspective of descendants, as a valuable collective inheritance” (Offe, 2012, 677).
Offe (2012) argues that common goods discourses are experiencing a renaissance,
driven by the efforts of ruling elites to shift the burden of managing societal
problems onto the shoulders of civic self-help and community spirit (Offe, 2012,
667-668). When the idea of the common good emerges amidst neoliberal
discourses of individualized competition, it is used politically to place more
responsibility on civil society, including that of squeezing out the ‘unwanted’.

Establishing an understanding of the common good that transcends
communities to incorporate relations among communities (i.e., a commonly-
accepted common good) is inevitably a conflict-ridden process, not least in the
realm of urban mobilities. Danish politicians avoid such discussions, because they
inevitably lead to questions of which transportation modes should lose privileges to
achieve the common good, and that stirs up antagonism among different mobility
communities. The majority of Danish society accepts “neotechnological
automobilization” (Nixon, 2012) as the appropriate dominant response to energy
use issues. As Nixon says, “transport decision makers predominantly drive” (2012,
1673), and *“the neotechnological approach allows capture of the consumers’
surplus and is less likely to disrupt capital accumulation” (2012, 1664). In this
context, the lock-in of the myth of “prosperity through mobility” (Essebo, 2013)
can make greater automobility an obvious common good that is dangerous for
Copenhagen’s politicians to contradict. Of course cyclists — as cyclists — do not
agree (although they might agree as car drivers, which many of them also are).
Therefore, despite increasing traffic congestion and associated problems, the
Copenhagen Municipality recently increased the number of parking spaces in the
inner city, while also setting major goals for future cycling. This patchwork
approach to sidestepping antagonism among mobility communities may actually
have the effect of fueling them. I turn now to my interviews with people who cycle
in Copenhagen as a way to tease out some of these antagonisms between mobility
communities, and to show how they facilitate community cohesiveness among
individuals using the same mobility mode. | will return to the issue of cycling’s
relation to the common good in subsequent sections.

Communities of biking

At end of 2012, the Danish media ran several articles about aggressive
Copenhagen cyclists, which spawned additional articles about aggression within all
modes of mobility. My interview participants recognized the situation described by
the media; many of them suggested that antagonism between drivers and cyclists is
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enacted everyday through often-escalating aggression in the context of competition
between cars and cycles for limited movement space. Moreover, participants often
recognized themselves as occasional aggressors in the fight for space on the roads:

There are many confrontations, that's for sure. You are constantly tested,
you always have to throw out a feeler, who rides here and who does what. | have
seen many people getting angry. Especially my wife has a bad temper, but it's not
something that agitates me. It's part of the show.

It is clear that this fight for space on the road was understood by participants
as at least partially a group fight, involving “them” and “us”. Social anthropologist
Thomas Hylland Eriksen (2004) describes communities as a reverse refrigerator:
warm on the inside, cold on the outside. The warmth associated with a “we” may
be based on a common language, living in the same place, having the same sex or
family structure, or — in the present case — by sharing mobility experiences. Eriksen
elaborates as follows:

If one, in addition, has a common project, a goal for the future, which is
dependent on the other group member’s effort to succeed, it helps tremendously.
And if one furthermore can plead a common enemy, someone else who threatens to
thwart the plans, then everything is laid out for a strong and solidarity ‘we-feeling’
which lasts as long as it is possible to put forward to the enemy ... (Eriksen, 2004,
63) [my translation]

Within the context of cyclists’ everyday mobilities the car is a clearly-
defined enemy, albeit a fluidly and ambiguously-experienced one, as many cyclists
are also car drivers. For many of the mobile subjects in my interview sample
mobility rights travel with the self: right of way belongs to one’s present mode of
transportation, whatever that may be (see Zeitler’s (2008) discussion of “mobility
and morality”). This ambiguity or fluidity is articulated well by one of my
participants:

I actually really don't like these situations where conflict emerges between
people. Both in-between cyclists but also between cyclists and car drivers, which
do not show consideration to each other, it's like it's different groups. Although
most of us are part of all these different groups, we're both car drivers, cyclists and
pedestrians who are different characters. When |1 am on my bike, it is the bike
considerations | make, and think I have the right to run a yellow light. It's like
many others, | can fucking well get irritated in traffic, normally | have very little
temper but | can get fucking irritated in traffic, like many others. It is bloody
annoying.

The fact that most cyclists in Copenhagen are also drivers, combined with
the ordinariness of cycling in Copenhagen (in contrast with the discourse of cycling
as special and dangerous that prevails in other European and North American
cities; see Spinney, 2009; Horton, 2007; Nixon, 2012; Aldred, 2013), helps to
explain why
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Copenhagen is one of the world’s few cities where cycling has moved from
a “resistance identity” to a “project identity”, focused on building new institutions
based on cyclists’ own praxis (see Castells, 1997). The normalization of cycling
reduces cyclist’s inclination or obvious reason to resist, and the cultivation of
project identities allows various interests effectively to manage power relations
between cars and bikes without disrupting them.

This notion of a project identity is evident in the following quote, in which
the participant acknowledges that cyclists have to depend on themselves to create
their own spaces in a context where cycling had been normalized, but automobility
still dominates materially and ideologically:

Before | started biking, cyclists did not really exist for me, if | may put it
that way. They were just there, they have always been there, and they take care of
themselves. | do not think car drivers, for example, think one bit about how much
more uncomfortable a pothole is for a two-wheeler. | really don't think so, why
should they, they don't experience it. | also think it's a little as if the car is the
proper adult mode of transport people have because it is needed to solve real
problems.

In the case of cyclists, project identity is both nurtured by and constitutive
of a strong sense of a cycling community in opposition to a car-driving ‘other’, and
the everyday aggressions associated with enacting project identity among cyclists
are intrinsic to nourishing the necessary sense of we. But a sense of cycling
community, and of the possibilities of its associated project identity, are also
nourished by more positive — less antagonistic — feelings. Interview participants
feel strongly that cycling is understood to be important in Copenhagen, and they
talked at length about the positive emotions associated with travelling by bike
amidst many other bikers in a city that values cycling:

The best thing about Copenhagen is that there are so many people who are
used to cycling. It creates a special flow; sometimes it's almost poetic when
everyone knows what to do and how to behave. When the flow gives a sense of a
carefree life, for example when you see millions of cyclists waiting for the green
light and then they start to move and it's the kind of movement where everyone
knows what to do - it's beautiful.

This aesthetically-pleasing flow helps to create feelings of connectedness,
especially as it is a “self-organized harmonization between commuters’ rhythms
and those of their commute landscape” (Nixon, 2012, 1667). The flow is dependent
on an acknowledged shared responsibility to move in the right direction and make
room for each other, a movement where ‘everybody knows what to do’ without
instructions from the city council or planning office, although the green waves for
cyclists on some streets surely facilitate it.

The collective poetic flow of cyclists through the city expresses the idea of a
single cohesive cycling community, but it is clear from my empirical data that there
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are many communities within cycling, and most cyclists belong to several of them.
These smaller cycling communities are shaped through face-to-face interactions in
densely meaningful everyday life contexts. It seems that they come together in a
larger overarching community of Copenha