Normalising cycling:
a discursive approach
M. Cristina Caimotto
University of Torino, Italy
Department of Culture, Politics and Society
FIAB - Italy

A discursive approach
Academic studies on cycling traditionally belong to:
u

History

u

Sociology of sport

u

Engineering, design, planning

u

Medicine

u

(more recently) Sociology (e.g. social movements), geography, politics

(Horton, Cox and Rosen 2016, 8)
u

Linguistics virtually absent, except Kiernan (2018)

Framing (George Lakoff)
u

Frame-circuits linked to the emotional regions of the brain, political
ideologies included

u

The repetition of ideological language makes the ideology «normal»

u

Framing cannot be avoided

u

“massive hypocognition in the case of the environment”

u

The trap of the Enlightment Reason

u

Facts must make sense in terms of their system of frames or they will
be ignored.

Overall working hypothesis
u

Shifting away from cars implies questioning and abandoning a narrative
of progress and freedom.

u

Cyclists epitomize the need to change our habits, hence they are
ostracized by those who are not ready/willing to change.

u

Discursive strategies to oppose/ignore the promotion of cycling >
underlying idea that «cycling is not normal»

Identity
u

Important identity issues (Pooley et al., 2013; Skinner and Rosen, 2007;
Kiernan, 2018)

u

Discursive construction of cyclists’ identity > 2 case studies
u

Negative image of cyclists in general in news articles about the
Charlie Alliston case

u

Positive image of cycling in the ‘Mayor’s Transport Strategy’ for
London

Linguistic approaches
u

Critical Discourse Analysis (Wodak, Fairclough, van Dijk)

u

Critical Metaphor Analysis (Charteris-black)

u

Appraisal theory (Martin and White)

u

Framing (Lakoff)

u

Corpus-assisted analysis (Rayson)

Case study 1: framing cyclists in news
articles about Charlie Alliston
u

Charlie Alliston was riding his bicycle in London in February 2016 when he
collided with Kim Briggs, who died of brain damage one week later.

u

Prominent news story

u

Journalists reporting the case often promoted a very negative image of
cyclists in general

u

van Dijk’s observations concerning the denial of racism in élite discourse
> similar discursive moves and strategies in articles from three
mainstream British newspapers (The Times, The Guardian, The
Independent) and one tabloid The Scottish Daily Mail.

Case study 1: van Dijk’s discursive
moves
Face-saving and identity building
u

Positive self-presentation

u

Denial and counter-attack

u

Moral blackmail (breaking the taboo)

u

Subtle denials - provocation

u

Mitigation

u

Defence and offence (Reversal)

Case study 1: comments in The Independent
Street- Porter Janet Cyclists are rude, abusive and uncivil – but
they do deserve more protection on our roads
in The Independent 22 September 2017
Comment 1
Cyclists are the new Muslims. One Charlie Alliston and they're all
Charlie Allistons.
Comment 2
What a stupid headline. Cross out "cyclists" and then put in the "j"
"n" or "p" words and read out aloud. How does it sound now. You
should be ashamed of yourself
Reply to comment 2
The difference is that cyclists are made, or rather, make themselves;
whereas Js, Ns, and Ps were born like that.

Case study 1: Discursive moves
u

Positive self-presentation

This newspaper has for many years trumpeted the economic, environmental and
physiological benefits of cycling, particularly in towns and cities.
(Leading article, The Times, 25 Aug 2017)
I love cycling. […] like millions of others, I love the feeling of zipping through the
city under my own steam. (Shariatmadari, The Guardian, 24 Aug 2017)
u

Denial and counter-attack

On occasions, the refusal of a militant minority to respect traffic lights, stop
signs and pavements results in tragedy. (Leading article, The Times, 25 Aug 2017)
The cycling lobby is vociferous, single-minded and determined to shout down
anyone who can’t see that cycling brings you closer to godliness. (Porter, The
Independent, 22 Sept 2017)

Case study 1: Discursive moves
u

Moral blackmail (breaking the taboo)

when I dared to suggest that not all cyclists were considerate road users, that
many pedestrians feel threatened by aggressive riders and that the building of
special lanes for cyclists had brought traffic in London to a standstill, I received a
torrent of abuse which lasted for months. (Porter, The Independent, 22 Sept
2017)
u

Subtle denials - Provocation

I love cycling. I am not a bike nut, and those who are would laugh at the
secondhand lump of steel that costs more to service than I paid for it.
(Shariatmadari, The Guardian, 24 Aug 2017)
Rogue cyclists must learn to respect the rules of the road like everyone else.
(Leading article, The Times, 25 Aug 2017)

Case study 1: Discursive moves
u

Mitigation

The majority of enthusiasts for pedal power are law abiding. Some, sadly, are
irresponsible, reckless and downright dangerous.
(Leading article, The Times, 25 Aug 2017)
Many do recognise this, and take great care when they ride. And it goes without
saying that cars are far more dangerous than bikes. They are responsible for all
but a tiny handful of traffic deaths. That doesn’t mean cyclists don’t have a
specific problem, though. (Shariatmadari, The Guardian, 24 Aug 2017)
u

Defence and offence (Reversal)

[Alliston’s] refusal to take responsibility is indicative of a culture prevalent
among certain cyclists in which they imagine the rules of the road do not apply
to them. (Leading article, The Times, 25 Aug 2017)
And meanwhile, it’s drivers who get it in the neck. One genius recently suggested
the introduction of a new part of the driving test ‘where part of the theory sees
a driver viewing the road from a cyclist’s perspective’. Really? How is that going
to stop cyclists knocking down pedestrians? (Cowing, Scottish Daily Mail, 21 Apr
2018)

Case study 1: Critical Metaphor Analysis
u

metaphors can reveal the emotions the speakers attach to what they are
communicating

u

aim: to reveal the intentions of the speaker

u

using a metaphor reduces risk by saving face

u

the speaker invites the recipient to join in an interpretative act and to create
meaning together.

(Charteris-black 2004, 11-13)
u

plant metaphors have “a powerful rhetorical role in providing evaluation, it is
very rare for any of the plant metaphors not to convey a very important
covert evaluation of positive or negative forms of behaviour.”

(Charteris-black 2004, 195-6)

Case study 1: Critical Metaphor Analysis
u

Ex-courier convicted for mowing down woman on his track bike
A former courier has been convicted of causing bodily harm to a woman who
died after he mowed her down on a bicycle in east London. (Grierson, The
Guardian 23 August 2017)

u

'Dangerous' cyclist mowed down and killed mother of two and then blamed
it on her, court told
Charlie Alliston, then aged 18, was said to be going nearly 20mph when he
mowed down mother-of-two Kim Briggs as she crossed Old Street, east
London, on February 12 last year. (Pennink, The Independent, 14 August 2017)

u

Prosecutors took the unprecedented step of charging Charlie Alliston, now 20,
with manslaughter after he ploughed into Kim Briggs, 44, in Old Street, east
London, while riding an Olympics-style track bike with no front brakes.
(Karim, The Times, 24 August 2017)

Case study 1: «Braking good» (The
Times)
u

Intertextual reference to the popular series Breaking bad
u

Implied connection between Alliston and the co-protagonist Jesse Pinkman?

u

Patronizing way of telling «stupid» cyclist the simple notion that braking is good?

Case Study 2: Mayor’s Transport Strategy
u

Draft published in June 2017, consultation
open until October 2017

u

Final document published in March 2018

Case Study 2: Key themes (ref. BNC
written)

Rayson, P. (2009) Wmatrix: a web-based corpus processing environment, Computing
Department, Lancaster University. http://ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/wmatrix/

Case Study 2:
key words
u

cycling

u

walking

u

vehicles

u

londoners

u

freight

u

car

Case Study 2: cycling concordance

Case Study 2: nominalizations
The success of London’s future transport system relies upon reducing Londoners’
dependency on cars in favour of increased walking, cycling and public transport
use. (Mayor’s transport strategy 2018, 19)
u

foregrounding of «success»

u

«reducing» > no agent

u

dependency on cars NOUN > presented as a fact

u

walking, cycling NOMINALISED VERBS > sense of action

Case Study 2: passive / active verbs
and actors
u

Road danger is caused by the dominance of large, heavy, potentially
dangerous vehicles that can move at high speeds in places where people want
to be. Recent reductions in fatalities and injuries have mostly been achieved
among drivers, while the risk experienced by people who are walking and
cycling – who pose very little danger to other road users – remains
unacceptably high. (Mayor’s transport strategy 2018, 13)

u

Passive verb forms/past participle

u

Active verbs

u

Actors

u

Subjects (foregrounded) ‘unacceptably high’ > opinion presented as a fact

Case Study 2:no_power (90 occurrences)

Final remarks
u

The analysis of discourse strategies can help framing the promotion of cycling
effectively.

u

It is possible to identify discursive strategies employed against cycling which
can be compared to those employed against other discriminated minorities.

u

When advocating in favour of cycling, (associations, grassroots and single
individuals) we need to avoid what Lakoff calls «the trap of Enlightment
reason» and make sure we don’t reinforce the negative framing.
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