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[BI]CYCLE URBANISM
LEARNING FROM BEIJING’S BICYCLE LIVELIHOODS





BYN CITYBYN CITY
Build Your Nightmare



CHINESE CITIES BECOMING LESS LIVEABLE THANKS 
TO CONGESTION, POLLUTION AND AIR PROBLEMS
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STC PROMOTES NEW BIKE CULTURE, UNDERTAKES 
URBAN RESEARCH, AND ORGANIZES EVENTS





RESEARCH ON BEIJING’S OLD BICYCLE CULTURE IS 
A FOCUS OF OUR RECENT EFFORTS



Pedal-based livelihood :
Self-propelled vehicles to organize and 
maintain everyday life by providing identity, 
economic opportunity and functional utility. 

WE DOCUMENTED THE DIFFERENT WAYS [BI]CYCLES 
ARE USED IN THE OLD PART OF THE CITY
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POP-UP RETAIL
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TRANSPORT, DELIVERY & RECYCLING
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POP-UP CRAFT & SERVICE



MOBILITY FOR THE LESS AGILE

13



URBANISM BY INDIVIDUALS FLEXIBILITY

CLUSTERING FLUID ACTIVITY ZONES

BICYCLE LIVELIHOODS



[BI]CYCLE URBANISM





(BI)CYCLE URBANISM 
(Bi)cycle culture to provide personal mobility, 
urban functioning as well as social equity.  

Analyzing, planning and maintaining urban 
environments with a priority focus on (bi)cycles.

Re-urbanization and re-appropriation of cities with 
(bi)cycles.









[BI]CYCLE URBANISM: 
HOW TO?



SELF-PROPELLED MOBILITY
Transit versus Transport (Ivan Illich, 1978)
Convivial modernity 



CYCLING MAINSTREAMING
Institution and administration. 



RE-URBANIZATION
Re-appropriation & negotiation for urban space



WHAT ABOUT CHINA ?



THE CHALLENGE FOR 
CHINESE CITIES



I’D RATHER BE CRYING IN THE BACK OF A BMW



STIGMA ATTACHED TO THE BIKE. MOST CHINESE ARE 
LOOKING FORWARD TO OWNING CARS.



DIFFICULT ENVIRONMENT FOR BIKE PROMOTION - 
MORE THAN INFRASTRUCTURE REQUIRED



RE-INVENTION OF BIKE CULTURE IS REQUIRED



RECREATIONAL CYCLING IS GROWING





STEP 2. PROTECT AND PRIORITISE URBAN CYCLING



RE-INVENTION AND RE-IMAGINING 
THE OLD CULTURE
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Beijing bicycles

Pedal-powered vehicles and cycling as a form of mobility are signi!cantly enriching urban life in cityscapes 
worldwide. Organizing urban individual mobility by bicycle rather than car can alter the use of public space, 
thereby raising the quality of urban life (GEHL 2010). Such strategic use of (bi)cycling to create livable and 
healthier cities is increasingly common in cities across the globe (GARDNER 2010) and among forward-
thinking urban designers1, policy makers or political entities2 who often improve bicycle infrastructure and 
install bicycle supporting policies to augment urban cycling (PUCHER & BUEHLER 2008).  
B Y  F L O R I A N  L O R E N Z  &  S H A N N O N  B U F T O N

Beijing’s pedal-based livelihoods 
as a muse for bicycle urbanism 
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Yet, cycling can do more than 
improving urban mobility and 
health as pedal-powered vehicles 
are also means for cultural and ar-
tistic expression3, subcultural social 
interaction (FINCHAM 2007), 
economic opportunity and urban 
servicing (LORENZ & BUFTON 
2011) which is re"ected in geogra-
phically distinct bicycle cultures 
(PELZER 2010). In addition 
bicycles are complemented by 
tricycles and other pedal-powered 
vehicles which altogether o#er a 
wide variety of mobility choices. 

With such an array of meaning 
and functionality pedal-powered 
vehicles deserve to allow for the 
development of an approach to 
urbanism using pedal-powered ve-
hicles as means of understanding, 
programming and developing 
urban form. We conceive sustai-
nably functioning and culturally 
active urban landscapes animated 
by pedal-powered vehicles. For the 
process of creating such environ-
ments we propose the term bicycle 
urbanism4. Bicycle urbanism may 
o#er novel approaches to re-imagi-

ne urban form along pedal-powe-
red vehicles (STILGOE 2009) and 
create a city optimized for pedal-
based mobility and culture. 

For bicycle urbanism to rise in 
popularity innovative strategies 
promoting bicycle culture will be 
vital to shape positive perceptions 
towards a wider use of pedal-based 
vehicles. Here it may be helpful 
to learn from cultures where 
pedal-powered vehicles are deeply 
integrated in (urban) culture and 
used to organize a multitude of 
urban functions. We therefore 
suggest a bicycle cultural exchange 
for a reciprocal learning in terms 
of urban strategies related to 
pedal-based culture. To facilitate 
such a bicycle cultural exchange 
we are presenting research !ndings 
about the pedal-based culture in 
the Chinese city Beijing (and other 
cities). We anticipate that learning 
from Beijing’s unique pedal-based 
culture can inspire strategies for 
bicycle urbanism in other geogra-
phical settings.

In this article we put forward 
that bicycle urbanism bears yet 
untapped potentials for policy 

makers and urban designers to 
structure more dynamic city-
scapes in a culturally, socially and 
environmentally sustainable way. 
Tapping into such potentials we 
show examples of how open space 
in Chinese cities is used in relation 
to pedal-based livelihoods and 
their importance for everyday life 
in Chinese cities. We conclude 
with strategies for a contemporary 
bicycle urbanism approach inspi-
red by these examples.
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$e Kingdom of the Bicycle emer-
ged after China’s !rst !ve year plan 
of 1953 set the target to grow the 
Chinese bicycle industry by 60 %, 
resulting in an annual production 
of more than a million bicycles by 
1958 (MIKKOLAINEN 2007). 
From the 1950’s through the late 
1980’s China was regarded as a 
global leader in non-motorized 
transport (RAHMAN 2006). 
In Chinese cities cycling was the 
predominant mode for individual 
mobility supported by a spatial 
mix of functions within walking 

  

Bicycle Lifestyles in Beijing and Their Relevance for a Benign Development of Future Cities. 
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Abstract
Incorporating bicycle lifestyles into design bears unused potentials for policy makers and urban designers to 
re-structure future cityscapes. In this paper we examine contemporary bicycle lifestyles in Beijing, China to 
show their role in creating urban livability by servicing urban communities in a culturally diverse, socially 
valuable and environmentally benign way. We present the results of on-site surveys obtained in and around 
Beijing’s DongCheng district which investigated livelihoods organized around the bicycle. We present 
structural, social and economical traits for bicycle livelihoods with an emphasis on bicycle repair stations 
as an essential element of Beijing’s bicycle culture. We discuss the bicycle’s role as a catalyst for urban 
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urbanism by individuals, importance of bicycle infrastructure and contemporary erosion of the bicycle culture 
in Beijing. We conclude that bicycle-based retail and service needs to be supported by policy makers and 
urban designers in order to realize its full potential for benign urban development. We therefore put forward 
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1. Introduction
Cycling is increasingly being promoted by urban 

designers and policy makers because of reasons such 
DV� WUDI¿F� FRQJHVWLRQ�� HQYLURQPHQWDO� FRQVHUYDWLRQ��
KHDOWK�EHQH¿WV�DQG�XUEDQ�OLYHDELOLW\�>�@��8UEDQ�GHVLJQ�
FDQ�HIIHFWLYHO\�LQÀXHQFH�SHRSOH¶V�WUDYHO�EHKDYLRUV�DQG�
GHPDQG�IRU�FHUWDLQ�W\SHV�RI�PRELOLW\�>�@��$�VKLIW�IURP�
PRWRUL]HG� YHKLFOHV� WRZDUGV� ELF\FOHV� FDQ� VLJQL¿FDQWO\�
reduce the greenhouse gas (GHG) footprint of personal 
PRELOLW\�>�@�DQG�LQ�HTXDO�PHDVXUH��FRXQWHUDFW�ULVLQJ�DLU�
pollution and GHG emissions. Lifestyles integrating 
pedal-powered mobility may therefore be called 
lifestyles of low-carbon intensity. 

The development of a functioning bicycle 
LQIUDVWUXFWXUH� LV� FRVW�HIIHFWLYH� >�@� GXH� WR� DQ� LQFUHDVH�
LQ� SRSXODWLRQ� KHDOWK� >�@�� $� VKLIW� WRZDUGV� SROLFLHV�
promoting bicycle use rather than car use can - on a city 
VFDOH���DOWHU�WKH�XVH�RI�SXEOLF�VSDFH�DQG�UDLVH�WKH�TXDOLW\�
RI�XUEDQ�OLIH�>�@��7KLV�ZDV�GHPRQVWUDWHG�LQ�&RSHQKDJHQ��
Denmark, where urban development policies and 
endogenous dynamics within the cycling community 
FUHDWHG� D� FLW\�VSHFL¿F� ELF\FOH� FXOWXUH�� UHSUHVHQWHG� LQ�
cycling infrastructure, practices, policies, organizations 
DQG�VXEFXOWXUHV�>�@��,QYHVWLQJ�LQ�XUEDQ�ELF\FOH�FXOWXUH�LV�

therefore a promising strategy to improve environmental 
performance, social life and cultural diversity in cities 
while at the same time engaging residents in a healthy 
DPRXQW�RI�SK\VLFDO�DFWLYLW\��%HFDXVH�RI�VXFK�EHQH¿WV��
city governments worldwide are nowadays increasingly 
VXSSRUWLQJ�WKH�XVH�RI�ELF\FOHV�>�@��

This international trend is contrasted by the current 
erosion of bicycle culture in a previous ‘bicycle 
heaven’, the city of Beijing, China, where rapid 
urbanization is jeopardizing a once well functioning 
bicycle culture. Since the 1950’s modernization 
of the City has been a high priority for the Beijing 
*RYHUQPHQW�ZKLFK�ZDV�UHÀHFWHG�LQ�SROLFLHV�VXSSRUWLQJ�
the use of cars for personal mobility. In Beijing, bicycle 
XVH� IRU� WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�KDV�EHHQ�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�VKULQNLQJ�
ZLWK�D�GURS�IURP����WR������EHWZHHQ������DQG������
>�@�� ,Q������ FDUV� VXUSDVVHG�ELNHV� IRU� WKH�¿UVW� WLPH� DV�
PRVW�IUHTXHQW�PRGH�RI�WUDQVSRUWDWLRQ�LQ�%HLMLQJ�>�@��,W�
is important to note that modal split of bicycle use in 
%HLMLQJ�LV�ZLWK�������¿JXUH�IRU�������VWLOO�FRPSDUDEOH�
to the modal split of the European urban bicycle role-
PRGHO�&RSHQKDJHQ��ZKHUH������RI�WULSV�DUH�XQGHUWDNHQ�
RQ�ELNHV�>�@��5HDVRQV�IRU�WKLV�VWLOO�FRQVLGHUDEOH�ELF\FOH�
XVH�DUH�WKDW�F\FOLQJ�LV�WKH�PRVW�HI¿FLHQW�DQG�DIIRUGDEOH�
mode of transport in Chinese cities which often 
DFFRPPRGDWH� F\FOLQJ� ZLWK� ÀDW� WRSRJUDSK\� DQG� PLOG�
FOLPDWH� >��@��&XUUHQWO\�� WKH� FRQÀLFW� EHWZHHQ� WUDGLWLRQ�
and modernization leaves Chinese bicycle culture at 
the crossroads where bicycle use may further diminish, 
stagnate or again grow. 
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