
mobile +27 83 658 5386  |  email gail@gailjennings.co.za
website www.gailjennings.co.za  |  twitter @rideyourcity

Scientists for Cycling (S4C) Colloquium
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A spoke in the wheel?
Reflections on the implications of South 
Africa’s conflicted bicycling discourse

Is half-hearted implementation of 
bicycle infrastructure, a poor road 
safety record, and an inability to 
shift cycling behaviour, partially a 
consequence of a deeply 
ambivalent policy and political 
discourse?
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South Africa has a history of social control 
by means of mobility constraint, limited 
alternatives, and spatial segregation. Thus 
the narratives of freedom, constraint, choice 
and deprivation, have considerable 
resonance with both policy implementers 
and potential bicycle users.

Post-apartheid policies explicitly employ the 
language of equity, poverty alleviation and 
the reversal of apartheid-era mobility 
constraints to make the case for bicycle 
transport. 

But a concurrent political narrative exists, 
within the same governance structures, that 
only ‘a loser’ with no other options would 
travel by bicycle , and that ‘having a car is
freedom.’
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Instead of ‘freedom’, utility cycling has also
come to symbolise inequitable distribution of 
resources, continued oppression, and 
disenfranchisement.

‘Cycling changed my 
life. I am free. I am 

independent’. 

'We won’t build bicycle 
lanes when people live in 
shacks.’ …’You must be 
ashamed that you want 
bicycle lanes when there 

are people without 
flushing toilets…’ 

Rufus Norexe,
bicycle commuter,
Cape Town, 2007

Julius Malema, leader, 
Economic Freedom 
Fighters, Election 
Manifesto, Johannesburg, 
30 April 2016  



[Bicycle lanes] ‘are a great 
gimmick for the wealthy, 

while the poor have to hang 
outside on trains’ 
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‘We are taking the bicycle 
lanes; we are going to give 
the people of [low-income 

area in Johannesburg] 
Alexandra water‚ the 

money is there.’ 

Tony Ehrenreich, 
ANC & Congress of 
South African Trade 
Unions (COSATU), 
Cape Town
2 February 2011

'I intend putting a halt 
to this project. When 

every road in 
Johannesburg is 

tarred, maybe then 
we will look at bicycle 

lanes again.'

Herman Mashaba, 
Democratic Alliance 
(DA)  Mayor of 
Johannesburg, 
13 September 2016

Julius Malema, leader, 
Economic Freedom 
Fighters, Election 
Manifesto, Johannesburg, 
30 April 2016  


