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Abstract

Amidst increasing investments in cycling infrastructure in California, trends continue to
demonstrate that women from low-income communities of color are underrepresented as
cyclists. | argue that prevailing bicycle justice movements have neglected the intersectional
needs of women from Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) communities by
centering the ‘white, lycra-clad male’ and his commute needs within organized bicycling
advocacy. Further, contemporary bicycle planning does little to investigate the barriers and joys

related to cycling, as they are experienced by these women.

This article draws from nine in-depth interviews with women of color in Oakland,
California, to identify the racial and gendered barriers that influence the decision to cycle and
whether only the construction of cycling infrastructure is enough to overcome these social
barriers. Findings suggest that the fear of traffic injuries, coupled with the perceived and actual
risk of victimization, sexual harassment, and racial violence, discourage women of color from
cycling. The concerns are further exacerbated by the city’s systemic failures, including housing
unaffordability, increasing income inequality, and the politics of gentrification. This suggests that
bicycling planning must address more complex social factors besides infrastructural ones,
create more opportunities for women of color to be included in bicycle planning and advocacy
spaces, and help destigmatize cycling by increasing the visibility of BIPOC women as cyclists. |
conclude this study by offering suggestions for practitioners and policymakers that might help

reduce social barriers to cycling for women of color.

Keywords:

Bicycle Justice, Gendered Mobility, Racial Violence, Barriers to Bicycling



Chapter 1: Introduction

Critical research from across the globe has shown that men and women have significantly
different travel patterns, and amongst women themselves, these variations are exacerbated at
the intersection of race, ethnicity, income, geography, and other social vulnerabilities (Uteng,
2009; Steinbach et al., 2011). Women of color from low-income or migrant families tend to work
non-traditional hours, which may require one or more off-peak commute trips and are more
likely to have multiple part-time jobs in service industries that require traveling to different
locations (Rosenbloom, 2006; Ward & Walsh, 2023). Additionally, commuting only makes up a
small share of BIPOC women'’s travel needs since they also frequently ‘trip-chain,’ i.e., make
multiple short trips to various destinations associated with domestic chores and care work
(McGuckin and Nakamoto, 2005; Rosenbloom, 2006; Grengs, 2010; Blumenberg, 2020;
Loukaitou-Sideris, 2020). Further, women from low-income communities who live in ‘high-crime
neighborhoods’ or commute during off-peak hours when it is dark and isolated are more likely to
experience actual or perceived threats of victimization (Stark & Meschik; Ding et al., 2020;

Loukaitou-Sideris, 2020).

Despite decades of literature documenting gendered patterns of mobility, planning
instruments have failed to acknowledge these variations or take intentional steps to address
women’s unique needs. Amongst others, a 2023- meta-analysis conducted using 81
comprehensive plans from across the US shows that while plans paid attention to ‘economic
development,” ‘planning and zoning,” and providing services, women’s unique needs and issues
remained invisible within discussions around “mobility, transit, sidewalk or access.” (Zhang et
al., 2023). It is evident that despite decades of scholarship highlighting women’s travel patterns,
specifically within North America, the exclusion of intersectional needs has continued to

reinforce gender-related inequities, even within contemporary planning practices that advocate



for equity and justice. Plans continue to rely on commute data and use universalistic language
to prioritize mobility over accessibility, which exacerbates gender-related inequities in
transportation and leads to fewer job opportunities, curtailed travel, and foregone trips for

women of color.

In the current climate of promoting sustainable transportation, scholars have countered the
automobile discourse by proposing cycling as a viable mode of sustainable personal mobility
while potentially serving as a source of self-empowerment and emancipation for women.
However, despite extensive literature on its health, economic, and social benefits (Damiana,
2009; Garrard et al., 2012a; Golub, 2016; Gill & Celis-Morales, 2017), access to the cycle
remains plagued with bias and stigmatization. Research shows that women continue to be
shamed for cycling, which is seen as ‘risk-taking behavior,” ‘being on public display,’ or
‘irresponsible parenting’ when cycling with children or allowing them to cycle on their own
(Steinbach et al. 2011; Garrard et al., 2012a). These variations are felt even more acutely by
women of color, who must overcome the risk of racial violence, sexual harassment, and classist
shaming, as well as the risk of displacement from cycle lane-induced gentrification.
Unfortunately, contemporary bicycle planning over-emphasizes commute data, which, even
when disaggregated by race or income, inherently excludes such non-traditional travel needs of
low-income women of color. This directly impacts mode share as studies prove that the
proportion of female cyclists is significantly lower than their male counterparts across age

groups in the United States (Horten et al., 2007; 2012a; Goel et al., 2021).

While research has been conducted on the needs and fears of women while cycling
(Furness, 2010; Horten et al., 2007; Garrard et al., 2012a), and there is an increasing discourse
on race and cycling (Furness, 2010; Golub et al. 2016; Lee et al., 2016; Lugo, 2016; 2018),

there remains a dearth of qualitative work that focuses on the intersectional concerns of Black,



Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) women, and their barriers to cycling. This paper
attempts to examine the different challenges faced by BIPOC women in adopting cycling as a
mode of transportation in Oakland. Through its analytical framework, the paper seeks to
understand why, despite the provision of high-quality cycling infrastructure in parts of the city,
cycling as a travel mode has failed to attract women, especially those from low-income
communities of color. In light of these research gaps, the primary purpose of this research is to
understand the barriers to cycling among women of color in Oakland. Specific research
questions include: (1) What factors influence BIPOC women’s travel choices in Oakland?
(2) To what extent does the provision of cycling infrastructure govern BIPOC women's
choices to cycle or not cycle in Oakland? | rely on data collected using qualitative methods,
specifically semi-structured interviews with BIPOC women from different neighborhoods of
Oakland. The interviews focus on their perception of cycling and how it is impacted by their

personal fears, in addition to income, race, ethnicity, zip code, and gentrification in the city.

In Chapter 2, | locate the study in Oakland’s transportation planning history and consequent
racialized geographies. | also look at existing literature on gendered mobility and bicycle justice
and how the intersection of BIPOC women’s access to cycling has been overlooked. In Chapter
3, | describe the study's qualitative methodology and the value of presenting just nine cases
through a ‘case study’ logic. In Chapter 4, | present my results and discussion, which draw upon
the voices of the participants to discuss four broad thematics that emerged from their stories.
The analysis focuses on themes relevant to understanding the interconnectedness of racial
identity, gender performance, and urban mobility, paying special attention to equitably
accessing cycling. In Chapter 5, | conclude by offering recommendations for practitioners and
policymakers to help address more complex social factors besides infrastructural ones, create
more opportunities for women of color to be included in bicycle planning and advocacy spaces,

and help destigmatize cycling by increasing the visibility of BIPOC women as cyclists.



Chapter 2: Literature Review

Transportation Context of Oakland, CA

In Oakland, the design and implementation of transportation infrastructure and services
have overtly and inherently relied on racial segregation, which has had lasting impacts on the
mobility of non-white bodies and their interactions with the physical landscapes. In the mid-
1800s, racial segregation took root in the East Bay, particularly in West Oakland, where non-
White workers were drawn to the port and warehouse industry (Golub et al., 2013). The era
after the Civil War saw overt segregation of black passengers on railcars, and the legacy
continued into the 20th Century across expansions of bus, streetcar, and train networks. In
addition to segregation in using transit and other amenities, including waiting rooms and
bathrooms, the routing of transportation infrastructure, specifically the new highway system,

became a systemic tool for reproducing racial oppression (Bullard, 2003; Blumenberg, 2017).

Until the 1970s, racial segregation was entrenched in de jure housing and transportation
policies across North America. Policies like the Federal Housing Act of 1934, redlining,
blockbusting, federally sanctioned urban ‘renewal’ projects, subsidized suburbanization through
the 1950s and 60s, and the ongoing development of the interstate highway systems led to the
deterioration of Black neighborhoods (Lipsitz, 1995; Johnson, 2016). In Oakland, transportation
investments and renewal strategies led to "White flight" and suburbanization, further
marginalizing Black communities. Major investments in public transit were rerouted from the Key
System (electric streetcars that serviced inner city residents) towards the AC Transit bus system
and the BART, an expensive, suburban commuting service that was not designed to serve the
mobility needs of minority communities, disabling primarily the Black residents forced to live in

inner-city neighborhoods (Foster, 1979; Golub et al., 2013).



The Civil Rights Act of 1964 marked a significant shift, prohibiting discrimination in
housing and transportation policy and modifying urban renewal strategies (Golub et al., 2013).
Multiple evaluations in the following years, including a study by the Metropolitan Transportation
Commission (MTC) in 1976 and the Environmental Justice movements of the 1980s, revealed
the devastating impacts on vulnerable communities by the transportation decisions of the past
decades. This included the fact that highway construction and BART routing had failed to cater
to the needs of low-income groups and disproportionately burdened the same communities with
the negative impacts of the expanding regional transportation services (Golub et al., 2013;

Purifoye, 2020).

The social and geographic discrepancy between transportation benefits and burdens
and the lack of representation in transportation planning processes formed the foundation of
transportation justice movements in the following decades. Through these movements emerged
a growing recognition that transportation systems, including the planning process and the
outcomes of the investments, were inherently civil rights issues (Golub et al. 2016). However,
the new-found recognition was grossly misinterpreted as the belief that in the era after de jure
racism, transportation planning processes had become ‘color-blind’ and initiated a ‘post-racial’

era (Golub et al., 2013).

Figure 1 shows one such example of how the provision of bicycle infrastructure in
Oakland relates closely to the income distribution within the city. The patterns that emerge from
these maps, when overlaid with historic redlining maps, reveal that imprinted within the
landscape of Oakland is evidence that racial neutrality or ‘color-blindness,’ i.e., the failure to
address systemic segregation of the past, leads to the reproduction of inequity and injustice in

already racialized geographies.



Figure 1: Distribution of Income vs. Cycling Infrastructure in Oakland
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Figure 1(A) Estimated per capita income, Oakland, 2017-2021, Source: Policy Maps
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Figure 1(B) Cycling Infrastructure in Oakland, 2022. Source: Oakland DOT



Intersectional Struggles in Contemporary Transportation Planning

Addressing the generational impacts of racism in transportation planning requires a
paradigm shift toward approaches that recognize how structural racism persists beyond explicit
discriminatory policies. This requires a systematic identification and redressal of the societal
frameworks and institutions that sustain racial wealth and access disparities, perpetuating
inequalities over time and space (Johnson, 2016). In the United States, racial and economic
disparities are deeply embedded in socio-spatial practices and realities which materialize into
physical geographies (Inwood et al., 2020). Within this nexus of race, geography, and
opportunity lies the pivotal concept of 'spatial mismatch," initially coined by John F. Kain in 1968.
Kain and subsequent proponents contend that the mismatch between where people live and
where employment opportunities are available disproportionately affects African American

communities, leading to higher levels of unemployment and economic isolation (Kain, 1968).

The spatial mismatch theory has been critical in raising social equity concerns in urban
transportation and providing a theoretical framework for many ‘welfare-to-work’ transportation
programs (Blumenberg, 2004; Grengs, 2010). It has helped highlight the detrimental economic
repercussions for individuals in North America who lack access to private automobiles (‘modal-
mismatch’) and how these repercussions exacerbate at the intersection of race, gender, and
ability to perpetuate socio-economic disparities (Giuliano et al., 2017; Blumenberg, 2020).
However, most existing studies on spatial mismatch focus primarily on quantitative analysis of
long commutes made by African American men, with little disaggregation regarding its impact

on the employment and access of their female counterparts (Thompson, 1997).



Darensburg et al. v. Metropolitan Transportation Commission

In 2005, Sylvia Darensburg- a minority bus rider, and her allies invoked legislation
against MTC, asserting that MTC's prioritization of “rail-expansion projects over bus-expansion
projects was racially biased and a violation of the 1964 Civil Rights Act.” In previous years,
MTC and BART’s own evaluations had shown that its riders were primarily White and that it was
too expensive and inaccessible for low-income workers. In contrast, the majority of bus riders
were non-white and struggled with poor connectivity from Oakland to suburban jobs (Lehrer &

Hicks, 2011; Golub et al., 2013).

The primary plaintiff in the lawsuit, Sylvia Darensburg, was an African American mother
from East Oakland who faced the impacts of transport injustice daily. She took care of her three
children, worked through the day to battle poverty, and went to college classes at night. Despite
being qualified, Sylvia could not acquire a high-paying job in Downtown Oakland as she could
not afford a car, and the disjointed bus service forced her to change lines frequently and
commute for more than an hour each way. A distinct observation that Sylvia shared was how
bus service and transit connectivity had worsened in recent years, becoming more expensive
and less focused on the needs of people like her (Mayer & Marcantonio, 2010; Lehrer & Hicks,
2011). By 2011, both the District Court and the Ninth Circuit Court had ruled in MTC’s favor. The
grounds for dismissal drew upon MTC’s use of technical rubrics like ‘congestion management’
to show that its planning policies were informed by ‘neutral criteria and technical analyses with
no racial consequences.’ Backed by technocratic prowess, the presiding Judge described the
plaintiff's plight as ‘desperate litigation’ (Golub et al., 2013). Such a stance disregarded the
lasting impacts that the history of racial segregation had had on the mobility of non-white bodies
like Sylvia’s while pushing the belief that the ‘damage of past discrimination would naturally

disappear if it weren’t propped up by ongoing discrimination’ (Golub et al., 2013; Giuliano et al.,



2017). Further, such an oversight demonstrated that transportation planning in the city had
failed to acknowledge that women have distinctly different travel patterns from their male
counterparts, especially in non-white, low-income communities. However, the experience of

Oakland is not unique, and the tendency to use universal and neutral language holds nationally.

As demonstrated by the Darensburg case, an overreliance on technocratic analysis of
commute data justifies infrastructural development that addresses men’s traditional work needs
while neglecting women’s non-conventional trips, which are more diverse and impacted by
personal safety and other physical, psychological, and cultural issues. Blumenberg argues that
by excluding women’s nuanced susceptibility to spatial mismatch, existing ‘social equity’ and
‘welfare’ transportation schemes are unable to cater to the “many gender-related aspects of the
labor market,” especially pertaining to vulnerable groups like low-income single mothers (2004).
More recently, a meta-analysis conducted using 81 comprehensive plans from across the US
that claimed to “address women’s needs” reveals that while plans paid attention to ‘economic
development,” ‘planning and zoning,” and providing services, women’s issues remained invisible
within the strategies (Zhang et al., 2023). Across all the plans, women were the least mentioned
identity, even falling behind ‘children,’ ‘seniors,” and ‘minority.’ In the specific field of
transportation, only 8.4% of plans mentioned women who continued to remain invisible in
discussions around “mobility, transit, sidewalk or access” (ibid). It is evident that even within
contemporary planning practices that advocate for equity and justice, the exclusion of
intersectional needs has continued to reinforce gender-related inequities despite decades of
scholarship highlighting the variations between men's and women'’s travel patterns, specifically

within North America.

Planning instruments have also neglected to acknowledge that amongst women

themselves, these variations are exacerbated at the intersection of race, ethnicity, income,

10



geography, and other social vulnerabilities (Uteng, 2009; Steinbach et al., 2011). Historical
patterns of BIPOC women being primary caregivers for children and the elderly persist in
modern family structures despite women’s growing participation in the workforce (Rosenbloom,
2006; Blumenberg, 2020). Unfortunately, benefits from positive improvements such as
increased opportunities to join the labor force, reductions in the ‘gender gap’ in travel patterns,
and increased ownership of automobiles have only benefited women from higher income, well-
educated backgrounds, who are disproportionately White women (Loukaitou-Sideris, 2020;

Ward & Walsh, 2023).

It is a common oversight to categorize all women under a broad and indistinct umbrella
that neither acknowledges the race and income-based differences between them nor the impact
of these differences on their travel and mobility patterns. Women of color from low-income or
migrant families tend to work non-traditional hours, which may require one or more off-peak
commute trips and are more likely to have multiple part-time jobs in service industries that
require traveling to different locations (Rosenbloom, 2006; Ward & Walsh, 2023). In comparison
to White women, women from Hispanic and African-American ethnicities also tend to have
longer commutes than their male counterparts (Loukaitou-Sideris, 2020). Additionally,
commuting only makes up a small share of BIPOC women'’s travel needs since they also
frequently ‘trip-chain,’ i.e., make multiple short trips to various destinations associated with
domestic chores and care work (McGuckin and Nakamoto, 2005; Rosenbloom, 2006; Grengs,
2010; Blumenberg, 2020; Loukaitou-Sideris, 2020). This ‘mobility of care’ (Sanchez de
Madariaga, 2013), including the various trips made by women in service of others, mostly
children or the elderly, imposes a form of ‘hypermobility’ upon them, increasing the number and
frequency of total trips (Hanson, 2010; Loukaitou-Sideris, 2020). Thus, BIPOC women tend to
spend more time and money on traveling and experience ‘time poverty’ to pursue other

experiences such as leisure or sports (Giuliano & Schweitzer, 2010; Garrard et al., 2012a;
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Blumenberg, 2020). Equalizing all women under the same category leads to the invisibilization
of such variations in mobility patterns, which, in turn, leads to exclusive mobility outcomes for

women of color.

Since work only makes up a small share of trips for women from socially vulnerable
backgrounds, constrained mobility options can have cumulative effects on their daily routines,
such that transportation access becomes intrinsically linked to their quality of life. Historically,
BIPOC women from low-income communities were more likely to be concentrated in inner-city
neighborhoods with access to public transportation for their work and non-work trips
(Thompson, 1997; Giuliano, 2005). However, more recently, Paul & Taylor's (2021) analysis of
social and economic trends in transit-friendly neighborhoods of California since the 2000s
shows a growing discrepancy between users with a high propensity of using transit (defined as
“poor, immigrant, African-American, and without private vehicles”) and the actual demographic
of residents in high-transit-propensity places. With rising housing costs and reduced affordability
in the state's major cities, vulnerable communities are being forced to move away from transit-
rich neighborhoods while transit ridership is declining (Kimberlin, 2019; ibid). Further, prevalent
land use decisions and urban forms in North American cities “dictate an over-reliance on private

automobiles for the accomplishment of household chores” (Loukaitou-Sideris, 2020).

Women’s non-traditional commute needs and their ‘mobility of care,” when combined
with inaccessible public transportation, impose limitations on the mobility of ‘carless’ women,
which can potentially lead to curtailed travel or foregone trips and reduced employment or social
opportunities (Uteng, 2009; Ward & Walsh, 2023). For women from immigrant and BIPOC
communities in unfamiliar environments, the impacts extend beyond the narrowing of job
opportunities, obstructing their family responsibilities, impacting their physical and mental

health, and increasing feelings of social exclusion (Giuliano et al., 2017; Loukaitou-Sideris,

12



2020; Hidayati et al., 2021). If left unaddressed, this social exclusion can also contribute to
women feeling excluded from broader political discourse or unheard and invisible to public

agencies (Villeneuve & Kaufmann, 2020).

The lack of easy access to safe transportation options can also exacerbate women’s
psychological concerns about being harassed or victimized while moving through the city. Ding
et al.’s meta-analysis of 71 academic and professional publications located in the Global North,
including cities like Washington DC, Los Angeles, New York City, and London, indicates that
women face the risk of harassment at every stage of taking transit from walking to and from the
service, waiting at stops, and while on the vehicle (2020). As a result, women from low-income
communities who live in ‘high-crime neighborhoods’ or commute during off-peak hours when it
is dark and isolated are more likely to experience actual or perceived threats of victimization
(Stark & Meschik; Ding et al., 2020; Loukaitou-Sideris, 2020). My analysis of data from the 2021
California Health Interview Survey indicates that women from low-income and non-English-
speaking backgrounds have lower perceptions of safety in their neighborhoods than their
counterparts (Gupta, 2022). This fear can often result in avoidance of particular modes of
transportation, the decision to travel only during the daytime, or to travel when accompanied by
someone else. In the absence of these mechanisms, women may often be forced to travel
longer distances, change their routes or modes frequently, or avoid traveling at all (Hanson,

2010; Stark & Meschik, 2018; Loukaitou-Sideris, 2020).

Arguably, considering the cumulative economic, social, and psychological barriers faced
by women when reaching and using public transportation, improving access to automobiles can
help reduce their disadvantaged situation. In 1992, Rosenbloom argued that ‘working families’
could benefit from cars as it would provide them the flexibility to travel to suburban jobs while

managing their household responsibilities. In 2010, Grengs showed that it was not the

13



geographic location but the lack of car ownership that worsened poverty and access to
resources for African-American communities in Detroit. As recently as 2020, Blumenberg has
argued that increasing low-income women’s access to automobiles is essential for achieving
better economic outcomes, healthier food, and healthcare facilities for themselves and their
families. However, increasing automobile usage has other social and environmental

externalities that must be addressed before planning to improve women’s access to it.

As California sees an increase in the decentralization of poverty, | argue that while
automobiles can help overcome the geographic separation from employment, this may not be
enough for women from low-income communities to improve their quality of life. Research has
shown that automobile reliance can reinforce the sexual division of labor by increasing the
number of responsibilities imposed upon women, such as running domestic errands and driving
around children in the absence of public transportation (Walsh, 2008). Regardless of their
employment status and number of hours spent working, women in all household types continue
to make a higher share of child-serving trips, even when earning more than their partners
(Taylor et al., 2015). Further, decentralization of amenities, aided by increased automobile
reliance, can increase the amount of time spent driving to fulfill these household responsibilities
(Wachs, 1992) and increase women'’s isolation as they move further away and spend more time
traveling (Walsh, 2008). As a result, while improving women’s access to automobiles may help
reduce their labor costs, it does little to address the time and social costs imposed upon them by
cultural norms (Blumenberg, 2020). Further, there is enough to suggest that other negative
environmental externalities associated with increased car ridership, including global air pollution,
traffic congestion, oil dependency, and the social cost of traffic accidents, disproportionately
impact low-income and vulnerable communities, including women of color. (Campbell, 1996;

Parry et al., 2007; Grengs, 2010).
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In the current climate of promoting sustainable transportation, scholars have countered
the automobile discourse by proposing cycling as a viable mode of sustainable personal mobility
while potentially serving as a source of self-empowerment and emancipation for women. The
following section investigates the potential of bicycling to improve BIPOC women’s mobility
options while addressing global concerns about climate change. The section further investigates
how prevailing bicycle justice movements have neglected the needs of BIPOC women and
draws attention to the potential of exclusive bicycle planning to reinforce discriminatory patterns

within the transportation system of North America.

Introducing Intersectionality within Bicycle Justice Movements

Bicycling offers an economical and sustainable mode of personal mobility, improving
social capital, increasing physical and mental health, and enhancing the quality of life for
individuals and communities. A shift from automobiles to cycles has been proven to strengthen
local economies, increase healthcare savings, and drive investments toward underfunded
communities (Damiana, 2009). Golub argues that cycles offer a low-cost and dependable
alternative for catering to ‘complex travel patterns,’ as exhibited specifically by women (2016).
Bicycling has also been linked to ‘staggering’ health benefits, including reducing the risk of
developing and dying from heart diseases and cancer (Gill & Celis-Morales, 2017). In Women
and Cycling, Garrard et al. argue that these changes are especially beneficial for women, whose
time poverty often restricts them from participating in other forms of sports, exercise, or
recreation. In addition to a greater impact on their health and happiness, increasing the viability
of cycling for children and the elderly can further help reduce women’s caregiving and

household burdens (2012a).
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“I think [the bicycle] has done more to emancipate women than any one thing in the
world... It gives her a feeling of self-reliance and independence the moment she

takes her seat, and away she goes, the picture of untrammeled womanhood.”

- Susan B. Anthony, American women'’s rights activist

Popular histories of cycles have placed them at the forefront of technological innovation,
mass mobility, and, most significantly, revolutionary freedom for women. In ‘The Mechanical
Horse: How the Bicycle Reshaped American Life,” author Margaret Guroff quotes a female
journalist from the late 19th century, who said, “the ground could hardly feel a more astonishing
sense of exhilaration than a woman experiences when first she becomes a mistress of her
wheel’ (Guroff, 2016). At the time, the introduction of the light and comfortable ‘safety cycles’
became a tool for women to challenge norms around their role as homemakers, limitations on
their mobility and recreation, normative restrictions on their clothes, and the overall performance
of ‘respectability’ (ibid). The bicycle’s growing popularity sparked many national controversies at
the time regarding its implications on women'’s health and whether the exertion and
‘enlargement of muscles’ could lead to risky pregnancies or miscarriages (Strange, 2002;
Guroff, 2016). A broader concern was the loss of women’s ‘natural femininity,” which, garbed
under the pretense of ‘vulgarity’ and ‘debauchery,” worked to retain the subservient roles and

‘separate spheres’ that women had been cast into (Wachs, 1992; Strange, 2002).

While the American literature on women cycling in the nineteenth century is limited,
broad thematics have suggested a causal relationship between women and cycling, popularly
quoting suffragist leaders like Susan B. Anthony and, most famously, Elizabeth Cady Stanton’s
“Woman is riding to Suffrage on a bicycle.” While evidence for the same remains limited,

analysis of the Suffrage press reveals enough excerpts from when cycling was used as a tool by
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women'’s rights activists to advocate for social reform and the right to control their own bodies
(Beck et al., 2003; Furness, 2010; Neejar, 2011). Other feminist movements used a particular
focus on women'’s clothing while cycling to criticize conservative groups like the ‘Rational Dress

Society,” which further linked bicycles to women'’s liberation (Beck et al., 2003; Furness, 2010).

“The bicycle... would cultivate all of the cardinal virtues; it will inspire women with
more courage, self-respect, and self-reliance and make the next generation more
vigorous of mind and body.”

- Elizabeth Cady Stanton, American writer and activist

In the contemporary era of the Global North, cultural attitudes toward ‘women’s roles’
and their education and access to employment may have shifted, but access to the bicycle
remains plagued with bias and stigmatization. Research shows that women continue to be
shamed for cycling, which is seen as ‘risk-taking behavior,” ‘being on public display,’ or
‘irresponsible parenting’ when cycling with children or allowing them to cycle on their own
(Steinbach et al. 2011; Garrard et al., 2012a). These biases manifest in actual mode share as
studies have shown that the proportion of female cyclists tends to be significantly lower than
their male counterparts across age groups, especially in car-oriented countries like the United

States (Horten et al., 2007; 2012a; Goel et al., 2021).

While quantitative analysis of US-based data shows that women are not more likely to
be injured while cycling, they are more likely to be impacted by the fear of collisions, as well as
other personal safety concerns, and thus, tend to be more ‘cautious’ drivers who tend to cycle
more for non-commute trips (Garrard et al., 2012a). Figure 2 shows that in Oakland,
investments towards improving cycling infrastructure have failed to attract female riders in the

last decade.
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Figure 2: Percentage of bicycle commute by females vs cycle infrastructure (2010, 2022)
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Source: Commute Data: American Community Survey Data, 2010 & 2022; Bicycle Data: Oakland DOT

While the restrictions on women cycling in the late nineteenth century may be attributed
to the social norms of the time, contemporary barriers are a product of systemic othering of
certain riders from organized bicycling. In their seminal book ‘Bicycle Justice and Urban
Transformation,” editors Golub, Hoffman, Lugo, and Sandoval argue that in recent decades, the
revival of bicycling has become synonymous with the ‘white, middle-class commuter’ in the
same timeline as investments towards cycling infrastructure have increasingly begun to impact
‘neighborhoods transformations’ (2016). Narratives from more grassroots-led and direct action
campaigns like the Critical Mass cycle rides in San Francisco or Bikes not Bombs repair
education models from Boston have been overshadowed by infrastructure-centric, top-down
advocacy that draws utopian visions from the likes of Copenhagen while doing little to redress

the insecurities that non-white bodies feel in American cities (Furness, 2010; Golub et al. 2016).

Golub, Hoffman, Lugo, and Sandova (2016) argue that if investments in cycling are to

benefit all users equitably, bicycling must be recontextualized in a ‘broader social justice
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framework’ that addresses the formal history of racial exclusion from bicycle advocacy (2016).
To elaborate upon this argument, different chapters in the book draw upon case studies to show
how contemporary bicycle advocacy has excluded the voices of captive users. These
invisibilized ‘captive’ voices include the excluded needs of groups like Latino and Asian
immigrant food delivery cyclists in New York City (Lee et al., 2016), undocumented Guatemalan
immigrants in Pittsburgh with no choice but to cycle (Bernstein, 2016), or the Doble Rueda
bicycle collective in Matamoros who cycle to demonstrate presence and vitality in a conflict zone
between the US and Mexico (Meador, 2016). Authors in the book also argue that this
homogeneity and othering of non-white riders has allowed for ‘bike equity’ to be understood only
from a modal standpoint i.e., from “the need to make space for bicycling,” while distinguishing
between the ‘driver’ and the ‘bicyclist,’ instead of disaggregating needs along the lines of race or
class (Goddard, 2016; Lugo, 2016). However, it is important to note that despite highlighting the
diverse voices excluded from contemporary bicycle justice movements, most authors in the
book focus on male-centered narratives and exclude how women face heightened intersectional

barriers to cycling.

Other influential and widely cited pieces on cycling, like chapters in Horten et al.’s
Cycling and Society (2007), Furness’s ‘One Less Car: Bicycling and the Politics of Automobility
(2010), and Pucher & Buehler’s ‘City Cycling’ (2012) have addressed the needs and fears of
women, children, and even the elderly. However, they speak little about how gender intersects
with other complexities like race, ethnicity, income, immigration status, or language. Further,
much of the literature that discusses cycling has focused on quantitative methods that rely on
commute data or bicycle counts that do not disaggregate by gender or race. Thus, the resulting
analysis treats all bicycling bodies as homogenous entities, invisibilizing the intersectional needs
of women of color (Golub et al. 2016). Thus, while issues of inequity and injustice are no longer

novel to bicycle planning, | argue that bicycle justice can only be achieved when investments
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actively work to address the intersectional needs of BIPOC women as well. As discussed in the
previous section, this may include planning for their non-traditional travel schedules and

hypermobility, addressing fears around victimization or gender-based violence, and more.

Further, Martens et al. apply a distributive justice framework to cycling investments,
arguing that “cycle interventions are only warranted on justice grounds if they effectively and
efficiently improve accessibility for underserved communities” (2016). The authors argue that
redirecting funding and road space to cycling interventions may be unwarranted in certain
contexts, such as communities with well-developed public transportation systems or suburban
areas where destinations are too far to cycle, and would be considered unjust since they fail to
address the mobility needs of already neglected communities in the area (Martens et al., 2016).
This framework becomes especially relevant when considering that recent investments in
improving cycle infrastructure have come to be correlated with gentrification and displacement

in neighborhoods.

A critical analysis of Portland, often considered a leader in bicycle ridership in the
country, showed that between 2000-2010, neighborhoods that experienced large increases in
ridership were the same as neighborhoods that experienced immense gentrification and
displacement (Herrington & Dann, 2016). Portland and other cities like New York, Los Angeles,
Minneapolis, and Memphis have seen the rise of another trend, namely ‘bicycle gentrification,’
where cycling infrastructure has not only contributed to increased property values and
displacement but has strategically been used to “rebrand areas in preparation for real estate
investment and redevelopment” (Golub et al., 2016; Lugo, 2018). Researchers argue that in the
last few decades, gentrification processes have frequently been combined with sustainability
instruments, like cycle lanes or urban parks, to drive development in racialized and classist

ways. Inevitably, it is the wealthy (and the White) who benefit from such ‘improvements,” while
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low-income communities of color are uprooted under the false pretense of ‘greening’ and

environmental improvements (Golub, 2016; Lubitow et al., 2019). Thus, it is unsurprising that
the advocacy for such initiatives is closely associated with the production of an ‘ideal’ cyclist,
one that is White, male, latex-clad, and affluent, thus displacing and othering riders who may

genuinely need to ride for lack of other options (Lee at al., 2016; Lugo, 2016).

While there is evidence that building more cycle lanes could help close the gender gap
in cycling (Dill et al., 2014), in light of the dangers of cycling infrastructure inducing
gentrification, it is important to investigate their role in encouraging women of color to cycle
more or if other methods must be explored. By identifying the specific barriers that prevent
women of color from cycling more or at all in Oakland, this research opens the door to
transformative change. Drawing from interviews with women of color, | analyze the
effectiveness of improved infrastructure in increasing BIPOC women’s access to cycling. This
could lead to reevaluating how investments are used, potentially addressing other systemic
barriers and creating a more equitable cycling environment. Thus, the key research questions

for the study are:

1. What factors influence BIPOC women'’s travel choices in Oakland?
To understand the social, cultural, gender-normative, economic, and infrastructural
motivations and fears that govern women'’s choice of transportation, especially pertaining to
cycling

2. To what extent does the provision of cycling infrastructure govern BIPOC women's
choices to cycle or not cycle in Oakland?
To examine the extent to which infrastructure determines women'’s choices since most

bicycle plans and policies focus primarily on infrastructure.
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Chapter 3: Methodology

The literature review for this paper shows that traditional bicycling planning has relied
primarily on quantitative methods that do not capture the diverse characteristics, challenges,
and perspectives of different users, especially women of color. To uncover the nuances of
women’s experiences with mobility, | adopted a qualitative approach, conducting exploratory
interviews with women from different neighborhoods in Oakland. | conducted ‘sequential
interviews,” where each interview helped to develop a new understanding of the issue and
influenced consequent interview questions, intending to achieve saturation instead of repetition,

representation, or a typical answer (Small, 2009).

| recruited nine interviewees who (1) were 18 years or older; (2) lived in Oakland at the
time of the interview; (3) self-identified as Black, Indigenous, or Person of Color; (4) self-
identified as women or non-binary. | met the interviewees at community events by reaching out
to community organizations based in Oakland and through academic networks at UC Berkeley. |
recruited a few participants through snowball sampling, so some participants knew each other.
The participants chose the location for their interview, with most opting for coffee shops or
public parks in Downtown Oakland. Two participants were interviewed virtually via Google Meet.
The interviews were semi-structured and lasted between 45 minutes to two hours. This allowed
the participants to spend time elaborating on their daily or weekly travel routines and the factors
influencing their travel choices. During the second half of the interview, | specifically focused on
cycling, asking participants about the barriers and joys they experienced when attempting to
cycle in Oakland." All the interviews were audio recorded after obtaining verbal consent and

manually transcribed.

! Complete Interview guide in Appendix 1.

22



| analyzed the interviews through a ‘case study logic’ without any intent to achieve
generalizability, instead treating each narrative as a unique way of challenging and informing
existing theories of bicycling planning. A case study logic, as opposed to a sampling logic, calls
for a logically sensible hypothesis rather than statistically descriptive inferences, aiming for
saturation instead of achieving a representative sample (Small, 2009). By this logic, each
interview represented an individual case study, not to be statistically representative of the
population but instead providing unique insights into diverse aspects of my hypothesis. Through
this process, | was able to capture the richness of individual voices that are often overlooked in

the broadness of conventional transportation planning narratives.

Participant Profiles

Of the nine interviewees, six identified as female, and three identified as non-binary but
female-presenting. The youngest participant was 25 years old, and the oldest was 53 years old.
Four participants identified as Black/African American, two as Filipino, one as Latina, and two as
‘two or more races.’ The participants were a mix of students and professionals with diverse
income profiles, from household earnings amounting to less than $60,000 (three-person

household) to over $200,000 (two-person household).

Geographically, five participants lived in different parts of East Oakland, while four lived
in the Temescal/ Downtown Oakland area. Time spent in Oakland by each participant spanned
from less than three months to over fifty years (born and raised). All interviewees had active
lives involving making frequent trips through the city regularly and had varying experiences with
cycling in the city, outside the city, and not cycling at all. Table 1 provides full demographic data

for all participants, using pseudonyms to protect their privacy.
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Table 1: Participant Demographic Data

Pseudonym Age

Elsa

Aafreen

Lucia

Dala

Zulu

Reyz

Selam

Nzinga

Amber

* NB: Non-Binary

39

25

53

38

27

48

45

41

31

Gender/Pronouns

NB*, They/She

Female, She/Her

Female, She/Her

Female, She/Her

NB, They/Them

NB, They/She

Female, She/Her

Female, She/Her

Female, She/Her

Race/Ethnicity

Asian, Latinx,
and White

Indian and
Burmese

Latina

Filipino

Black

Filipino

Black, African-
American

Black

Black, Kenyan-
American

Location

East Oakland

Downtown
Oakland

Elmhurst, East
Oakland

Fruitvale

Downtown
Oakland

East Oakland /
Fruitvale

Temescal

East Oakland

Temescal

Time (years)

> 20

> 50

>35

>3

>4

> 15

<1
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Chapter 4: Results and Discussion

In this chapter, | analyze the perceptions of fear and discomfort unique to BIPOC
women, the motivations behind modal choices, and the intersectional impacts of a gentrifying
city expressed in the interviews. The analysis focuses on themes relevant to understanding the
interconnectedness of racial identity, gender performance, and urban mobility, paying special

attention to equitably accessing cycling.

Hypervigilance and Coping with Harassment

The interviews began with a simple inquiry, “What do you think about before you take a
trip?” From the single mother raising four children in East Oakland to the professional bicyclist
taking cross-country solo trips, most interviewees responded with strategies to prevent sexual
harassment, robberies, and even being trafficked. While two people mentioned checking the
route, calculating the duration, and grabbing keys or snacks, most responses also included
tactics for self-preservation, concealing belongings, having an ‘exit plan,” or coping with the
‘inevitable.” Some overarching themes that emerged were being constantly hypervigilant and
negotiating which trips to forgo to protect oneself strategically. Some spoke of escaping this
anxiety by driving. In contrast, others, especially ones without access to a private vehicle,

shared the long-lasting impacts of this fear on their mobility, quality of life, and mental health.

Aafreen has lived in downtown Oakland for the last four years. In addition to going to
university and working as a consultant, she regularly walks to the gym or coffee shops with her
friends around 12th Street. She described verbal harassment from men in the area as a “part of
my daily commute” and is unsurprised when multiple incidents of cat-calling or explicit verbal
harassment occur on a single trip. When speaking to me, she also distinguished between

harassment that felt ‘harmless’ vs. ‘harmful and upsetting,’ referring to verbal harassment that
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could potentially lead to physical touch and was more likely to occur when it's dark or rainy.
Additionally, as a Muslim woman who wears a hijab, she also had conflicting experiences with
other Muslim men. In some instances, it created an opportunity for community building, while in
others, she felt that men perceived it as granting access to ask her intrusive or uncomfortable

questions.

Unfortunately, existing criminal justice systems in California define sexual harassment
within narrow brackets involving ‘contact behaviors,” overlooking other verbal and non-verbal
aggressions that can impede women'’s experience of traveling in the city. Such crimes, including
passing sexual comments, whistling, asking personal questions, unwanted sexual gestures,
stalking or witnessing public masturbation, and indecent exposure, are not considered ‘serious,’
rarely face prosecution, and are neglected when planning ‘safe’ transportation (Ding et al.,
2020). This places the onus of safety on the women themselves, who must find different ways of
coping with the harassment, such as by ‘arming’ themselves, being on a phone call while

walking, or relying on chaperones to bring them home safely (Stark & Meschik, 2018).

| always just have my head on a swivel. I'm constantly aware of how much cash |
have on me. What do | have on me? What do | have as protection? I'd rather have

peace of mind with a car or somebody giving me a ride.

- Dala (38) grew up in East Bay.

A long-term resident of Fruitvale, Dala said that she never uses buses due to personal
safety concerns. She does not even walk from her house to her car without ensuring that her
location is shared with multiple people, her belongings are tucked away, and she has an exit

plan for wherever she is headed. She also has key phone numbers memorized, does not wear
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headphones while walking, and only takes the BART when accompanied by her friends. Reyz is
a professional long-distance cyclist who has competed in events like the AIDS LifeCycle and
multiple month-long cycle camps. When riding through the city at night, they prioritize bright
lights and populated streets to feel safe instead of roads with protected cycle lanes. They also
shared an incident in the past where they were forced to change course during an ongoing
event after a male cyclist made them feel unsafe on an isolated stretch of the road. Both
interviewees were of Filipino descent and relied on strong community ties to accompany them

when visiting unfamiliar locations.

When | get dressed, | know that | can always use my heel as a weapon if | need
to, I carry a lighter... | was almost kidnapped as a little girl. One of my childhood
best friends was trafficked, and a lot of colleagues, so | am always kind of aware
of that... [In foster care] they would put us in a lot of self-defense classes, they
would train us to always walk on the outside of the street or try to go somewhere
that has more light... never walk the same way, and | even do that now because

I live in East Oakland and things happen.

- Elsa, informally and formally housed in Oakland since 2004

For Elsa, experiences of growing up in foster care ingrained a fear of being trafficked at
an early age, and the fear governs their mobility even now as they turn 40. They are trained in
self-defense, carry small weapons for self-preservation, and use multiple strategies for walking
home safely, including changing their route frequently or zig-zagging on streets to avoid being
followed. When traveling at night, they often call someone while walking with the belief that “if
something ever does happen to me, at least there was someone who witnessed it, even if it's

jJust verbally.” Lucia (53) felt that she could handle being cat-called regularly but was afraid of
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Oakland’s high rates of trafficking. She forbids her adult daughter (25) from going down the
block to buy groceries alone. She describes the isolated location of bus stops in East Oakland

as easy targets for snatching women.

The emotional toll that it takes on you as a young woman to have to walk those five
blocks that separate the bus stops.....You begin to develop anxiety. Am | safe? Is
someone going to harm me? Are they going to snatch me and put me in human
trafficking?

- Lucia, a single mother of four, has lived in Elmhurst Area all her life.

In addition to finding coping mechanisms, fear for personal safety can impact women’s
travel behaviors by forcing them to take precautionary measures, including avoiding certain
routes, avoiding modes, or avoiding traveling itself (Loukaitou-Sideris & Fink, 2009; Stark &
Meschik, 2018). Amber moved from New York City to Temescal less than three months ago.
She shared how, after witnessing multiple incidents on the subway in New York, she became
increasingly afraid of sexual assault on public transportation. While she has not seen something
similar in Oakland, she believes it is only because she does not allow herself to be out after 9
PM, especially on transit. In her short time in the city, imposing such precautions on her mobility

is part of her strategy to ensure her safety.

When | experience delays in transit, the first thing that comes to my mind is how
many people are going to be at this station at 7 pm, or 8 pm, or 9 pm? Is there a
sufficient amount of lighting for me to see where I'm going? What is the walking
path that | have to take to get there? Am | going to be walking through places

with not many open businesses in a dimly lit area?
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I had to cut my trip short to make sure that | had time to get to the station during
the daytime... It's kind of like ‘Dip my toe in a little bit,” right? Just go and visit that
area, maybe stop by that station, early enough in the day. And then decide from
there, if doing leisure activities in that area is worth exposing myself to whatever
potential things might happen there.

- Amber about being hypervigilant while using buses in Oakland

For new residents like Amber, unexpected service delays can enhance the perception of
fear in unfamiliar spaces, forcing her to prioritize errands and forego leisurely activities like
sightseeing or discovering new neighborhoods. However, even for women who are familiar with
the city, bus stops located in isolated areas, when compounded with irregular bus service or
poor quality vehicles that break down often, can increase their perception and actual
vulnerability to crime. Other spatial elements like inadequate street lighting, dark and isolated

streets between transit centers, and lack of street activity also contribute to this fear.

The speeding cars, the lighting, the way the buses are made, and the timing of
the buses. The buses are 45 minutes apart during high commute times. So I'm
just going to walk so that | can hurry up and get home... But there is a lot to
encounter on that 30-minute walk.

- Lucia, East Oakland

Here, you really don't have to plan the day because it's just going to be safe...
The buses that we have here are not the same as those in East Oakland. Those

are more torn down. You never know if you will end up at your destination.

- Salem, Temescal

29



[At night] There are definitely a few blocks where I'm glad I'm running. I think it's
just too quiet. Unfortunately, there isn't another street that would be less quiet. |
don't trust the quiet. | feel like if it's quiet and something happens between me

and another person, there isn't anybody else to help, interfere, or intervene.

- Reyz, East Oakland

Having to carry my laundry, that stuff becomes heavy... you have to prepare
what you need to do, whether it's your children or, bringing your groceries back
or, running your errands or, trying to get to work on time. Because public
transportation isn't on time.

- Elsa, East Oakland

Unreliable transit services especially impact women traveling outside of daylight hours or
those chaperoning children and carrying heavy bags while running household errands. In such
situations, these women are forced to drive, rely on others to drive them, or hire taxi services
instead of using public or active transportation. This may place additional cost burdens on them
or force them to give up on trips, especially trips that are ‘non-essential’ to their paid or unpaid
labor roles (Blumerberg, 2017; Stark & Meschik, 2018). When faced with additional cost
burdens, these women must find ways to ‘adapt’ to issues in the transportation system by
moderating their travel expenses and frequently changing travel modes to accommodate costs
(Ward & Walsh, 2023). Such ‘carless’ women with non-traditional travel patterns tend to
disproportionately be from low-income, migrant, and marginalized communities of color with
other intersectional concerns (Loukaitou-Sideris, 2020). For example, my interviews with Black
women from such backgrounds reveal that their travels not only include coping with sexual
harassment and inadequate transit services but also navigating the intersectional impacts of

systemic and behavioral racism in the city.
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Recent events in East Oakland have taught Amber that her experiences in this city are
distinctly influenced by her presenting as a visibly Black person, especially the way she dresses
and carries herself in different neighborhoods. Similarly, Zulu (27, they/ them) felt that
irrespective of their attire, they have learned to expect hostility and even animosity from
strangers on the street for being Black. At other times, when they present more feminine and
are perceived as being ‘more inviting,” they are forced into uncomfortable situations where
White men have forcefully engaged in uncomfortable conversations about racial experiences

from their past.

| am very conscious about being in certain spaces as a black woman. If | was
dressed very casually, | almost feel like there's a strong chance of me potentially
being perceived as somebody who may be a sex worker.... But if | dress up a
little bit more, do | stick out even more? | may now be pursued as somebody who
may have some valuables on them.

So, in a lot of ways, | felt like | was sticking out just because | was the only black
woman on that street, the only person walking on that street... | felt like | had to

be more hyper-vigilant, wondering if people would be questioning why | am there.

- Amber, walking near the Coliseum BART station

Even on the BART, people will choose to not sit next to me. That's exhausting
because it doesn't matter how I'm presenting, people are getting up and moving
away from me on the BART... When you're in this body that is non-male
presenting and that is black, the hostility, it goes... it wears me down and | think
it's supposed to bring you down.

- Zulu, a Black, non-binary resident of Temescal
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Both Amber and Zulu’s concerns find resonance in previous studies, which have shown
that gender and racial norms govern women’s behavior in public spaces, and behaving
“improperly” can often lead to ‘intimidation, stigmatization, and assault’ (Loukaitou-Sideris,
2020). Long-term resident Selam (45) also feels pressured to perform the role of a ‘proper Black
woman.” Selam and her friend Nzenga (41) have lived in Oakland for over fifteen years and
believe that this feeling of being othered for being Black is new and a product of the city’s
changing demographics. What was once an accepting “adoptive motherhood” has become a
city where they must assert their right to exist to the younger, richer, and whiter ‘gentry,’ that

have only just begun to move in.

The changing racial makeup of the city has also raised concerns about access to
resources and protections. For example, the participants felt that other women with more
access to wealth did not have to make similar negotiations with safety or public harassment
since they could always drive and be detached from activities on the street. Further, many of the
interviewees also felt that as women of color, they had less access to resources in specific
comparison to White women, who are granted much more agency to express their fears and are

much more likely to receive institutional support and protection for them.

Latinas or African-American women in this country are viewed as sexual objects,
as if we're promiscuous as if we call this upon ourselves. “Yeah, come take
advantage of me. Violate my body.”... “Did she call it upon herself? She asked
for it; she's misreading his cue, she's exaggerating, it's not true.”

- Lucia, East Oakland

It is evident from the findings that BIPOC women’s travel mode choices are impacted by

a multitude of intersectional factors, including the fear of victimization, racial violence, sexual
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harassment, and trafficking, the intensity of which exacerbates with religion, attire, and the
performance of certain gender roles. While these fears exist above and beyond broader
concerns of safety from traffic accidents or robberies, which other residents also experience in
the city, the identity politics of BIPOC women make their experiences especially difficult. In the
Bay Area region, programs like ‘Not One More Girl’ represent one of the few initiatives that have
been undertaken to acknowledge and address gender-based violence against women on
transit. However, despite being officially endorsed by BART, the data from this BIPOC women-

led initiative? is yet to be included in regional transportation planning (BART, 2023).

Women of color in Oakland are forced to carry the burden of their protection due to a
gender-blind criminal justice system, an exclusive transportation system, and an overarching
lack of access to respect, resources, and rights. In the following section, | investigate how this
systemic exclusion of women from transportation extends into the field of active transport
planning by analyzing how the socio-spatial barriers brought out through the interviews impact

women'’s specific choice to cycle and their quality of experience while doing so.

2 The Not One More Girl initiative launched in April 2021 and was a partnership between BART, the
Alliance for Girls, Betti Ono, Black Girls Brilliance, and The Unity Council’s Latinx Mentorship and

Achievement (LMA) Program (BART, 2023).
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Overcoming Culture and Asserting Confidence

When asked their reasons for not cycling, most respondents briefly mentioned the fear of
speeding cars, traffic collisions, or injuries. Dala and Aafreen spoke about how “red lights are
like suggestions in Oakland,” while seasoned cyclists like Ryez, Zulu, and Nzenga shared
personal stories of collisions and injuries they suffered. They also described the struggles of
competing for space with buses, gaps in bicycling networks, navigating around potholes or
broken glass, and a lack of depth perception in drivers to assess the speed of a cyclist. Further,
there was an overarching concern about the affordability of cycles, especially considering the
high rates of cycle robberies in the city. Lastly, Selam spoke about the lack of training among

drivers and the lack of a culture of respect and coexistence.

There was a distinct difference between the nature of barriers experienced by women
who had never cycled and those who already cycled in the city. This divergence aligned with a
previous assessment of the National Household Travel Survey, 2017 that | conducted (Gupta,
unpublished)- where | found that women who already cycle were more likely to be impeded by
infrastructural concerns; however, women who didn’t cycle at all were more likely to be
concerned about personal safety and other socio-cultural factors before considering cycling.
Since the broader goal of this study is to assess why more women of color don'’t cycle, | dive
deeper into some of the cultural considerations that impact women’s choices, especially those

that do not get addressed by improving cycling infrastructure.

Considering how tense and often traumatic using transit or walking can be for women in
the city, a natural next question to ask is, “Have you considered cycling instead?” Unfortunately,
cycling does not always mean being safe from sexual harassment. First and foremost, cycles do

not afford any protection from the male gaze (Horton, 2007) and can actually increase women'’s
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visibility, i.e., susceptibility to verbal harassment (Lubitow, 2019). For Aafreen, who believes that
harassment will occur no matter what mode of transportation she uses, being on a cycle feels
even more vulnerable than walking on a sidewalk, as the physical distance from cars is
reduced. Similarly, Nzenga felt she could ‘fight back’ better when she was on stable ground.
Amber also pointed out that following cycle lanes can lead one through dimly-lit underpasses or

isolated streets, which she could otherwise avoid while walking.

Furthermore, cycling as a ‘natural’ alternative is not a common perception amongst
women of color, especially those from low-income migrant communities. Steinbach et al. (2011)
argue that the ‘bourgeois’ sensibility of bicycling being a ‘way of life’ does not apply to non-
White people and is more closely associated with poverty and even ‘deviance’ in Black and
Brown communities. For example, despite walking thirty minutes from the BART station to her
house in ElImhurst daily, Lucia never thought about cycling. While it was “something fun to do as
a kid,” she shared that she and her Latinx community were never exposed to it as a form of
transportation, nor were they taught about its benefits on their health, the environment, or the
climate. In the few instances that classes or awareness camps were conducted in the area, they
were mostly taught in English and felt inaccessible to the Spanish-speaking community. Thus,
even within the youth of her community, cycling remains a sport for the “white folks” living in
Downtown Oakland, where the quality of life is “10 times what it is in deep East Oakland.”
Further, in her community that still struggles to make ends meet, cycling comes with class-

affiliated stereotypes depicting the lack of upward social mobility.

In my circle, that's a shared experience. No one talks about those benefits, and in
fact, there’s a stigma around it. “Oh, you don't have a car. Look at you, you're
cycling, you don't have enough money to purchase a car.” As opposed to “Oh,

good for them. They're doing something good for the environment. They're doing
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something good for their health.” The minute you can afford something, you

move out of the cycle.

- Lucia, East Oakland

Zulu described their love of cycling as a joyous lifestyle and economic and
environmental choice. However, they recognize that as a Black person on a cycle, their choice
is often associated with poverty and a lack of success, even by their own family. While their
family recognizes that they have a job and their “needs are met” by a cycle, there is

discontentment, as owning a car is the only established indicator of success.

A bike is not a cute thing, especially where I'm from. It's like, “Oh! You don't have

anyone to pick you up, you don't have money to get an Uber.*
- Zulu, Temescal

Long-range cyclist Reyz describes their passion for long-range cycling as being as
unique as their friend who makes “intricate floral designs out of Jello.” They believe that, much
like the rest of their community, they would never consider cycling in Oakland if they hadn’t
developed an ‘insane obsession’ with it early in life. Now a cycling trainer for a well-established
organization in the area, they often experience similar cultural biases against cycling and note
how distinctly gendered norms inform these perceptions. They have found that women ask
them for ‘permission’ to cycle or seek reassurance that there is no shame in cycling, even if they

cannot cycle ‘as well, as fast or as long’ as the men they see.

They [men] look at the things | do and say, “I just don't want to do that.” But the

women will look at me and say, “I could never do that” ... My experience as a

‘Woman in Tech’ is very similar to my experience as a woman cyclist. | almost
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feel like most women | know who ride bikes don't do the long distances, don't
climb hills, and are afraid of commuting. A part of it is a confidence or a
permission issue. They feel like they have to be hardcore to do those things.... |
can tell when they're talking to me like, “I'm never going to be somebody like
you.” And it takes personal one-on-one conversations to give somebody that
level of confidence and permission. | almost feel like I'm permitting them to own

whatever comfort they can have in whatever interest they have in bike riding.

- Reyz, Licensed Instructor

Another women-specific behavior pointed out by Reyz is the fear of harming others in
traffic collisions. While collisions, speeding cars, and traffic noise are a deterrent for most
people, Reyz points out that women are more likely to be afraid of becoming the cause of the

accident, hurting others, or even slowing others down.

“I'm afraid of the faster riders. I'm afraid of having collisions with them. I'm afraid
I'm moving too slowly for them. | am afraid of hitting somebody else on my
bicycle. I'm afraid | won't be able to avoid obstacles or | won't be able to see
them.” .... | think this is more common for women. They're afraid of being the

cause of the accident.

- Reyz, Licensed Instructor

It is evident from these comments that the confidence to cycle is informed by the
gendered roles that women are expected to perform. These norms extend beyond caregiving
responsibilities towards deeply ingrained ideas of what women can and should do to fulfill

classist and racist performances of womanhood. Garrard et al. have rooted the origin of



women’s concerns about cycling in a history of being shamed for being ‘on display’ for
performing ‘risk-taking behavior’ and being accused of being ‘bad mothers’ for cycling or
allowing their children to cycle (2012). Such ideas continue to permeate contemporary society,
such that the failure to perform gendered roles can often impact women’s personal and

professional lives.

Another ‘emotional’ barrier to cycling is what Horton (2007) describes as “issues of
identity,” including “the fear of ridicule or lost status.” For example, Aafreen revealed that she
would not be taken as seriously in professional settings if she were to show up sweaty and
disheveled from a cycle ride. Steinbach et al. (2011) argue that while protecting oneself from the
weather is required for both men and women, women are exclusively and publicly held
accountable for demonstrating “compatibility with hegemonic feminity,” irrespective of their
travel mode. Thus, for the Black and Brown women who already struggle daily with
discrimination, hostility, and disrespect, especially in professional spaces, being perceived as
‘unpresentable’ (sweaty), ‘unsuccessful’ (without a car), or ‘risky and insane’ (passionate) for
cycling can serve as an additional burden. Further, the act of cycling itself is plagued with
gender and racial inequities, forcing additional discomfort upon BIPOC women. Selam talked
about an unspoken competition between male and female cyclists, where riding style and
demeanor can influence perceptions of skill and confidence. Thus, in addition to protecting
themselves from traffic violence and sexual harassment, women must also adequately

demonstrate their ‘assertiveness’ to gain respect, i.e., space, from their fellow male cyclists.

“If you ride it very feminine, they will outride you, and be in front of you... If you
dress sporty and aggressive, they [males] will give you props and ride behind

you.

- Selam, Temescal
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Demonstrating assertiveness includes balancing between ‘taking up space on the road’
and cultivating the right body language to show ‘belongingness’ such that other drivers
acknowledge and respect you (Steinbach et al., 2011). However, for women, assertiveness can
be interpreted as aggression, i.e., the lack of femininity, which leads to hostility from male
drivers. Reyz has faced multiple incidents of drivers rolling down their windows and shouting at
them to get off the street. Zulu also shared that they often face animosity from male riders and
drivers while cycling. Despite being a careful and attentive driver, they were honked at or
swerved in front of on multiple occasions. Such incidents not only “suck the joy out of it’ but cast
doubt on their own ability to cycle, especially because they are self-taught rather than going in a
cycle-friendly environment or community. Further, they feel compelled to rationalize the driver’s

violence and hostility towards them to avoid losing the joy of cycling.

It puts a lot of doubt into the style of your riding. Why am | getting beeped at
when I'm in the right lane, is there something wrong about my style? Is there
someth