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Highlights

- Investigates the lived bodily experience of urban cycling through the lens of phenomenology of movement and the
lived body.

- Employs mobile autoethnography to explore embodied interactions between body, bicycle, and urban environment in
Amsterdam.

- Reveals how bodily habituation, environmental affordances, and socio-cultural norms co-constitute cycling experience.

- Provides insights for future Iranian human-centered urban design studies.

ovement in the city is not merely a functional activity aimed at traveling from point Received 16/03/2025

A to point B, as conceived within transportation engineering. Rather, it is a fluid, Revised 09/04/2025
multidimensional, and entangled practice that acquires meaning through its embeddedness
in environmental, cultural, social, economic, and political contexts within the fabric of
everyday life and through individuals lived mobile experiences.
In urban studies and urban design, research exploring individuals’ lived experiences
of mobility in the city is an emerging field situated at the intersection of urbanism,
anthropology, phenomenology, and mobility studies. From this perspective, inquiries into
the lived experience of urban cycling address a fundamental question: how do individuals
experience cycling in different urban contexts and spaces? Phenomenology of movement
Within this framework, the present study seeks to understand and describe the role of the  urban cycling lived experience
body in the lived experience of urban cycling in a specific urban context, continuing a line  Jived body
of inquiry in the phenomenology of movement and the phenomenology of the body. Using  mobile autoethnography
mobile autoethnography, the study examines the first author’s embodied experience of
cycling in Amsterdam, a bicycle-friendly city, across different temporal and spatial conditions.
The findings reveal seven interrelated themes that, through autoethnographic description
and analysis, illuminate the entanglement of the body, the bicycle, and the urban
environment in lived experience. These themes demonstrate that the body, as the medium
of experience, plays an active and constitutive role in shaping one’s interaction with space,
self, and others. Such relations are mediated by environmental and climatic characteristics,
mobility systems and planning policies, cultural dimensions, and both formal and informal
norms, producing diverse lived experiences of urban cycling across different urban contexts.
In the final section, this research provides recommendations for future Iranian urban design
studies.
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I ntroduction: Urban cycling has increasingly attracted global attention as an integral part of sustainable
urban mobility strategies aimed at mitigating climate change, reducing energy consumption, improving
public health, and fostering human-centered cities (Pucher et al., 2011; Nello-Deakin & Nikolaeva, 2020;
Wang et al., 2025). However, while its environmental and infrastructural benefits are widely recognized,
cycling is far more than a mere mode of transport. It is a lived and embodied urban practice that reveals
how bodies, technologies, infrastructures, and cultural norms interrelate in the experience of movement.
In many cities, the analysis of mobility still follows the logic of transportation engineering, focusing on
movement as an efficient transfer from point A to point B. Yet, emerging perspectives in the humanities
and social sciences, often referred to as the “mobilities turn” (Cresswell, 2006; Sheller & Urry, 2006),
have challenged this static and functionalist understanding. They conceptualize movement as a socio-
cultural and sensorial phenomenon embedded in lived experience. Within this framework, urban cycling
becomes a productive lens through which to investigate how bodily motion and urban environments co-
constitute meaning, identity, and belonging in everyday life.

The phenomenology of movement and the phenomenology of the body offer fertile theoretical ground
for this investigation. As Merleau-Ponty (1962) argues, perception and experience are inseparable from
bodily being-in-the-world: the body is not an object in space but the medium through which the world
is perceived and lived. Thus, to understand how people experience cycling in different contexts, one
must examine not only the infrastructural or policy dimensions but also the bodily, affective, and sensory
dimensions of motion—the rhythms, gestures, and negotiations that constitute “being mobile.”

In recent years, phenomenological and ethnographic approaches to mobility have explored walking,
driving, and public transport (Spinney, 2006; Vivanco, 2013; Jensen et al., 2020), yet cycling remains
relatively under-examined, particularly concerning the lived corporeality of the practice. This study
addresses that gap by focusing on the role of the lived body in the urban cycling experience.
Through a mobile autoethnographic study of the first author’s cycling in Amsterdam. This research
seeks to describe and interpret how the cyclist’s body interacts with environmental, social, and cultural
conditions. By bringing together insights from urban design, anthropology, and phenomenology, it aims
to contribute to a more human-centered understanding of mobility, offering implications for urban
design and planning in contexts such as Iran, where cycling remains a marginalized mode of movement.

Materials and Methods: This research adopts mobile autoethnography as a qualitative,
interpretive method for exploring the lived experience of movement. Autoethnography situates
the researcher’s own experience as data for reflexive analysis. The mobile form of this method emphasizes
movement, bodily engagement, and in-situ documentation through “research in motion”. Data sources
included daily fieldnotes, GoPro video recordings, photographs, and post-ride reflections, allowing
for iterative analysis of sensory, emotional, and bodily interactions with the environment. Thematic
interpretation followed a phenomenological logic of description, reflection, and meaning-making, guided
by concepts from Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of the body and Ingold’s notion of embodied skill.

Findings: The research findings consist of seven main themes that illustrate various dimensions of
the body’s role in the first author’s lived experience in relation to environmental, cultural, and social
characteristics. Each theme analyzes aspects of the intertwinement of the body, bicycle, and urban
environment through ethnographic descriptions. The body, as an intermediary enabling experience, plays
an active role in the lived experience of urban cycling and shapes the way of encountering space, self,
and society; an encounter influenced by environmental and climatic features, transportation planning
and urban design systems, cultural dimensions, written and unwritten norms, leading to diverse lived
experiences of this practice in different urban contexts.

Discussion and Conclusion: The findings emphasize that urban cycling is an embodied, relational,
and culturally situated practice, not a purely technical mode of transport. The cyclist’s lived body
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functions as both the medium and the measure of spatial experience. Through habitual repetition,
the body develops sensory and affective attunement to the city’s textures, rhythms, and affordances,
shaping how one perceives and engages with the urban environment. The phenomenology of movement
provides a framework to reinterpret cycling as a mode of being-in-the-city—a corporeal dialogue
between self, environment, and society. Amsterdam’s cycling culture exemplifies how infrastructure,
social norms, and embodied learning collectively produce a sense of safety, belonging, and freedom
in motion. By contrast, in car-dominated contexts such as Tehran, the cyclist’s body often encounters
exclusion and vulnerability, revealing how spatial design and mobility systems can encode and reproduce
power relations. Understanding these bodily negotiations offers valuable insights for human-centered
and context-sensitive urban design, encouraging planners to account not only for infrastructure but
also for the lived corporeal realities of everyday mobility. Methodologically, this study highlights the
potential of mobile autoethnography as an innovative approach for urban design and mobility research.
Experiencing and documenting movement from within enables the researcher to access tacit, sensory,
and affective dimensions of mobility that remain invisible to conventional analytical or observational
methods. Such embodied accounts enrich interdisciplinary understanding by bridging phenomenology,
anthropology, and urban design.

More broadly, examining individuals’ lived experiences of urban mobility—whether cycling, walking, or
other modes—can advance interdisciplinary urban studies in exploring the complex relationship between
society and space from multiple perspectives. This approach also establishes a foundation for rethinking
policy-making and design interventions based on users’ lived experiences, moving beyond technocratic
and infrastructure-focused models of urban design. This research gap is particularly significantin Iran. The
dominance of functionalist and traffic-engineering discourses in transportation studies has limited the
development of phenomenological, anthropological, and sociological approaches to mobility. Likewise,
Iranian urban design research has paid insufficient attention to how urban spaces are perceived and
experienced through movement. In the context of cycling, studies have largely focused on the physical
feasibility of bike infrastructure, with minimal consideration of how cyclists actually feel, perceive, and
negotiate space through their bodies.

Future research in Iranian cities could build upon this phenomenological perspective to investigate how
local climatic, cultural, and infrastructural conditions shape the lived body in motion. Such inquiry would
contribute to developing inclusive, human-centered, and cycling-friendly urban environments, fostering
a more embodied understanding of mobility within Iranian urban design and planning practices.
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lived body.

Investigates the lived bodily experience of urban cycling through the lens of phenomenology of movement and the

- Employs mobile autoethnography to explore embodied interactions between body, bicycle, and urban environment in

Amsterdam.

- Reveals how bodily habituation, environmental affordances, and socio-cultural norms co-constitute cycling experience.

- Provides insights for future Iranian human-centered urban design studies.

ovement in the city is not merely a functional activity aimed at traveling from point

A to point B, as conceived within transportation engineering. Rather, it is a fluid,
multidimensional, and entangled practice that acquires meaning through its embeddedness
in environmental, cultural, social, economic, and political contexts within the fabric of
everyday life and through individuals lived mobile experiences.
In urban studies and urban design, research exploring individuals’ lived experiences
of mobility in the city is an emerging field situated at the intersection of urbanism,
anthropology, phenomenology, and mobility studies. From this perspective, inquiries into
the lived experience of urban cycling address a fundamental question: how do individuals
experience cycling in different urban contexts and spaces?
Within this framework, the present study seeks to understand and describe the role of the
body in the lived experience of urban cycling in a specific urban context, continuing a line
of inquiry in the phenomenology of movement and the phenomenology of the body. Using
mobile autoethnography, the study examines the first author’s embodied experience of
cycling in Amsterdam, a bicycle-friendly city, across different temporal and spatial conditions.
The findings reveal seven interrelated themes that, through autoethnographic description
and analysis, illuminate the entanglement of the body, the bicycle, and the urban
environment in lived experience. These themes demonstrate that the body, as the medium
of experience, plays an active and constitutive role in shaping one’s interaction with space,
self, and others. Such relations are mediated by environmental and climatic characteristics,
mobility systems and planning policies, cultural dimensions, and both formal and informal
norms, producing diverse lived experiences of urban cycling across different urban contexts.
In the final section, this research provides recommendations for future Iranian urban design
studies.
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