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Highlights

- Proposes Critical Mobilinguistics as an emerging research field in urban mobility studies.

- Examines how vernacular statements about cycling in Tehran shape mobility imaginaries.

- ldentifies discursive strategies that delegitimize cycling and reinforce automobility regimes in Tehran.
- Highlights the role of language in constraining urban cycling futures in Tehran.

- Emphasizes the need for linguistic interventions in sustainable mobility transitions.
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experiences.

In urban studies and urban design, research exploring individuals’ lived experiences of mobility in
the cityisan 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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ntroduction: How we move in cities is closely tied to the language we use to describe mobility. Terms
Isuch as “transport,” “travel,” and “road” do not merely describe movement; they frame it in particular
ways, often emphasizing efficiency, destination, and the transfer from one point to another. From this
perspective, mobility is implicitly constructed as a journey aimed at reaching a predefined endpoint,
reinforcing a specific understanding of urban movement.
This raises a fundamental question: what if language is not simply a neutral reflection of reality, but a
constitutive force that shapes how mobility systems are perceived and organized? Research in critical
discourse analysis and metaphor studies has shown that language actively structures reality through
linguistic patterns and conceptual metaphors, highlighting certain aspects while obscuring others. In the
context of urban transport, increasingly standardized and technical forms of language have contributed to
legitimizing particular problem definitions and solution pathways.
Urban transport planning, as a consolidated field of knowledge, has developed its own linguistic conventions
over the past century. These conventions are embedded in tools, models, and evaluation frameworks that
shape how mobility challenges are defined and addressed. As a result, mobility systems can be understood
not only as technical or social arrangements but also as discursive regimes that are stabilized and reproduced
through language, metaphors, and everyday narratives. Recent developments in urban and mobilities
research have begun to explore these linguistic dimensions, yet the field remains fragmented. Building on
this emerging body of work, this study introduces the concept of Critical Mobilinguistics, an interdisciplinary
perspective that examines how mobility systems are constructed through discourse.
Focusing on vernacular discourse around urban cycling in Tehran, the study investigates widely everyday
vernacular statements—such as “cycling development in Tehran is a failed project,” “Tehran’s slope
is unsuitable for cycling,” “we are not Amsterdam,” and “cycling in polluted air is harmful”. It asks how
such statements, through discursive strategies and conceptual metaphors, contribute to reinforcing an
automobility regime while constraining alternative mobility futures. By analyzing these statements as
discursive formations rather than isolated opinions, the study aims to uncover the underlying mechanisms
through which language shapes mobility imaginaries and limits the scope of possible transitions. In doing
so, it highlights the importance of engaging critically with language as a key dimension of sustainable urban
mobility transformation.

analytic autoethnography, in which the researcher’s lived experience is treated as a situated source
of knowledge production (Ellis et al., 2011; Anderson, 2006). The author’s position as both a researcher
and an active practitioner in the field of urban cycling development in Tehran—through more than a
decade of continuous engagement with civil society organizations, policy processes, and interactions with
planners, policymakers, and other stakeholders—provides access to layers of language that circulate and
are reproduced within everyday discourse on cycling.
The empirical material consists of widely circulating vernacular statements about urban cycling in Tehran.
These statements were selected based on their recurrence across different contexts, their presence in
multiple discursive arenas—including media, policy discussions, and everyday conversations—and their
role in structuring common arguments about the feasibility or infeasibility of cycling development. Four
statements were chosen as analytical entry points, not as representative of the entire discourse, but as sites
that allow for in-depth examination of underlying discursive and metaphorical mechanisms.
The analysis is conducted within an interpretive framework at the intersection of critical discourse analysis,
critical metaphor studies, and the literature on mobility narratives. Each statement is examined as a form
of structural metaphor, in order to explore how particular aspects of urban cycling are foregrounded while
others are backgrounded or excluded from debate. At the same time, dominant conceptual metaphors
and their underlying cognitive logics are analyzed to reveal how mobility issues are framed and how these
framings shape the boundaries of policy thinking and action.
Given that metaphorical framings can structure policy evaluation frameworks in enduring ways (Brugman

Materials and Methods: This study adopts an interpretive qualitative approach grounded in
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et al.,, 2019), the analysis focuses primarily on the conceptual level of metaphor. The statements are
further examined in terms of their implicit value judgments, normative orientations, and power effects—
specifically how certain preferences are legitimized, how particular actions are framed as rational or
irrational, and how these discursive constructions contribute to the formation of “regimes of truth”
(Foucault, 1977) in urban mobility governance.

Finally, the analysis is oriented not only toward deconstructing dominant discourses but also toward
identifying the potential for articulating alternative narratives that could expand the horizon of urban
cycling futures.

indings: The research findings consist of seven main themes that illustrate various dimensions of
Fthe body»s role in the first authors 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.

iscussion and Conclusion: The findings emphasize that urban cycling is an embodied, relational,
Dand culturally situated practice, not a purely technical mode of transport. The cyclist’s lived body
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 significant in 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
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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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Original Research Paper

Towards Critical Mobilinguistics: Conceptual Metaphors and Discursive Mechanisms
Shaping Urban Cycling Futures in Tehran

Mohammad Nazarpoor

PhD in Urban Planning, Faculty of Art, Tarbiat Modares University, Tehran, Iran.
PhD Fellow at Urban Cycling Institute, University of Amsterdam, The Netherlands.

Highlights

- Proposes Critical Mobilinguistics as an emerging research field in urban mobility studies.

- Examines how vernacular statements about cycling in Tehran shape mobility imaginaries.

- ldentifies discursive strategies that delegitimize cycling and reinforce automobility regimes in Tehran.
- Highlights the role of language in constraining urban cycling futures in Tehran.

- Emphasizes the need for linguistic interventions in sustainable mobility transitions.

ovement in the city is not merely a functional activity aimed at traveling from point A to point Received 14/03/2026
M B, as conceived within transportation engineering. Rather, it is a fluid, multidimensional, and Revised 26/04/2026
entangled practice that acquires meaning through its embeddedness in environmental, cultural, social, Accepted 10/05/2026
economic, and political contexts within the fabric of everyday life and through individuals’ lived mobile Available Online 21/06/2026

experiences.

In urban studies and urban design, research exploring individuals’ lived experiences of mobility in
the cityisan 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.

Critical Mobilinguistics
Urban cycling futures
Discourse analysis
Metaphor

Mobility narratives
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1- Traveler

2- Tansportation

3- Act of conveying from one place to another

4- Travel time

5- Road

6- An open passage or way for traveling between two places

7- Ecolinguistics
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9- Technoceratic discourse
10- Mobility turn

11- Sedentarist orientations
12- Mobility narratives

13- Radical monopoly

14- Vernacular discourse
15- Argumentative Turn

16- Alternative narratives
17- Resistant discourses
18- Structural metaphor
19- Metaphorical framing
20- Short-term evaluation regime
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21- Discourse coalition

22- Framing through quantification
23- Induced demand

24- We are not Amsterdam!

25- Special case

26- Individualisation of responsibility
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28- Essential vs conditional

29- Social lock-in

30- Imaginative horizons

31- Futures Studeis

32- Discourse institutionalization

33- Deactivate
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