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Abstract 
This thesis emerges from a concern about contemporary issues of urbanisation and 

mobility. It is clear that society cannot continue its dependence on the automobile 

indefinitely, and alternative modes of urban transport must be explored. Cycling 

offers one such viable alternative to the automobile. Community bicycle workshops 

have proliferated in many urban contexts in recent years and potentially play a role 

in fostering urban cycling cultures and transitioning away from a societal 

dependence on the automobile through promoting cycling and teaching the practices 

of bicycle maintenance. This thesis critically explores the role of Galway’s 

community bike workshop, An Mheitheal Rothar (AMR) in fostering a cycling 

culture in Galway city. In doing so this study explores the experiences and values 

embedded within AMR, investigates the broader impact of AMR in the wider 

community and analyses some of the key challenges facing AMR now and into the 

future. Adopting the notion of community of practice allowed an exploration of the 

dynamics of engagement and social relations within AMR. Furthermore, applying 

the concept of the right to the city situates AMR within broader urban struggles for 

public space. A number of key themes are discussed in the findings. First, it is clear 

that AMR is a community of practice and all aspects of social learning are evident 

there. Second, AMR actively engages with the broader community in ways that are 

both collaborative and confrontational. Third, AMR faces a number of challenges 

and opportunities and the ways in which AMR approaches them will have a 

fundamental impact on the future trajectories of the group. To date, community bike 

workshops have been undertheorized and under-researched and this study partially 

addresses this research gap. 
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Chapter One: Introduction  
1.1 Introduction  
The age of the automobile cannot continue indefinitely. Whilst such a statement may 

not seem controversial given the myriad environmental and social challenges now 

posed by our dependence on fossil fuels, in 2010, the number of cars in the world 

exceeded one billion. And this number is rising with over sixty million cars 

produced globally every year. It has been estimated that by 2020 there could be as 

many as two billion cars globally (Gertten, 2015). The exponential growth of the 

automobile industry is intimately linked with resource intensive economic growth 

(Urry, 2007). However, the social and environmental consequences of unlimited and 

unfettered resource intensive economic growth have been discussed by many 

commentators. Jackson (2009) has argued that economic growth predicated on 

increased consumption of carbon-based fuel is becoming ever more untenable. 

Indeed, given the extant scientific research which increasingly illustrates the 

negative impacts of industrial society on many of the Earth’s natural processes it is 

becoming unconscionable. From the loss of biodiversity to the acceleration of 

climate change, the negative environmental impacts of carbon-based emissions are 

becoming more prolific and more pronounced (Klein, 2014). A number of scholars 

have also contended that economic growth no longer contributes to increasing levels 

of wellbeing in affluent nations and that societies with higher levels of social 

equality tend to do better across a range of criteria, including health, education and 

social mobility (Wilkinson and Pickett, 2009). Furthermore, the growth of the 

automobile and its related infrastructure has been linked with a myriad of social 

issues. The detrimental social and environmental consequences of the automobile 

and its associated forms of economic growth are evidenced in many different 

contexts. To many people the proliferation of the automobile epitomises much that is 

unjust and unsustainable in contemporary society. Radical change to the paradigm of 

individualised, motorised mobility is imperative in order to address some of the 

challenges contemporary society faces (Horton, 2006).  

 

Within the context of urbanisation, increasing rates of car ownership have rendered 

many cities increasingly congested and polluted. Transportation and mobility are 

major concerns for many cities around the world and a high dependence on the 
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automobile is frequently viewed in negative terms (Jabareen, 2006). Conversely, 

non-resource intensive alternatives such as cycling are often positioned as solutions 

to current transports problems. Cycling is often portrayed as an inherently 

‘sustainable’ mode of transportation. It is easy to see why. It does not contribute to 

carbon emitting economic growth. In terms of its environmental impact cycling is 

one of the most energy efficient modes of transport. It is also far more affordable 

than the automobile, thus potentially allowing far more people to be mobile. Given 

the congested nature of many cities it can also render the city far more accessible. 

The health benefits of cycling are also often lauded as a reason for people to switch 

from the automobile to the bicycle. For many, then, one of the solutions to 

addressing current sustainability challenges can be found in a technology from the 

past: the humble bicycle. Many cities now actively incorporate cycling infrastructure 

into their city development plans and try to foster a cycling culture. Shifting away 

from a dependence on the automobile is an important goal and cycling offers a way 

of doing so, especially within an urban context. Integrating cycling infrastructure, in 

the form of bike lanes and the provision of bicycle parking for example, into the 

urban fabric of a city is often viewed as an integral element of fostering an increase 

in recruitment to cycling and the emergence of a cycling culture (Latham and Wood, 

2005). Yet there is more to a cycling than the existence of physical infrastructure. 

 

1.2 Cycling cultures and Bike Workshops  
Cycling is not a homogenous practice, and cyclists are not a homogenous social 

group. As a practice it exists globally, incorporating diverse cultures, motivations, 

needs and attitudes. According to Rosen et al (2007: 7): ‘Historically, 

geographically, sociologically and culturally cycling is a complex and diverse 

practice’. Indeed, cycling is not only meaningful during the act of cycling; as a 

politicised practice it can become meaningful within the context of social networks, 

subcultures and different forms of activism that are associated with it (Spinney, 

2009). Furness (2005, iv) argues that ‘bicycles are not merely forms of 

transportation, rather, they are instruments of communication, sources of identity, 

vehicles for pleasure, and tools for technological, cultural, and political critique’. 

Cycling is promoted by many different actors at a number of scales. Over the last 

few decades, one particular manifestation of a community which promotes the 
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practice of cycling as well as the practice of bicycle maintenance has proliferated; 

the community bike workshop is now a common feature in many urban spaces 

across the globe.  

Though the particular form a bike workshop takes is dependent on its particular 

sociohistorical and place-based context, the premise behind bike workshops is fairly 

universal. Bike workshops provide a space where individuals can learn how to repair 

and maintain their bicycles through engaging with the practice of bicycle 

maintenance. Very often the staff are volunteers and the workshops are not-for-profit 

enterprises. Furthermore, they are often spaces associated with deeper philosophical 

and moral considerations, with these ideas shaping their initiation and governance. In 

many ways, community bike workshops offer a DIY solution to contemporary 

mobility and urbanisation issues facing a multiplicity of cities (Bliss, 2015).  

 

1.3 Aims and Objectives of this Research Study 
However, despite these possibilities and the proliferation of bike workshops, to date, 

very little research has focused on the topic of community bike workshops. Within 

the academy, the potential that bike workshops have for shaping processes of 

urbanisation and challenging dominant forms of mobility has thus far been 

overlooked. As such, they remain undertheorized and under-researched. Yet given 

that bike workshops play a possible role fostering an urban cycling culture, the ways 

in which community bike workshops shape the practices of its volunteers, members 

and participants, as well as the ways in which it engages with the broader community 

warrants further attention. This thesis aims to address this gap in the literature 

through a qualitative, ethnographic exploration of a community bike workshop. 

More specifically, this thesis focuses on the community bike workshop located in 

Galway city, An Mheitheal Rothar (from here-on-in AMR). In doing so, it is hoped 

that this thesis can advance understanding of a topic which has been heretofore 

overlooked in social science research in general and geography research in 

particular.  

In seeking to achieve this goal, this thesis is guided by three key aims and objectives: 

1. To explore the dynamics of engagement and social relations among those 

participating within AMR 
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2. To examine the role that AMR plays in shaping cycling culture in Galway 

city through its engagement with the wider community 

3. To investigate some of the opportunities and challenges the workshop faces 

now and into the future 

1.4 Overview of Thesis  
This thesis is structured accordingly. Chapter two explores the key literature 

pertaining to the topic of community bike workshops. Given that bicycle workshops 

have been undertheorized and relatively unexplored in the literature, it is argued that 

conceptualising community bike workshops as communities of practice which assert 

the right to the city and provide a DIY solution to many contemporary urban issues 

offers one promising avenue for advancing this field of inquiry. Accordingly, the 

literature review explores communities of practice, social practice theory, processes 

of maintenance and repair and the right to the city. Furthermore, it provides a 

broader contextual overview of some of the issues surrounding mobility and urban 

planning. Chapter three outlines the methodological approaches adopted in this 

research study. Here the ontological and epistemological concerns underpinning this 

research study are explicated. Additionally, this chapter explores the approaches 

employed in the processes of data collection and analysis. Chapter four examines the 

key themes and findings of this research study. This includes a detailed discussion 

which links the key findings back to relevant academic literature. Chapter five offers 

some concluding remarks and a final discussion which situates the key theoretical 

and empirical findings within the relevant bodies of literature.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review  

2.1 Introduction 
This chapter explores the relevant literature and key conceptual and theoretical 

underpinnings of this research project. It is important to note here that the proceeding 

discussion reflects an iterative process whereby fieldwork was conducted and 

literature was consulted based on reflecting on my fieldwork. Accordingly, this 

literature review emerged based on my experiences in the field. When a particular 

observation seemed to resonate with a particular concept, this concept was then 

explored in far greater detail. This helped to ensure that the literature review 

reflected my findings, and to ensure that my findings linked with key literature. First, 

some of the trends in contemporary urbanisation are explored and the pervasiveness 

of car culture and car related infrastructure in urban contexts is discussed. Following 

this, mobility and urbanisation in Galway city is considered. Subsequently, the 

notion of the bike workshop as a collective community space which promotes 

cycling and skill sharing is introduced. Next, the concept of communities of practice 

is examined as this applies particularly well to the topic of bike workshops. Given 

that the key practice that is undertaken in bike workshops is the maintenance and 

repair of bicycles, the relevance of this practice needs to be fleshed out in some more 

detail. Accordingly, materiality, maintenance and repair is discussed in some detail. 

In the succeeding section some of the key aspects of ‘the right to the city’, are 

outlined. It is suggested that this provides a useful lens through which to 

conceptualise community bike workshops, especially when combined with the 

notion of communities of practice.  

  

2.2 Contemporary Urbanisation and Cultures of Mobility 
2.2.1 The Broad Context 
Demographers based in the United Nations estimate that the global urban population 

by the year 2050 will exceed 6.3 billion people (UN, 2011: 1). Such an exponential 

process of urbanisation raises a number of profound questions. What will these urban 

spaces look like? How will urban residents navigate and negotiate these urban 

spaces? What kind of an impact will these urban spaces have on the natural resources 
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of our planet? While the rate of urbanisation in Ireland pales in comparison to other 

regions in the world, the reality is that Ireland is an urbanising society. Over 60% of 

the population now lives in urban areas, most notably Dublin (McDonald and Nix, 

2005). This rate of growth clearly poses major challenges. One such challenge 

relates to transport. Indeed, transportation is a major issue globally. Ever increasing 

volumes of traffic and congestion are of paramount concern in many towns and cities 

around the world. Increasing traffic and congestion produces a number of issues, 

some of which are intensely local and some of which resonate globally. These 

include the degradation of air quality, the emission of greenhouse gases, the 

depletion of non-renewable resources, the destruction of open public space, urban 

sprawl and the erosion of the quality of life (Wheeler and Beatley, 2004). Cars are 

the preeminent mode of urban mobility and they constitute the principal 

environmental issue in most cities around the world (Amin and Thrift, 2002: 100).  

 

Yet while the social and environmental issues related to the prevalence and 

dominance of car culture become ever more acute, car use is still increasing 

exponentially. The reasons for this are varied and complex and are rooted in the 

growth of capitalism, consumerism, planning and the development of western 

society more broadly (Furness, 2005: 93). A critique of car culture requires a critique 

of the socio-technological ensemble of the automobile. Car culture includes 

technologies and infrastructure relating to the automobile as well as embeddedness 

of the car as a means of realising many valued social practices in society (Greene 

and Rau, 2016; Sheller and Urry, 2006). In this sense, the car is a way of life and is 

far more than a utilitarian mode of transport. It constitutes a major element of 

individual consumption. It is technically and socially intertwined with a myriad of 

institutions, industries, occupations and everyday practices. The emergence of the 

car as the dominant mobility mode has reorganised time and space and reshaped 

public and private life. The car has also become intimately intertwined with notions 

of what constitutes ‘the good life’ and the mobile, modern citizen (Urry, 2007). The 

notion of ever increasing mobility has always been associated with capitalist 

modernity (Manderscheid, 2009: 37) and the car epitomises flexible, autonomous 

mobility. More so than any other mode of transport, the automobile constitutes an 

entire culture (Miller, 2000). Infrastructure which facilitates the car dominates many 
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urban landscapes around the globe. It is the quintessential form of private 

transportation (Freund and Martin, 1993). 

 

However, for a large period of the 20th century, alternative forms of mobility 

featured as viable modes of urban transportation. Notably, the bicycle provided a 

form of private and autonomous mobility.  It is the original form of private 

transportation and it enabled large segments of the population to exponentially 

increase their personal mobility in the Victorian era (Urry, 2007). Ironically, much of 

the technology and infrastructure developed for the bicycle would pave the way for 

the car. For example, the development of hard, flat roads emerged to cater for 

cyclists. Yet today the road is predominantly the domain of the car (Reid, 2015). In 

terms of the environmental challenges urban spaces face today, bikes are often 

positioned as a relatively simple solution to urban transportation issues (Horton, 

2006). In many countries around the world, cycling is firmly back on the policy 

agenda and increasing cycling as a percentage of transportation share is posited as a 

key priority in many city development plans. In a number of countries, cycling is on 

the rise. Pucher et al (2011), for example, argue that a cycling renaissance is 

occurring in the US and that the number of cyclists there is steadily on the rise. The 

Dutch and the Danes have particularly embraced cycling as a mode of transport and 

Amsterdam and Copenhagen are often positioned as two of the most cycle friendly 

cities in the world. Fostering a healthy cycling culture is a justifiable goal in many 

cities around the world, yet cycling remains a highly marginalised practice (Cox, 

2015). 

   

2.2.2 Mobility in Galway City 
During the 1990’s, the period that has become known as the Celtic Tiger, Ireland 

experienced an accelerated rate of modernisation (Keohane and Kuhling, 2004). One 

of the resulting consequences of this process is that Ireland has become one of the 

most car dependent nations in Europe (Commins and Nolan, 2010; Flynn, 2007). In 

the context of Galway, the last fifty years in Galway city have precipitated 

unprecedented growth. When comparing the older city core with the more recent 

developments on the periphery of the city, it is clear that Galway has not coped well 
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with this growth. The periphery of the city does not have the same allure and appeal 

of the older city centre. Furthermore, the city has sprawled outwards in a relatively 

chaotic fashion. If current rates of growth continue, the population of Galway could 

be as high as 200,000 by the end of the century (Mannion, 2012).  

 

Within Galway’s recent developmental history, the automobile has been prioritised 

over all other forms of transport. There is a high reliance on the automobile and 

congestion is a major concern for the city. Rates of cycling in Galway, whilst higher 

than the national average at 4.9% (CSO, 2012), pale in comparison to those of 

Amsterdam (25%) or Copenhagen (15%) (Kuipers, 2012). Very little cycling 

infrastructure exists and there is a lack of an integrated public transport system 

(Heisserer, 2013: 125). Clearly, Galway faces a number of acute challenges in 

relation to urban planning and development. The most recent city development plan 

alludes to the need to promote and facilitate cycling in the city (Galway City 

Council, 2016). However, Heisserer (2013: 121) highlights that the overwhelming 

discourse influencing transport policy in Ireland essentially posits ‘that economic 

development and progress require large-scale development of road infrastructure’. 

This is reflected in Galway’s case too and, when compared to automobile use, it is 

evident that cycling remains very much a marginalised practice within the city (CSO, 

2012).   

 

2.3 Bike Workshops 
In a world of ever increasing congestion, resource depletion and climate instability it 

is clear that viable alternatives to the automobile and car domination within cities 

must be found. It is not surprising then that the hegemony of the car is being 

challenged within society. Cycling as a mode of mobility provides a clear challenge 

to the hegemonic position of automobility. Promotion of cycling occurs at a number 

of scales, by a number of actors. One such manifestation of a grassroots promotion 

of cycling can be found in the proliferation of community bike workshops. 

Batterbury (2015a) defines bike workshops as ‘not-for-profit community-based 

organisations formed around the restoration and maintenance of bicycles’. They 

represent DIY solutions to urban mobility issues. Moreover, they often aim to foster 



16 
 

community cohesion and social capital (Batterbury, 2015b). Many of these 

organisations are managed and directed by activists, environmentalists and 

politically engaged cyclists (Strauss, 2015). In this sense, cycling is positioned as a 

direct alternative to the automobile. It can also be positioned as an overtly 

disparaging critique of the dominance of automobility and car culture. Bike 

workshops are often inherently political organisations in that they critique the 

wasteful excess of capitalist industrial society, promote an environmentally 

sustainable, socially just mode of transportation and support self-empowerment and 

community participation as opposed to excessive consumption and social alienation 

(Furness, 2005). They can also foster social inclusion through providing mobility for 

those who could not otherwise afford it (Devenish, 2012). One bike workshop in 

Chicago, ‘Working Bikes’, restores and exports over 7,000 bikes a year overseas to 

communities which need them most. However, most workshops do not operate at 

this scale and their influence is far more localised (3cr.org).  

 

To date, very little research has engaged explicitly with bike workshops. Indeed, 

there is a paucity of research relating to cycling and society more generally (Rosen et 

al, 2007). A number of individuals have gathered and collated research, publications 

and articles relating to community bike workshops on a website entitled 

bikeworkshopsresearch.wordpress.com. This material gives evidence of the diverse 

origins of these workshops. These origins include community development 

networks, social justice networks, anarchist networks, anti-car movements and bike 

enthusiast’s networks. Growth in community bike workshops has proliferated since 

the 1990’s and they can now be found in many urban centres across the globe (BWR, 

2016). Simon Batterbury, one of the researchers and contributors to the website, has 

visited over 26 bike workshops around the world. He suggests that workshops fall 

under literature which relates to de-growth, mobilities and the right to the city 

(Batterbury, 2015b). In general, he posits that a community bike workshop 

constitutes an urban commons (Batterbury and Vandermeersch 2016). He also posits 

that a workshop is a social field, constituted by social and material entities, including 

volunteers, users of the space (people who need their bike fixed), bikes and biking 

related materials, the actual space of the workshop, the knowledge and skills of 

people involved, the rules and ethos of the workshop, the social relations within the 
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space, and outside networks within the broader community (Batterbury, 2015a). 

Batterbury argues that bike workshops will play a role in stimulating sustainable 

urban transport, yet they continue to be overlooked within mainstream sustainable 

mobilities literature (Batterbury, 2015b). Indeed, von Schonfeld (2015) argues that 

grassroots cycling campaigns and organisations are key to urban sustainability. They 

are also empowering, place-based, localised reactions to larger processes of 

globalisation (Gibson-Graham: 2003) and neoliberalism (Harvey, 2003).  

 

The remainder of this literature review examines some of the ways in which a 

community bike workshop can be conceptualised in the context of this research. 

First, this involves examining the type of community that a workshop fosters. Here, 

theories which allude to communities of practice and practice theory more broadly 

are positioned as particularly apt in relation to theorising about bike workshops. The 

practices of maintenance and repair are also discussed in more detail, given that 

these are the key practices which occur in bike workshops. Very often, bike 

workshops are set up by cycling advocates and activists. Thus, bike workshops often 

embody particular values, attitudes and meanings. The notion of the right to city is 

particularly appropriate in relation to understanding the motives and rationales 

behind the practices of a bike workshop. Furthermore, workshops often engage in 

many more practices than bicycle maintenance and repair alone. Arguably, many of 

these activities fall under the remit of the right to the city. 

  

2.4 Communities of Practice 
2.4.1 A Few Words on Culture and Practice 
It is important at this point to say a few words about culture. Indeed, the word belies 

a complex and varied field reflecting contested and contradictory approaches. 

Williams famously asserted that culture is one of the most complex words in the 

English language (Williams, 1976). A wide array of social scientific research has 

been conducted which alludes to the concept (Thompson et al, 1990). It is beyond 

the scope of this thesis to holistically review the literature relating to culture. Rather, 

this thesis has adopted a particular theorisation of culture, as it relates to materiality, 

community and practices. This theorisation goes beyond understanding the human as 
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either homo economicus or homo sociologicus and positions them as homo practicus 

(discussed below). Reckwitz (2002) argues that there are four broad versions of 

cultural theory, which locate the social in different aspects of the human experience: 

Mentalism, textualism, intersubjectivism and practice theory. This thesis adopts an 

approach to culture advocated by practice theory. Essentially, practice theory places 

the social, and the social order, in practices.  Moreover, practice theory posits that 

the body is not a mere instrument that the agent uses in order to act. Rather, bodily 

activities are skilful performances of human bodies (Nicolini, 2012). Practice theory 

also focuses on the material element of social life-that is how we interact with 

material things-and as such bears particular relevance in this research study. 

Practices within bike workshops aren’t performed in isolation but within 

communities and so the notion of communities of practices is also a very useful 

notion in terms of understanding the role of the meso-level scale as a site for 

stimulating change in practices.   

 

We all belong to communities of practice. From our families to our employment to 

our hobbies, communities of practice include a wide range of social institutions. 

Conceptualising a community bike workshop as a community of practice is a very 

useful way through which to understand the situated, embodied practices which 

occur there. In order to understand what is meant by a community of practice it is 

first necessary to unpack in more detail what is mean by a practice. Indeed, Duguid 

(2005) argues that an understanding of practice is essential in order to analyse 

communities of practice. Furthermore, Macrorie et al (2014) argue that communities 

of practice provide an empirical context through which to explore how practitioners 

and practices interact. In this sense, a community of practice is a space in which 

social interactions and knowledge development results in the recruitment of 

individuals into specific practices which exist as entities that predate individual’s 

engagement with them. Macrorie et al (2014) argue that most social practice theory 

fails to account for these mechanisms of social interaction and knowledge 

development and thus do not address how individuals are recruited into particular 

forms of practice. Focusing on communities of practice allows the individual 

practitioner to be brought into focus without relying on methodological 

individualism and enables an investigation of the role of the meso-community scale 
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as a site of change. Accordingly this research adopts social practice theory and the 

notion of a community of practice as the guiding cultural theory underpinning this 

research study.  

 

2.4.2 Social Practice Theory 
In recent years, social practice theory has emerged as a way of trying to understand 

human behaviour and actions in a way that overcomes the classic structure-agency 

dichotomy that has dominated sociological debates. This has been strongly 

influenced by Gidden’s notion of structuration whereby ones actions are shaped by 

recursive interaction between social structures on the one hand, and human action on 

the other (Giddens, 1984). However, social practice theory is far from a unified 

theory. Theorists place different emphases on the role of structure, agency, and 

materiality. Practices are essentially constellations of human actions which are 

shaped by communal understanding, individual knowledge and materiality (Schaztki 

et al, 2001). Though many theorists prioritise different aspects of practices, this 

study will adopt Shove et al.’s (2012) approach to social practice theory. This 

approach to practices posits that a practices is constituted by three key elements: 

meanings, competence and materials which dynamically interact with each other in 

constituting performances (See Figure 2.1).  
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Competence: 
Procedures, embodied 

skill and know-how

Meaning: Cultural 
expectations, conventions 
and socially shared 
meanings  

Material: Things, tools, 
technology, infrastructure

 

Figure 2.1 Elements of Practice (Shove et al, 2012) 

Meanings incorporate cultural expectations and socially shared norms and images, 

for example cycling as a positive solution to urban transportation issues. 

Competence includes the actual ability and knowledge to effectively engage in, 

perform and thereby reproduce a practice, for example knowing how to ride and 

maintain a bicycle. Materials comprise the components and constituents of the 

physical landscape that are necessary for the enactment of a practice, for example an 

able skilled body, the bike itself, repair tools as well as the physical infrastructure 

such as cycle lanes. These three elements co-constitute and interact with each other 

in individual performances to produce practices (Shove et al, 2012). As such a focus 

on practices directs attention away from the individual and towards the socio-

historical configuration of action. However, not every practitioner performs the 

practice in the exact same way and indeed people engage with, and commit to, 

practices differently (Warde, 2005). Furthermore, each individual’s performance 

depends on their biographic experience and will be different over time. In this 

respect, an individual’s changing engagement with a practice can be understood as a 

biographic repository. Over time, an individuals’ engagement with elements which 

constitute a practice, including embodied knowledges and skills, internalised values, 

norms and meanings, and technologies and materialities change and evolve. Thus at 
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the micro-scale, an individual’s life trajectory influences the ways in which one may 

become recruited to, and engage with a particular practice (Greene and Rau, 2016). 

This interacts with dynamics at the macro-scale, as changing socio-cultural and 

techno-material landscapes shape individual performances. Thus, practices occupy 

the space between macro-scale structures and micro-scale individuals. In this sense, 

structures both enable and negate particular actions in the same way that individual 

engagement in a practice shapes and creates structures (Ropke, 2009).  

  

2.4.3 Communities of Practice 
The notion of communities of practice is one of the most important concepts relating 

to social, situated learning. In their theorisations on social learning, Lave and 

Wenger (1991) first conceptualised the notion of a ‘community of practice’. Wenger 

elaborated substantially on the concept in his book ‘Communities of Practice’ 

(1998). In his original theorisation Wegner argued that the key characteristics of 

communities of practice were mutual engagement, joint enterprise and shared 

repertoire. In more recent theorisations he has suggested that the three essential 

features of a community of practice are the domain, the community and the practice 

(Wenger et al, 2002). The domain refers to the notion of practitioners being brought 

together by a learning need that they share, for example bike maintenance. The 

community of practice maintains an identity through this shared domain of interest. 

The community refers to the notion of the bond between practitioners. Individuals 

interact and learn with each other around a shared interest. This constitutes the 

community. The practice refers to the shared repertoire of resources generated over 

time. These include experiences, tools, stories and embodied knowledges. All of 

these elements constitute a shared practice. Communities of practice are everywhere. 

We are all part of them. In some we play a key role and in many we are peripheral 

(Wenger, 1998).  

 

Engaging in a community of practice involves a dual process of meaning making. On 

the one hand, engagement involves the active participation of an individual. This can 

take the form of participation in activities, in conversations and in personal 

reflections that relate to the practice. On the other hand, engagement produces 
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physical and conceptual artefacts. In other words, engagement involves a process of 

reification. Reification can manifest itself in a number of ways. For example, a 

nation’s constitution is a reified artefact of that nation’s guiding principles and 

values. In a community of practice, a dynamic interplay occurs between processes of 

participation and reification. Referring back to the example of a constitution, the 

constitution as an artefact does not produce a citizenry. The citizenry is produced by 

the participation of citizens. Yet without the reification of a constitution, there is no 

cognitive resource through which a citizen’s participation and negotiation of 

meaning can be anchored. Indeed, one cannot prevail over the other. If participation 

prevails there is little to anchor ones practice. However, if reification prevails then 

those who engage with a community of practice may not derive any forms of 

meaning or identity out of it, which is necessary to sustain their interest in 

participation. Each member of a community of practice negotiates their own 

meaning and identity within that community of practice. The more that they can 

participate in the negotiation of meaning the more they may internalise the collective 

values and meanings of that community of practice, albeit in their own subjective 

way. The more one feels ownership over the collective meanings that are negotiated 

within a community of practice the more they may identify and affiliate with a 

particular community of practice (Wegner, 1998).  

 

Conceptualising a community bike workshop as a community of practice offers a 

way to explore the practice and experiences of volunteers within the space. It 

provides a lens through which to analyse the activities and the practices of the space 

as a whole whilst also allowing an exploration of individual volunteers at the space. 

In this sense, conceptualising a community bike workshop as a community of 

practice positions it as a meso-level site of change. This meso-level space is 

constituted by micro-level practices and macro-level structures. Indeed, it is situated 

between the micro-level of the individual and the macro-level of broader society. 

The practices of those who volunteer at bike workshops is not reducible to the 

actions of individual agents. Similarly, focusing on macro-level processes is not 

sensitive enough for any kind of analytical purchase in terms of exploring how 

individual behaviour is shaped (Reid et al, 2010). The meso-level is ‘a generator of 

new social values, a mediator functioning between the different levels of social 
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reality, and a propagator, shaping the way those values become concretized in the 

real world’ (Reid et al 2010: 322).  

 

Furthermore, focusing on the bike workshop as a meso-level site of change which as 

a not-for-profit space actively subverts the logic of profit inherent to capitalism,  

allows an exploration of how it may also constitute a non-capitalist economic space. 

Cornwell (2012), has argued that we should also seek to understand the spatial-

temporal organisation of non-capitalist space. Similarly, Gibson-Graham (2008) 

have argued that capitalism often appears so dominant precisely because it is 

presumed that power resides within it and thus becomes the subject of analysis. They 

argue that academics should be more optimistic and focus on theory which opens up 

spaces of possibility. If the analytical focus is solely on neoliberal hegemony, for 

example, then that precludes the possibility of alternatives and actually constitutes it 

in some ways. Ultimately, the economy should be demystified and alternatives to 

capitalism should be considered viable, given that much of the economy is already 

non-capitalist, for example domestic housework, caring and volunteering. Gibson-

Graham et al (2013) argue that communities across the world are taking economic 

matters into their own hands in order to create more environmentally and socially 

just worlds. Pickerill and Chatterton (2006) explore what they term ‘autonomous 

geographies’. That is, spaces which seek to transcend capitalism, and promote 

collective forms of politics, identity and citizenship. The community bike workshop, 

as a community of practice and a meso-level site of change arguably reflects a space 

of possibility and an autonomous geography.   

 

2.5 Maintenance and Repair  
Bike workshops incorporate a number of practices. The central activities which 

anchors the workshop are those of bicycle maintenance and cycling. Both cycling 

and bicycle maintenance can be understood as social practices (Spotswood et al, 

2015. Further, they can be understood as being interlinked in very similar bundles of 

practices. Maintaining a bicycle requires a combination of all three elements of 

practice as outlined in the previous section. That is, it requires a dynamic 

combination of materials, competence and meanings (Shove et al, 2012). Repairing a 
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bicycle is done in order to allow the practice of cycling to continue. The repair of a 

bicycle is a practice in and of itself. Yet it occurs in order to facilitate the 

continuation of other practices, which depend on the mechanical equilibrium of the 

materials which constitute the bicycle (Dowsett, 2012). In this sense, the practice of 

cycling as a mode of transport and the practice of repair as the maintenance of that 

mode of transport are inextricably linked in the same bundle of practices. 

Furthermore, practices which incorporate the practice of cycling under their 

repertoire, such as commuting or delivery, are also linked to the practice of 

maintenance and repair. In short, any practices which relate to cycling fundamentally 

rely on the practice of maintaining and repairing the bicycle. In order for any 

individual to continue the practice of cycling, at some point their bike will have to be 

repaired.  Graham and Thrift (2007) argue that without the capacity for maintenance 

and repair, the flows of everyday life would be fundamentally disrupted. They also 

argue that there is a whole politics of repair, including the fact that many 

commodities are designed in such a way as to render maintenance and repair 

impossible.  

 

According to Dant (2005; 2008; 2010), society and materiality are profoundly 

interrelated. We constantly interact with materials throughout our daily lives and 

current standards of living are wholly dependent on vast webs of infrastructures and 

technologies. Dant posits that ‘the manifestation of material civilization is in the 

embodied relations between human beings and the objects they live with’ (Dant, 

2005: 146). Material interaction in late modern society is characterised by an 

exponential increase in the number of objects with which we interact and an ever 

increasing complexity of these objects (Dant, 2005). Dant (2010) also posits that 

many goods produced today are not designed to be repaired. In the 21st century, there 

is growing awareness of the need to conserve resources and energy, precipitating an 

increased interest in the maintenance and repair of goods and materials. Dant (2010) 

contends that the work of repair can play a role in shifting the material culture of 

post-industrial societies towards a more sustainable manifestation. The bicycle, to a 

greater or lesser extent, is designed to be repaired.  
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Some interactions with materials have a far more negative environmental impact 

than others. It is important to remember this in the context of bike maintenance. Carr 

and Gibson (2015) argue that we will need to interact with materials very differently 

in the future if we desire to be more sustainable. They are writing in the context of 

climate change and volatile energy futures. In this sense, bike maintenance is a form 

of material interaction which is inherently far more sustainable than many other 

material actions in society. Moreover, through interacting with the materials of a 

bike it can potentially make one be more cognisant about where these materials 

come from. Cook (2004) through focusing on every aspect of the production of 

papaya does an excellent job of highlighting the flow of materials through consumer 

society. Often, the point at which one is cognisant and aware of a particular material 

or commodity is only particular moment in its lifetime. It had a history before that 

moment and will have a history after that moment. Given that so many of our 

material interactions in consumer society do not fully engage with that material, 

many of us do not think about the flow of resources inherent in capitalist society. 

Maintaining a bike involves a cognisant re-evaluation of the materials which are 

embedded within that mode of transport. Furthermore, maintaining a bicycle allows 

the continuation of a mobility practice which is far less environmentally degrading 

than that of automobility. As Spaaragen (2011) argues ‘existing patterns of 

consumption must be reconsidered and transformed from a climate and 

environmental point of view’. Bicycle maintenance in the context of a community 

bike workshop offers one way of achieving this. 

  

2.6 The Right to the City  
The notion of the right to the city was first conceptualised by Lefebvre. For him, the 

right to city incorporated and signified a ‘transformed and renewed right to urban 

life’. He argues that the city is constituted by the labour and the daily lives of those 

who live within the city (Lefebvre, 1968). In recent years, many progressive scholars 

have argued that contemporary urban planning and policy increasingly prioritises 

capital and the desires of private, wealthy citizens. From this perspective, in contrast 

to Lefebvre’s visions, urban planning is often implemented in undemocratic, socially 

unjust and environmentally unsound ways (Attoh, 2011). In response to this process, 
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Harvey (2008) has more recently elaborated on Lefebvre’s notion of the right to the 

city. He defines the right to the city as follows:  

 

‘The right to the city is far more than the individual liberty to access urban resources: 

it is a right to change ourselves by changing the city. It is, moreover, a common 

rather than an individual right since this transformation inevitably depends upon the 

exercise of a collective power to reshape the processes of urbanization. The freedom 

to make and remake our cities and ourselves is….one of the most precious yet most 

neglected of our human rights’. (Harvey, 2008: 23) 

 

Furthermore, Harvey argues that the form of a city fundamentally reflects the type of 

society that we wish to live in. Moreover, urban planning reflects the kind of values 

which we desire to live by and the relationships that exist between society and the 

natural environment. Though the right to the city should be a collective right, 

available to every urban citizen, Harvey argues that the right to private property is 

currently held as far more sacrosanct than any other rights we may have, individually 

or collectively. Thus, the right to the city is currently exercised by private interests, 

capital and urban elites (Harvey, 2003; Harvey, 2013). Irazabal (2009:558: cited in 

Steele et al, 2012: 70) observes that ‘urban elites frequently implement mechanisms 

that effectively prevent or control the spatial practices of ‘others’ that deviate from 

the ethos of a consumerist citizenship’. 

 

It is worth bearing this in mind when considering what the previous mayor of 

Toronto, Rob Ford had to say about roads: “Roads are built for buses, cars and 

trucks, not for people on bikes. My heart bleeds for them when I hear someone gets 

killed, but it’s their own fault at the end of the day.” (Gertten, 2015). Over the last 

few decades, many urban planners have prioritised the needs of the automobile over 

the needs of all else. In many cases, this has proved catastrophic for other modes of 

urban transport. The detrimental social and environmental impacts of car dependence 

are legion (Wheeler and Beatley, 2004). The automobile, and urban infrastructure 

which favours the automobile impinges on the right to the city for those who do not 
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drive or do not wish their city scape to be shaped by the needs of capital and the 

automobile (Gertten, 2015). Furthermore, in many urban contexts there is a bizarre 

reality the automobile is largely immobile as most time on the road is spent sitting in 

traffic jams. In relation to automobility, the right to speed is often invoked. Yet in 

the urban environment the access to speed is minimal, leaving only the right to 

pollute (Fincham, 2006). There is a struggle over public space in many cities around 

the world (Mitchell, 2003). In this context, cycling is not just another mode of 

transport. As a politicised practice, it can become meaningful to people due to the 

social networks it is embedded within and the forms of sub-cultures and activism it 

can include (Spinney, 2009). 

 

Given that bike workshops are often set up by cycling activists and advocates it is 

not surprising that they often have links to other cycling initiatives and campaigns, 

including critical mass (Batterbury, 2016). Critical mass is a global cycling event. 

Beginning in San Francisco in 1992, it is a collective cycle which seeks to raise 

awareness of cycling. It is held on the last Friday of every month in hundreds of 

cities around the world, including Galway. It is a direct form of practical action by 

cyclists that actively asserts the right to the city (Morhayim, 2013). In this respect it 

acts as a political statement that highlights that the streets are not made solely for the 

car. Critical mass represents the most overt and visible demanding of the right to the 

city by cyclists. It is a method of reclaiming the streets. More than this, it seeks to 

demand that planners listen to cyclists needs and put in cycling infrastructure into 

their plans (Carlsson et al, 2012). Though the exact form that critical mass takes 

depends on the specific context, the overall message is similar: There are other more 

just, more sustainable and more democratic means to shaping urban spaces. The 

demands of the motor car are not the only demands that shape a city and the 

motorcar is not the form of mobility in a city. The scale of critical mass varies from 

each city and depending on the scale it can be more or less confrontational and 

antagonistic with law enforcement (Furness, 2007).  

 

It is important to note that increased rates of cycling does not necessarily result in 

socially equitable outcomes. Access to cycling, as a form of mobility, can be 
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differentiated based on race, class and socioeconomic status. Hoffman (2013; 2016) 

highlights the ways in which cycling advocacy can be racially or socioeconomically 

sensitive. A number of cycling events and campaigns, though they appear to be 

inclusive, do not necessarily foster social inclusion. In some cases, cycling can be 

linked to issues of gentrification. Cycling infrastructure can often cater to those in a 

higher socioeconomic class. It often doesn’t cater for more marginalised cyclists. In 

many cases, bike workshops attempt to cater for those who could not otherwise 

afford to cycle, let alone drive. Bike workshops often attempt to work with, and for, 

marginalised communities by providing bicycles for anyone that needs one. 

Moreover, they provide the tools and skills necessary to maintain and repair bicycles 

at a far lower cost than bike shops (Furness, 2006). Kenyon et al (2002: 211) refers 

to mobility related exclusion as ‘reduced accessibility to opportunities, services and 

social networks, due in whole or in part to insufficient mobility in a society and 

environment built around the assumption of high mobility’. In this sense, being 

mobile precipitates access to other rights and activities (Devenish, 2012). Arguably, 

the right to the mobility is a key aspect of the right to the city (Sugranes and 

Mathivet, 2010). Bike workshops, through their provision of bicycles and a space in 

which the maintenance and repair of those bicycles can occur, facilitate the right to 

the city in this form.  

 

So, it can be seen that bike workshops, through their own ethos, their practices and 

links to other organisations clearly demand a right to the city. Often, they exert that 

right. Other times, they advocate for that right. Indeed, one of the raison d’aitre of 

bike workshops is arguably to exercise, promote and enable the right to the city. 

2.7 Conclusion  
The preceding discussion has some clear implications. In the first place it is clear 

that a different type of urbanisation, that transitions away from a reliance on the 

automobile is essential if we are to tackle some of the social and environmental 

issues we face today. The deterioration of the global environment clearly necessitates 

an effective response from humanity (Plumwood, 2002: 3). In relation to forms of 

mobility, Lester R. Brown of the Earth Policy Institute (2001: 199 cited in Horton, 

2006: 44)) 
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‘The bicycle’s attractions are many. It alleviates congestion, lowers pollution, 

reduces obesity, increases physical fitness, does not emit climate-disrupting carbon 

dioxide, and is affordable for billions of people who cannot buy an automobile’. 

One of the key catalysts for the current cycling renaissance is a growing 

environmental awareness of the negative impacts of the automobile (Friss, 2015). 

Horton (2006) lists some of the ways that cycling features in environmentalist 

discourse: It slows down the rhythms of society and mobility, it allows the embodied 

performance of a green identity, it is democratic and equitable, its technology is easy 

to understand and it re-peoples the city scape. Bike workshops, as grassroots 

organisations, actively promote an alternative to the automobile. Carlsson and 

Manning (2007: 940) posit that those who participate in bike workshops ‘are 

resourceful, politically engaged, and passionate. They challenge the transit and 

energy systems shaped by capitalism but crucially, they are making connections in 

practice between people of different races, classes, and genders, as well as 

connecting, again in practice, the patterns of urban life, the process of city planning, 

technological innovation and ecological reinhabitation’. In one sense, a bike 

workshop constitutes what Lugo (2013) refers to as the human infrastructure of 

cycling. In this sense, they help to foster social capital (Putnam, 2000) which can 

help promote cycling. Moreover, through the practice of maintenance and repair, 

bike workshops also provide the physical materials and practical skills necessary to 

engage with, and maintain the practice of cycling. In their focus on sustainability, 

and the maintenance of materials, a bike workshop is arguably precisely what 

Schumacher had in mind in his hugely influential book ‘Small is Beautiful’ (1973). 

 

  

Chapter Three: Methodology  
3.1 Introduction  
This thesis seeks to holistically analyse the community bicycle workshop AMR 

through an immersive ethnographic exploration. To reiterate, this research is guided 

by the following aims and objectives:  
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1. To explore the dynamics of engagement and social relations among those 

participating within AMR 

2. To examine the role that AMR plays in shaping cycling culture in Galway 

city through its engagement with the wider community 

3. To investigate some of the opportunities and challenges the workshop faces 

now and into the future 

Accordingly, the methodology has been designed to allow each of these aims and 

objectives to be adequately explored. Furthermore, the approach developed has been 

profoundly shaped by the literature that I have drawn upon to frame my research. 

This chapter discusses the methodological approach adopted in this research study. 

First, I explore the theoretical and philosophical underpinnings of this research 

project. Here, I also allude to my own positionality in ontological and 

epistemological terms as this has fundamentally influenced how I have approached 

the research process. Subsequently, the data collection process is outlined. This 

included participant observation, interviews, analysis of workshop texts, keeping a 

reflective research journal, and volunteering at the workshop. The following section 

discusses the analysis process. Finally, some concluding remarks bring this chapter 

to a close.  

 

3.2 Theoretical and Methodological Concerns  
3.2.1 Theoretical Framework 
The theoretical framework underpinning this research study is critical realism. 

Critical realism is underpinned by a realist ontology and a relativist epistemology 

(Dean et al 2005). Critical realism understands the human as a meaning producing 

animal, whilst also acknowledging that human’s interact with non-human materials 

(Carolan, 2005). Accordingly, a number of scholars have alluded to the aptness of 

critical realism in relation to the sociological research which incorporates 

environmental issues (Middlemiss, 2009). Extreme ontological relativism, for 

example some aspects of post-modernism, essentially posits that all environmental 

issues are socially constructed. This does not adequately acknowledge the existence 

of the material world (Barry, 2009; Irwin, 2001). The need for a societal shift 

towards less ecologically destabilising practices, such as transitioning away from a 

societal dependence on the automobile, can only be fully appreciated when there is 
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an acknowledgement that material interaction impacts upon the real world. 

Essentially, critical realism is ideal for providing links between the realms of nature 

and society in sociological and geographical research (Middlemiss, 2009). Critical 

realism was adopted as a frame for this study because this research study is 

concerned with exploring the subjective motivations, experiences and practices of 

those involved in a community group which seeks to address social and 

environmental issues. Furthermore, it is concerned practices which are performed in 

the community group involve meaningful material interactions. Qualitative methods 

were deemed the most appropriate tools to explore these dimensions within the 

context of the community bike workshop. 

 

3.2.2 Positionality  
In her seminal paper, Rose (1997) discusses the issue of positionality in relation to 

conducting qualitative research. At this point it is very important to address my own 

positionality in relation to this research project. In entering the space of AMR I was 

both an insider and an outsider. A number of years ago, I used to be a member of the 

Ecology Society in NUIG. It was through this society that the idea of the workshop 

first gained traction. I was involved in the initial renovation of the space which 

would ultimately become AMR. I have been friends with people down at the 

workshop since its inception. In that sense, I am already an insider. However, I am 

not a bike mechanic. Apart from being involved in the initial set up, I have not 

volunteered in a formal sense down at the workshop over the last four years. In the 

context of my reengagement with the space for this research study, there were many 

volunteers who I did not initially know on a personal level. Furthermore, I had to be 

aware of the dynamics between the researcher and those being researched. In a 

number of ways, then, I was an outsider. I was also approaching this project with a 

number of normative assumptions. One of these is that we need to transition away 

from societal dependence on the automobile. Another is that I perceive voluntary 

organisations, such as AMR, to be meso-level agents of positive societal change and 

development. A final one is that I perceive cycling to be an excellent alternative to 

the automobile and feel that the more people cycling the better. These assumptions 

mean that I share many similar values and dispositions as those involved with the 

space. However, my cognisance of my assumptions and values enabled me to 
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maintain a critical perspective in my engagement with the space, its volunteers and 

in my analysis of the data. 

  

3.3 Data Collection  
3.3.1 Participant Observation 
One of the central aspects of my research was my immersive participation at AMR. 

As previously discussed, my positionality meant that gaining access to AMR posed 

little difficulties. I was engaged in participant observation from the 27th May to the 

28th July, 2016. Participant observation is a process which involves both 

participation and observation (Walsh, 2012). One of my main priorities was to 

holistically engage with the activities, practices and events that volunteers at the 

workshop were involved with. Accordingly, my first involvement with the group 

entailed participating in the organisation of the largest event that they had undertaken 

to date: the launch of Galway Bike Week 2016.  This involved a couple of weeks of 

preparation from the 27th May to the 10th of June, and then an intense and busy day 

at the Spanish Arch on the 11th June. Following the event, I spent time at the 

workshop several times a week over the space of two months. Immersing myself in 

the space of the workshop allowed me to observe the everyday running of the 

workshop. This included observing volunteers engaging in the practice of bike 

maintenance, observing the ways that coordination meetings were conducted, 

participating in the practices of the workshop, engaging in a bike maintenance 

training course (discussed below), enjoying informal conversations, and gaining a 

holistic understanding of the elements which constitute AMR.  

  

3.3.2 Reflective Research Journal 
Throughout my research I kept a reflective research journal. There is now a wide 

acceptance of researcher reflexivity in relation to qualitative research. One way of 

achieving this is through keeping and using a research journal throughout the 

research process (Ortlipp, 2008). Keeping a research journal allowed me to be 

cognisant about my values, attitudes and expectations. It also allowed me to 

document my own experiences throughout the two months that I was participating in 

the workshop. It made visible that which may otherwise have gone unnoticed. Not 

only did it allow me to reflect personally on my own experiences, it also enabled me 
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to effectively keep relevant field notes that had a direct input in analysis. Thus, 

keeping a reflective research journal allowed me to accumulate an additional wealth 

of material and data and ensure that the analysis process was ongoing alongside 

fieldwork. 

  

3.3.3 Interviews 
During the process of my research I also conducted a number of semi-structured 

interviews. The rationale behind conducting these was that it would allow me to 

explore the subjective, situated knowledges of each participant and their experiences 

of being involved in the space. It also allowed participants to talk about their 

practices. Despite many arguing that routine practices are not open to discursive 

awareness, Hitchings (2012) argues is entirely possible to elicit subjective accounts 

of such practices through verbal interviews. These combined with the other methods 

employed ensured I had a broad range of avenues through which to investigate and 

understand the practices of the workshop. Interviews allowed a qualitative 

exploration of some of the key aims and objectives of this research study. One of the 

key justifications of conducting qualitative, semi-structured interviews centres on an 

interest in understanding a participant’s perspective and view on the world (Weiss, 

1994). This was precisely what I aimed to do. In terms of accessing my interviewees, 

due to the immersive nature of my research project I was in contact with potential 

interviewees several days each week. Thus, during the course of informal 

conversation I raised the prospect of potentially conducting an interview. Access, 

then, was not a problem. Prior to conducting my interviews I finalised an interview 

schedule (see Appendix A). Overall, I conducted ten face-to-face interviews during 

July 2016. The informal, semi-structured nature of the interviews allowed 

conversations to unfold on the interviewees’ own terms, whilst also maintaining 

academic and methodological rigour throughout. Interviews lasted between 45 and 

90 minutes. Each interview was recorded using a Dictaphone, transcribed and then 

primed for analysis. Each name was also anonymised.  
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3.3.4 Analysis of Workshops Texts 
During my involvement at the workshop I was given access to the workshop’s 

Google Drive. Through this I was permitted to access a number of the key texts 

which had been produced by, and for, the workshop. The Google Drive contained 

several hundred documents. Given that it was well beyond the scope of my research 

to holistically analyse every document, I chose the most salient ones for my research. 

One of the key documents produced by the workshop was the Constitution which has 

gone through a number of iterations. As such I chose the most recent and very first 

versions for analysis. Comparing these allowed me to see how the guiding values 

and ethos of the workshop, in the reified form of the Constitution, had changed over 

time. It also allowed me to compare the reported values of each participant with the 

values of the workshop. I also analysed other key documents including their original 

business plan as well as their community profiles. This allowed me to gain a far 

greater insight into the history of the workshop, as well as explore the ways in which 

it was networked to other organisations, the priorities of the workshop and the 

overall aims and objectives of the workshop now and into the future. Through 

accessing the texts and artefacts of the workshop I was able to gain insights into the 

workshop which the other methodological strategies may have omitted.  

 

3.3.5 Engaging in the Practice of Bike Maintenance 
During my time volunteering at the workshop I also participated in an introductory 

bicycle maintenance course. This was coordinated over four successive weeks and 

allowed me to actively recruit myself to the practice of bicycle maintenance. Before I 

embarked on my research I had very little experience in terms of maintaining and 

repairing bicycles. Through my participation in an introductory course I hoped to 

gain a basic understanding of how to maintain and repair my own bicycle, as well as 

potentially help to maintain and repair bicycles at the workshop in the future. It also 

allowed me to observe how the practice of bike maintenance was transferred from 

bicycle mechanics who volunteered at the workshop to those who were also 

interested in recruiting themselves to the practice of bike maintenance. That is, it 

allowed me to observe the ways in which the bike workshop transferred skills 

through social learning in a community of practice.  
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3.4 Data Analysis 
Given that this project involved a number of methods, a number of varying 

techniques to analyse the data were employed. This involved analysing each type of 

data by itself, using appropriate methodologies, and then comparing the entirety of 

the data as a whole. In relation to the interviews, the method of analysis followed an 

inductive thematic analysis approach. The first step, in this regard involved coding 

the data in order to reduce the complexity of the interview transcripts to manageable 

categories (Flick, 2014). Following this, I compared and contrasted each category 

and constructed a number of relevant themes (Miles et al, 2014). In relation to the 

workshop’s key texts, I conducted a discourse analysis of these. Discourse analysis 

involves analysing the ways in which language produces and constitutes the social 

world. It emphasises the ways in which versions of the world and versions of society 

are produced through discourse (Bryman; 2012; 528). Yates (2005: 233) argues that 

a discourse ‘can be seen as a socially or culturally defined system of knowledge’. In 

this sense, the workshop’s texts constitute the codified knowledge of AMR and thus 

warrant a discourse analysis. During my analysis, I constantly referred to all of my 

field notes. In this regard, my reflective research journal was essential in order for 

me to make sense of my experiences and draw upon my observations over the two 

months that I was engaged with the workshop.  
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Chapter Four Results and Discussion 
4.1 Introduction 
In this chapter the key themes that emerged during the analysis of the data are 

explored. First, an overview of the case study, AMR is provided.  This includes a 

descriptive account of the organisation. It charts the history of the organisation, 

describes their activities as well as providing an overview of their key mission 

statement.  

 

Following this, the dynamics of engagement and the social relations within AMR are 

explored. A number of themes stand out in this regard. The first relates to degrees of 

participation. The second relates to the notion that multiple habitus overlap within 

the social field of AMR. The third theme is concerned with how meanings are 

negotiated in the workshop. The final theme relates to peer-to-peer learning. 

Subsequently, the role the workshop plays in creating a cycling culture in Galway 

city is examined. Here, a number of themes are delineated. The first relates to the 

notion of challenging the (auto)mobility paradigm. The second theme alludes to the 

notion of demanding the right to the city. The third theme focuses on the ways in 

which AMR enables others to perform the practices of bicycle maintenance. The 

final theme relates to the notion of implicit radicalism. Following this some of the 

key opportunities and challenges AMR faces now and into the future are discussed. 

These are explored under the themes of space, volunteers and financial capital.   
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4.2 Overview of An Mheitheal Rothar  

 

Figure 4.1: AMR Logo (AMR, 2014) 

 

Photograph 4.1: Exterior of AMR (AMR, 2014) 
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Photograph 4.2: Exterior of AMR (AMR, 2014) 

 

Photograph 4.3 Interior of AMR (AMR, 2014) 

The emergence of the community bike workshop, An Mheitheal Rothar (the bicycle 

community in English) can be traced back to the endeavours of the Ecology Society 

in NUIG, beginning in 2010. AMR was formally established in 2012. In the same 
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year, the group secured premises on Earls Island on the NUIG campus, as well as 

funding through the NUIG Student Union Enterprise Awards. Between August 2012 

and June 2013, volunteers renovated the premises, transforming it into a workshop 

space. Coinciding with the launch of bike week in 2013, the workshop had its public 

launch in June 2013 (Mureau 2013; AMR, 2014). Since its formation, AMR has 

been guided by its Constitution, which currently stands at 3,500 words. Reflecting its 

links to the Ecology Society, the aims and objectives of the workshop are captured in 

their mission statement:  

'To encourage and nurture a culture of cycling in Galway City, by 

establishing a practical, ethically motivated facility and social hub, which 

fosters and supports community strength and resilience and promotes the 

health and environmental benefits of cycling.'  (AMR, 2015: 1) (See 

Appendix B for full Constitution)  

In achieving its aims, since its inception, AMR has endeavoured to work with the 

youth of Galway, as well as vulnerable groups in society, including those on lower 

incomes. The groups aims to engage with many different groups in Galway city 

including NUIG, community initiatives, local government, environmentally focused 

organisations as well as the wider Galway city community. They also aim to foster 

practical change through their engagement with the community and their 

organisation of events. They also aim to be a ‘ learning organisation’ (AMR, 2014: 

4) and express ‘principles of community education and community development in 

their intentions ‘to enable, empower and encourage people, whilst providing a 

friendly service’ (AMR, 2014: 4) Currently, the group is defined as an 

‘unincorporated not for profit community organisation’ (AMR, 2014: 4). The group 

includes co-ordinators and volunteers, visitors to the space and the wider Galway 

community (see Figure 4.2). The group holds weekly coordinating meetings as well 

as biannual general meetings (reference).  
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Figure 4.2: Organisational Structure of AMR (AMR, 2015: 3) 

The central practice that AMR facilitates is weekly, drop in maintenance workshops. 

These are open to the general public and take place every Wednesday from 6-9pm 

and Friday from 12-3pm. The volunteers practice a hands off approach, encouraging 

the bicycle owner to undertake as much of the work as they are competently able to 

engage with themselves. The result of this is that they ‘not only get their bike 

repaired, but they also learn something about bicycle maintenance and are 

empowered in their own abilities’ (AMR 2014: 7). AMR also provides a bicycle 

maintenance service every Wednesday and Thursday from 1-5pm. Here, cyclists can 

drop their bike into the workshop and a volunteer will service it for a recommended 

donation. The group also organise large community events and engage in political 

lobbying for cycling related concerns. The group has collaborated with Critical Mass 

Galway and organised community cycles. They have also coordinated events during 

successive National Bike Week’s, including launching National Bike Week Galway, 

2016. The group does not employ any full time staff and receives its funding through 
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donations as well as funding bodies such as the EU and Irish government. At the 

time of the writing of this thesis, the workshop has repaired just over 1,000 bicycles. 

 

Photograph 4.4 Queueing for Bicycle Maintenance at Launch of Bike Week 

2016 (AMR, 2016) 

 

Photograph 4.5 Launch of Bike Week 2016 (AMR, 2016) 



42 
 

 

Photograph 4.6 Launch of Bike Week 2016 (AMR, 2016) 

 

Photograph 4.7 Celebrations at the Workshop after the Launch of Bike Week 

(AMR, 2016) 
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4.3 Engagement with the Workshop  
4.3.1 Overview 
This section explores the dynamics of engagement and the social relations within the 

workshop itself. It also examines the bundles of practices which constitute AMR. A 

number of clear themes emerged during the research process. These are degrees of 

participation, overlapping habitus, negotiated meanings and peer to peer learning. 

All of these interact and help to co-constitute a community of practice. Each of these 

will now be explored in turn.  

 

4.3.2 Degrees of Participation 
The first theme refers to the notion that volunteers engage with the bundles of 

practices that constitutes the workshop in differing and dynamic ways. Volunteer’s 

engagement with the practices in the workshop changes over time. Furthermore, 

volunteers engage with practices differently from each other. As Bourdieu (1984: 

209) noted:  ‘it would be naive to suppose that all practitioners of the same sport (or 

any other practice) confer the same meaning on their practice or even, strictly 

speaking, that they are practising the same practice’. Taking the practice of bike 

maintenance it became clear that there were differing degrees of competency. When 

Joanna was asked about her competency at fixing bikes she replied: 

‘I pretty much know how to fix everything on a bike. If someone gives me a 

bike I can fix anything. I’m almost a professional (laughs)’ 

When Niamh was asked if she knew much about fixing bikes she responded: 

‘No, I’m not a practical person, I’m an academic and my head is in the 

clouds all the time so I let the others get on with that’ 

Some volunteers were more involved with other aspects of maintaining the 

workshop. Importantly, the activities of AMR are constituted by a bundle of 

practices and are not reducible to one. Volunteers were involved to a greater or lesser 

degree in the bundles of practices which constitute the workshop:  

‘When I first came it was all mainly mechanics, bar Steve who did like all of 

the admin stuff, but then we started to get more people involved with the 
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promotion side, not just mechanics as we get bigger and grow, because there 

is a hell of a lot more to a bike workshop than fixing bikes, like there is so 

much in terms of paper work and funding applications and stuff that needs to 

be done as well’ (Emma) 

Commitment to the workshop occurred along a spectrum, with volunteers placed 

along this in terms of their degree of participation within the practices constituting 

the space as well as the amount of personal time they give to the running of the 

space. At one end of the spectrum, at the scale of high participation, were the core 

volunteers who generally spent as much time as possible at the space. John, for 

example, volunteers down at the space on a near daily basis: 

 ‘I’ve got other friends in other social groups I hang around with but the 

workshop is the place where people go if they want to find out where I am 

because this is more than likely where I will be’ 

 Other volunteers may drop in once a week, whilst for others participation at the 

workshop is more of a peripheral practice. Commitment to the workshop also 

changes over time, as the context of volunteer’s lives change. Aaron, for example, 

currently volunteers down at the space as much as possible but was acutely aware 

that this commitment cannot last: 

 ‘I get down there a lot at the moment, but once I go into 4th year, I probably 

won’t see the light of day for a while so I don’t know how much I will be 

going down there’ 

Thus, emerging from this research is the notion that there are different degrees of 

participation at the workshop. Such difference reflects the range of competencies, the 

diversity of life contexts and the intersection between volunteers’ commitments to 

the running of the workshop and practices in other domains constituting their lives.  

 

4.3.3 The overlap of multiple habitus within the social field of AMR 
 As previously discussed, a bike workshop can be conceptualised as a social field 

comprising a community of practice. In the context of AMR it was clear that 

individuals occupied different positions within this social field. Furthermore, it 

became apparent that individual’s motivations for engaging with the space and its 
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practices stemmed from differing habitus. In this respect, it was evident that 

individuals came to the space with differing dispositions and motivations for 

engagement. Each volunteer embodied their own habitus, reflecting their particular 

life trajectory, values and attitudes. Three key types of habitus were evident amongst 

the volunteers, namely, radical habitus, ecological habitus and a more practically 

oriented habitus (discussed below). While some individuals expressed elements of 

more than one of these habitus they generally conformed to a predominant type. In 

the context of the social field of AMR, these habitus overlap as individuals 

embodying these habitus came together in their interaction and participation within 

the space.  

 

A number of volunteers embodied a predominantly radical habitus. Crossley (2003) 

has previously introduced the notion of radical habitus in the context of social 

movements. He argues that political activists who are engaged with a range of 

political activities over an extended period of time embody a radical habitus in that 

their activism can be theorised in terms of a set of durable dispositions and practices. 

Similarly, volunteers in AMR embodying a radical habitus are politically engaged 

activists and their radical habitus had developed alongside their participation in 

activist activities. In this respect, their motivation for engagement with AMR 

stemmed from a concern with affecting change in order to transform society. 

Following this, they saw their engagement with AMR as a means to actualise and 

express their radical dispositions and aspirations in practice. Niamh, a PhD student 

involved with the space, expressed this type of habitus:  

‘I see politics as being ingrained in all aspects of life, from individual 

practise, through community engagement and through to macro structures 

and that all these need to interrelate in order to make a transition towards 

sustainability. So yeah there’s definitely a need for a radical overhaul of 

social and economic organisation… treating the current problems in the 

context of the current system is not going to help us deal with it, so we need a 

new philosophy to guide our social and economic organisation that is not 

based on economic growth and resource consumption, and yeah I have 

dedicated my life to trying help create these transitions’ 
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Another type of habitus clearly evidenced at the workshop was that of ecological 

habitus. Kasper (2009: 318) defines ecological habitus as the ‘embodiment of a 

durable yet changeable system of ecologically relevant dispositions, practices, 

perceptions, and material conditions—perceptible as a lifestyle—that is shaped by 

and helps shape socioecological contexts’. Catriona, for example, stated she was not 

an overtly political person. However, she suggested she was very environmentally 

aware and that her practices and engagement with the workshop reflected this: 

‘I’m definitely pro-environmental. And I try and make my life reflect this. 

Like doing the basics. Recycling, cycling, instead of using cars, helping out 

at the space and yeah trying to eliminate my waste production, so yeah the 

basic stuff and I care about what I’m doing.  That’s why I’m vegetarian, 

that’s why I cycle, it makes sense’ 

A third type of habitus that was present in the workshop what I have termed a 

practical habitus. This included a disposition towards engaging with practical tasks 

and meaningful material interaction. Some volunteers expressed a disposition 

towards engaging with materials and learning skills that increased their practical 

knowhow. Often these participants were neither overtly politically nor 

environmentally motivated to volunteer at the workshop but rather were motivated to 

learn practical skills and engage with the materials of the workshop. Brian reflected 

this type of habitus: 

‘I don’t like seeing things go to waste but I’m not really crazy about saving 

the environment. And I’m not politically motivated. I would be more left I 

would say, definitely more on the left side of things but I’m not informed 

enough to really have an opinion, like if I did soc and pol in university I 

might have a different perspective but I don’t really have any strong 

opinions’ 

When asked about his motivations for volunteering at the workshop, Brian replied: 

‘I really like mechanics. I’ve always liked the improvising with machines and 

stuff, whether it was fixing computers or electronics and when I came in here 

it was like a playground it was great, I get to learn every small bit of how 

something works, like every specific aspect’ 
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As such, within the social field of the workshop a range of individual motivations 

stemming from a distinct set of habitus’ are evident.  However, moving beyond 

volunteers to consider other users of the space, the workshop aims to be as 

permeable as possible in order to attract different types of people from a range of 

backgrounds. One of the stated objectives in AMR’s Constitution is:  

‘To bring many different groups together, including members of NUI Galway 

and the wider Galway City community’ (AMR, 2015: 2) 

The practice of bicycle maintenance and the space of AMR attract different types of 

habitus and so in this respect AMR is achieving its aim of being inclusive.  

 

4.3.4 Negotiated Meanings 
Wenger (1998: 53) argues that ‘human engagement in the world is first and foremost 

a process of negotiated meaning’. Within the space of AMR, the duality of 

reification and participation, discussed earlier, were the fundamental constituents 

through which meaning is negotiated. Both were clearly present within the 

workshop. For example, the workshop’s Constitution reifies the aims, objectives, 

values and organisational structure of AMR. Yet the Constitution has gone through a 

number of iterations since 2013. While discussing the Constitution, Steve, one of the 

founders of AMR had this to say: 

‘The Constitution itself is a living document so it is amended and updated 

every 6 months as part of the bi-annual general meeting, sometimes very 

small semantic changes and sometimes quite significant additions, and 

purely because the workshop is such a young organisation and its growing so 

much on a continuous basis, changes have to be made so the Constitution is a 

living document and changes are made regularly and as people have come 

and gone so the values have changed to an extent. The majority of the 

volunteers in the workshop now would not have the same strong core values 

of environmentalism, and political engagement’ 

Thus it was clear that the meanings and values guiding the workshop are somewhat 

malleable and reflect the volunteers who are in the workshop at any given time. That 

being said, the most recent version of the Constitution shares many affinities with 
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the original one. Clearly, many of the guiding principles of AMR endure, though the 

actual volunteers may change. 

 

It was also clear that although the Constitution is the guiding document which 

anchors the group’s activities,  volunteers were not necessarily cognisant of it 

during their daily practices. Because practical things demand the most attention the 

inherent meanings and values guiding the space don’t need to always be cognisant to 

everyone: 

‘Well when I first came here I didn’t know what it was about, I didn’t know 

anything about it. But when I started working here I found out it’s a non-

profit organisation, for the benefit of the community and is environmentally 

friendly. So I didn’t know anything about it before hand. But An Mheitheal 

Rothar is understaffed, people are busy and they don’t have time to explain 

these things to you so I only found out when I was working here what it was 

about’ (Dave) 

It was also clear that the democratic structure of AMR allowed volunteers to 

negotiate their own meanings and align their own identities and values with the 

broader principles and ethos of the organisation.  

But the people are good, the people are great you know, it’s kind of like 

being in an organisation with goals that you share but the people you are 

working with are all kind of your mates so there is no kind of CEO above 

you, it’s like the organisations goals are your goals, I kind of like that, like 

whatever we are doing I am an board with it and if I wasn’t I wouldn’t be 

here (John) 

4.3.5 Peer-to-peer Learning 
Communities of practice are spaces of learning. Furthermore, learning is a 

fundamentally social phenomenon (Wenger, 1998). As mentioned above, AMR 

strives to be a ‘learning organisation’ (reference). This is reflected in their 

Constitution. Many of their stated aims and objectives exhibit this desire to foster a 

social space which facilitates social learning. This was one of the key reasons that 
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the workshop was established in the first place. When John was asked which goals of 

the workshop were most important to him, he responded:  

‘The most important goal is peer-to-peer learning in the workshop, so if I 

don’t know something I can go up to someone else and ask do you know how 

to do this, so everyone is kind of sharing and learning around bikes or 

woodwork or electronics or computers or whatever so it’s a great space for 

learning a lot’ 

It was also clear that volunteers got great satisfaction from the social element of 

peer-to-peer learning: 

‘The important part is not the fixing of the bikes, I mean it excites me 

experimenting with a bike, but if I’m helping someone repair a bike I’m not 

actually doing the repairs I’m helping a person, teaching them how to use 

different parts and do their own repairs and that never gets boring I don’t 

think. Like anyone that comes in and willing to put the time in then that is 

always entertaining for me. I love that stuff. And it’s a reciprocal thing. Like 

the more interest someone shows the more I enjoy showing them, if they want 

to learn I love teaching people’ 

Learning in a social space was clearly good for volunteers on a psychological level. 

Barry summed up the sentiments of many of the volunteers: 

‘Psychologically speaking, it is very good for myself and I believe just about 

anyone else who would like that social development , and you can learn 

about bikes and you have that social interaction between people by learning 

and enjoying other people’s company while learning’ 

Though much of the learning relates to bicycle maintenance learning went far 

beyond bicycle maintenance: 

‘The bike workshop is not just about fixing bikes, it is about being in the 

workshop with other people who are learning from each other about 

bicycles, about tools, about community development, about social 

enterprises, about music, about everything and anything. They are very 

socially and creatively dynamic spaces but the practical focus is bicycle 

maintenance, so that is what you are focusing on while there are so many 
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other things going on and so many discussions and it’s a completely 

immersive discussion’ (Steve) 

 

4.3.6 Discussion 
Bradbury and Middlemiss (2015) have previously argued that there is a key gap in 

the literature in relation to how place-based learning actually occurs in the context of 

sustainable communities. They posit that research which focuses on sustainable 

communities needs to conceptualise how different skills come together in place and 

how these skills are acquired and used. In the context of this research study, 

understanding AMR as a community of practice provides a useful strategy for 

exploring how learning happens in a particular place. What emerges from this 

research is a distinct community of practice which promotes the sharing of skills, 

knowledges and values. Furthermore, the workshop provides all of the materials 

necessary to engage with a number of key practices which relate to bicycle 

maintenance and the running of the workshop. Each element of social learning, as 

conceptualised by Wenger and outlined above (1998), was clearly evidenced in the 

workshop. To reiterate, these are meaning, practice, community and identity. 

Volunteers negotiate their own meanings through participation in the workshop. 

Furthermore, AMR reifies meaning in the form of documents such as the 

Constitution. Through processes of reification and participation, volunteers generate 

their own meanings and understandings in relation to the practices that they perform 

in the workshop.  These practices are shaped by peer-to-peer learning. Volunteers 

learn practices by doing and teach practices by showing. Moreover, learning is not 

limited to the sharing of practices. Learning also involves sharing meanings in terms 

of why these practices are important. That is, values are also shared and promoted.  

 

This is not to say that values are internalised the same way by each volunteer. The 

notion of overlapping habitus alludes to notion that each volunteer embodies their 

own values, knowledges and dispositions which come to interact within the 

community of the bike workshop. In this sense, AMR is a community of people 

concerned with practices related to bicycle maintenance and cycling more broadly. A 

spectrum of meanings and values exist. Though these meanings and values may 
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differ between individuals, they are generally not antagonistic as the practices within 

the workshop are amenable to a variety of habitus as individuals relate and attach 

their involvement to the meanings most salient to them. One of the aims of the 

workshop is to appeal to as many different groups of people as possible. In other 

words, AMR attempts to actively position itself in such a way as to allow multiple 

habitus to overlap in a cordial, welcoming and inclusive community of practice.  The 

central practice of bike maintenance acts as the anchor which allows these different 

habitus to interact. Peripheral, yet integral practices, such as administration serve 

much the same function. Identity can also evolve over time. As an individual 

transitions from peripheral participation to core volunteer, or vice versa, their 

identity and position within AMR changes. 

   

4.4 Outreach  
4.4.1 Overview 
The group is also involved in outreach and engagement with the broader community. 

This section charts some of the group’s activities. First, the ways in which AMR 

challenges the current mobility paradigm which prioritises the automobile over all 

types of other urban transportation are explored. Subsequently, the ways in which 

AMR demands the right to the city are examined. Following this, the ways in which 

AMR enables different types of communities and groups to partake in the practices 

of cycling and bicycle maintenance are outlined. Finally some of the tensions 

between promoting a radical message whilst also trying to reach a large spectrum of 

society are discussed.  

 

4.4.2 Challenging the (Auto)Mobility Paradigm 
One of the fundamental aims of AMR is to challenge the hegemonic position of the 

automobile in Galway city. Their initial funding application in 2012, included a 

detailed description of AMR. It states: 

‘This initiative is both a community and a social concept and its target 

market are students and staff of NUI Galway who own a bike and also the 

wider Galway city community who cycle and have the option to cycle to work 

instead of by car. It is also aimed at encouraging people who don’t cycle to 



52 
 

consider it as a healthier and more eco-friendly transport option, most 

notably car owners who drive to work or college who live within a 5 mile 

radius of their destination’ (AMR, 2012: 1).  

Many of the volunteers who were interviewed thought that major changes were 

needed in relation to mobility in Galway. Moreover, many were of the opinion that 

Galway is an ideal city for cycling in, from a topographical and geographical 

perspective. They also thought that the workshop plays a role in the transition 

towards a cycling city. Aaron encapsulated the sentiments of many of the volunteers: 

‘I generally see no reason for any cars to ever have to go into the city centre 

at all. I mean there’s a lot of city centres are completely pedestrianised now, 

and they are still city centres, they are still completely fine. And it’s really 

bad in Ireland where we have a culture of needing to drive straight up to the 

door, like right up to the door. Which is definitely something which needs to 

be challenged or faced, and yeah I think the workshop does play a role in 

helping to change things’ 

In terms of how AMR actually affects change, this occurs in a number of ways. One 

method is through organising cycling related events. For example, AMR organised 

the launch of the National Bike Week 2016 in Galway on June 11th. This was the 

biggest event ever organised solely by AMR. The Spanish Arch was booked for the 

day. The event included a marquee, a gazebo, food, music, and other forms of 

entertainment. It also included bicycle maintenance workshops throughout the day, 

as well as a raffle to win a bike. There was also an information desk which outlined 

what AMR was, what National Bike week was, as well as other cycling related 

information. All in all, Steve estimated that about five hundred people passed 

through the event during the day.  

 

Another method is through actively advocating in order to influence planning in 

Galway city. Steve summed up the way they do this:  

‘We have a relationship with the university and the city council which is often 

collaborative in terms of working towards sustainable transport, but because 

of our radical opinions in terms of how fast change should happen in order 
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to prevent climate change and how slow these large cumbersome 

organisations are with their very conservative ideologies, these relationships 

often do become confrontational. So yeah, we have complex relationships 

with these two, and then we have very different relationships with say 

Galway city community network so we are a member of that, which is the 

public participation network for Galway city, and as part of that we have 

direct and indirect inputs into policy documents and policy submissions and 

community development within the city and that is a very, very collaborative 

relationship, as part of the network working with other social, political and 

environmental organisations towards a better society and stronger 

community in Galway city’ 

 

4.4.3 Demanding the Right to the City 
Another key aim of the workshop is to raise awareness in regards to the rights and 

responsibilities of those who use the road, including cyclists and motorists. In terms 

of the relationship between motorists and cyclists, there was a broad 

acknowledgement that both modes of transport entailed rights and responsibilities. 

Dave put it thus:  

‘Some people are ignorant when they cycle. You have to share the road with cars 

because cars will always be there and bikes will always be there but you get certain 

people who cycle who are ignorant. So it works both ways. So there should be a 

mutual understanding but there isn’t because people get irritated and people want to 

get home, both cyclists and car drivers’ 

That being said, there was universal agreement that cycling was not a priority in 

relation to city planning and that the cyclists were marginalised. This is reflected in 

the lack of adequate cycling infrastructure in the city. However, this wasn’t 

necessarily viewed in terms of cycling vs driving. Joanna offered her perspective on 

this: 

‘Money is prioritised. Because we were trying to put a bike park in a car 

park space and they said no and two months later they put two coke bikes in 

the car parking space because it’s a money thing to do, not because it’s 

healthy but to get money off people. So it’s not the car it’s the money. If there 



54 
 

is more car parks they will get more money, if they get more coke bike stands 

that is more money’ 

The workshop is concerned with tackling the marginalisation of cycling in the city. 

One of the key methods for doing so is through demanding the right to the city.  

‘If enough people demanded that the planners and engineers actually 

designed and planned our cities and roads for public transport, for 

sustainable transport, and when I say demand I mean physical action in 

peaceful direct action to force them to do it’  (Steve) 

One of the ways this is done is through critical mass. This is organised the last 

Friday of every month. AMR is linked with critical mass and many of the volunteers 

at AMR participate in critical mass each month. However, it is still perceived as a 

positive event which asserts the right to the city. More specifically, it asserts the right 

that cyclists also have to the streets of Galway. 

‘I do think that car drivers do have a sense of entitlement to the road like the 

road is theirs and that’s not the point its everyone’s, including cyclists, so I 

think while they get annoyed by us, it’s probably good that we are there 

trying to do something about it’ (Emma) 

However, there was also an acknowledgment that the scale of critical mass in 

Galway limited its impact. Currently, critical mass in Galway attracts approximately 

twenty cyclists each month. The scale pales in comparison to other critical mass 

demonstrations in other cities around the world.  

 ‘It would be more effective if it gets bigger. If it makes the news or the paper 

at some stage, for at least a couple of months and annoys the council, maybe, 

but it is still too small to make a massive imprint’ (Joanna) 

 

4.4.4 Enabling Others 
One of the central aims of AMR is to enable others to be able to cycle and maintain 

their bicycles. Accordingly, they strive to work with as many groups as possible in 

Galway city, with a particular focus on marginalised groups in society. In their 

Constitution it states that the group aims:  



55 
 

‘To bring many different groups together, including members of NUI Galway 

and the wider Galway City community, with a focus on youth and those on 

lower incomes, among other vulnerable groups of society’  (AMR, 2015: 2) 

AMR collaborates with many different groups in Galway city. This is one of the key 

ways that AMR fosters social capital and promotes social inclusion. Here, it is very 

important to note that there is a major focus on peer-to-peer learning. Enabling the 

youth and the vulnerable groups in Galway city to cycle is not simply a matter of 

providing a bicycle to those who could not otherwise afford one. Rather, the aim is 

to empower vulnerable groups and youth groups through participatory workshops 

where skills are shared and self-confidence is nurtured.  

 ‘We work with An Taisce Green Schools West who go into primary schools 

and teach kids about cycling in general and we teach them bike maintenance, 

and then we also facilitate Foroige youth groups coming in and using the 

workshop, and we also work with Galway Roscommon educational board, so 

the workshop hosts and teaches classes to different vulnerable groups who 

are going back into education through the education board so it’s very often 

about learning a handy skill and a hobby but also about building your 

personal self-confidence and learning to learn so a lot of people we are 

teaching, these are stepping stone courses for people going back into 

education’ (Steve) 

AMR has also worked with the Simon community, COPE, as well as with those on 

Direct Provision. It is clear that volunteers get great enjoyment out of working with 

other groups in Galway city:  

‘Actually it was really cute, last May or last June, we went to a school and 

children had to write little bike sick notes and if the guys couldn’t fix it in the 

school we would tell them to come to the workshop and so families would 

come with their kids and they would be trying to fix their own bikes in the 

workshop. That was really great’ (Joanna) 

 ‘We went down to the local schools and we taught groups of kids how to fix 

their bikes and that was really nice, it was really fun like, and we also have 

people from the community come unto the workshop, so like SIMON and 
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COPE and people who need help, and it’s just brilliant to be able to help 

them’ (Dave) 

 

4.4.5 Implicit Radicalism 
It is clear from an analysis of the integral documents of AMR that the workshop does 

advocate a radical shift in contemporary society. This is clearly stated in their 

Constitution. AMR aims to: 

‘Cooperate and affiliate with individuals, groups and organisations whom 

demonstrate and promote viable alternatives to the profit-making, 

hierarchical power structures and social relations of capitalism; who use 

grassroots direct democracy, cooperation, consensus, non-profit, or similar 

methods towards their aims’ (AMR, 2015: 3) 

Yet, when volunteers were asked if they thought that the workshop was radical, the 

general consensus was that it was not a radical space. However, a couple of 

volunteers did posit that they thought the workshop was radical, suggesting 

differences among volunteers in terms of their cognisance of the radical motives of 

the space: 

‘I think we’re definitely radical in the sense we are trying to get people to 

cycle their bikes and think about the environment and driving, Yeah, 

definitely radical, we are trying to increase the amount of people cycling and 

cutting down global greenhouse emissions, so yeah its radical and we are 

helping. So yeah I think we are radical’ (Dave) 

Several acknowledged that there may be some elements which could be construed as 

radical yet, there was certainly a sentiment that the workshop itself was not radical. 

Furthermore, some volunteers suggested that the workshop was not particularly 

political either. Yet Furness (2005: 180) suggests that workshops are inherently 

political and often radical, in that they critique ‘the wastefulness of consumer culture 

and their support for cycling helps to promote cycling as a pragmatic and enjoyable 

alternative to unsustainable modes of transportation’. What emerges, then, is a form 

of radicalism which isn’t necessarily overt or reactionary. In short, it is an implicit 

radicalism.  
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‘Like I think the workshop is political in that it does stand against or oppose 

things. Like it’s an alternative place but I don’t think it is only political. Like 

there is a lot more to it than the politics but there is definitely a political 

space as well. Like I don’t think its radical, to some people we might seem 

radical because we are quite passionate but I wouldn’t call it radical. And 

we could close ourselves off if we seem too radical. Like we want it to be 

open for anyone who wants to come in here, like I think we are all involved in 

other political things as well but I don’t think it’s a particularly radical 

place’ (Emma) 

Whilst the ethos of AMR can certainly be construed as radical, their practices are 

pro-active and inclusive. In this sense, they promote change through doing and in 

this way try to include as much of the population as possible: 

 ‘So maybe the goal itself hasn’t changed but the approach has changed, so 

the goal itself might not be less radical the approach is less radical, so it’s 

implicitly radical, and I mean its implicit and it’s also explicit in our 

governing document, we very much state that we want social change and we 

very much want to affect change within the local population and within 

ourselves’ (Steve) 

 

4.4.6 Discussion 
It is clear, then, that AMR does not pursue a strategy of subversive self-isolation and 

antagonistic resistance. Rather, the group strives to engage with the wider 

community in a collaborative nature as much as possible. This involves networking 

with the central institutions in Galway city, including the local government, 

educational institutions such as the university and local schools, and a range of other 

community groups. In this sense, AMR strives to initiate and promote sociocultural 

and techno-material transitions with a strategy which promotes constructive dialogue 

and collaborative action. As a meso-level site of change, AMR fosters relationships 

with many different groups and actors in Galway city and seeks to affect change 

through these relationships. Over the last three years, AMR has successfully co-

operated with a number of different organisations with the aim of promoting cycling 

as a viable alternative to the automobile. Furthermore, they have promoted the 
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practice of bicycle maintenance to many different groups in Galway including 

vulnerable groups and youth groups. They carry out workshops in the local schools, 

demonstrating the practice of bicycle maintenance whilst espousing the myriad 

benefits of cycling. They lobby the city council and advocate on behalf of Galway’s 

cyclists in negotiating a right to the city. Ultimately, AMR aims to position itself in 

such a way that it can engage in constructive, proactive and collaborative 

relationships with as many groups, actors and stakeholders as possible in the city in 

order to affect tangible change to the paradigm of automobility within the city.  

 

Although AMR clearly seeks to collaborate with other groups in Galway city this 

does not render the aims and objective of the group any less transformational and, in 

many senses, radical. It is clear from a discourse analysis of the key texts that AMR 

seeks major social and infrastructural transformations which are posited as 

imperative for realising social and environmental justice. AMR fundamentally 

critiques the hegemony of capitalism and the pervasiveness of the car culture. It 

seeks to shape Galway city differently. It seeks to challenge the automobility 

paradigm and demand the right to the city. However, it seeks to achieve this without 

becoming labelled as a radical group. In this sense, AMR is implicitly radical. While 

the ethos and ideology can certainly be understood as radical, the actual practices 

and the strategies of AMR aim to foster inclusive, community based, pro-active 

solutions.  AMR challenges and subverts hegemonic forms of urbanisation and 

mobility in non-antagonistic, implicit ways. Critical mass is the most overtly 

confrontational and antagonistic method of attempting to challenge the status quo 

that AMR is linked with. Yet the scale of critical mass in Galway necessitates that it 

is more of a cycling celebration than a cycling protest. Essentially, AMR seeks to 

transform forms of mobility and urbanisation through working with existing 

institutions and structures. In this way, it seeks to be as inclusive as possible without 

impinging upon its core values. Thus, collaborative relationships, such as that which 

exists with the university and the city council can have an element of antagonism to 

them as AMR pushes the boundaries of accepted hegemonic ideologies and 

practices. 
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4.5 Challenges and Opportunities  
4.5.1 Overview 
In terms of the future trajectories of AMR, a number of challenges and opportunities 

are posed. The ways in which the workshop approaches with, and overcomes these 

challenges and opportunities will have a fundamental impact on how AMR operates 

and how it engages with the broader community. First, issues surrounding the need 

for space are explored. Following this, proposed strategies for incorporating more 

volunteers are outlined. Subsequently the issue of financial capital in the workshop is 

discussed.  

 

4.5.2 The Need for Space 
Since its inception, the need for space has been paramount to the existence of AMR. 

Currently the group operates out of a premises which was given to them by the 

University. This was a strategy which was purposefully employed for a number of 

reasons. One of the key reasons was that in obtaining a university premises the issue 

of rent would be non-existent.  

‘We have been extremely fortunate, well, we also had the foresight, when we 

were establishing the workshop we looked at the possibility of a city council 

building, a university building or a public building and we decided a 

university space was the best option because of getting it rent free so we were 

lucky but not lucky really as it was foresight, and we wanted it to be that way 

so we would not have to impinge on any of our values and that all of the 

donations that people gave would be purely reinvested in achieving the goals 

of the workshop’ (Steve) 

Indeed, in the Constitution it states that AMR strives to: 

‘Maintain an autonomous space in which activities intrinsic of the values we 

espouse can be practiced’ (AMR, 2015: 2) 

Clearly, operating out of their current premises has several advantages. One 

advantage being that they do not have to pay rent and can thus invest any money 

they do make back into activities which benefit the workshop. Another advantage is 

that the premises is on campus which means that it is easily accessible by university 

students and staff alike. Similarly, it is also located very close to the city centre and 
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this make it accessible to a large segment of the population of Galway. However, 

operating out of university premises also poses a number of challenges. For example, 

AMR are limited by the physical space of the workshop.  

‘One challenge is to do with physical space and the rate we’ve grown at, We 

started with one room in the first year and have gotten another room every 

year and we have got provisional use of another room, but to really open up, 

like at the moment we have six work benches but to do certified courses we 

need to have a minimum of twelve work benches so another challenge is to 

get a new space or massively renovate the existing space to the point we have 

twelve work benches and can teach structured and accredited courses here, 

so that’s not just a challenge but an opportunity, to have a positive impact 

and reach more people who just want to fix bikes and are culturally 

separated from the workshop and just wouldn’t be interested in that kind of 

thing so it would broaden our social and cultural impact’ (Steve) 

Another challenge relates to the fact that the space is not necessarily permanent. The 

space needs to be linked with a specific university society. Originally this was the 

Ecology Society, but that has now disbanded. Joanna explained the current status: 

‘I created the bike gang society and so the bike gang has the space, but I 

have been told that when the last member of the society finishes college, well 

other people could be in the bike gang, but when I finish college it could be 

over and we could be out of there. But who knows, maybe bike gang will end 

up being a massive thing in two years so they will let us keep the space’ 

The need for space is an ever pressing concern at AMR. It is an issue which will 

have be resolved at some point in the future and the way in which this challenge (or 

opportunity) is reconciled will have a fundamental impact on the trajectory of the 

future development in the workshop: 

‘This was supposed to be a temporary space but we have managed to keep it, 

but it is quite worrying but the aim was always to expand and get a bigger 

premises somewhere else, so while its nice being on campus having buildings 

office and security office being allowed to come in whenever they want isn’t 

ideal. And we can’t use power tools so things like that isn’t great but the 

good thing is the rent. So we would have to bring in a lot of money for rent 
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somewhere else and couldn’t spend it on community activities so that’s a 

shame, so the endgame is making enough income that we can do that. Like 

there aren’t any public spaces that we could do this. And there are other 

organisations that are bigger and more established than us can’t find space 

in Galway. And they wouldn’t have as much equipment as us so their 

insurance would be lower but they find it hard to get space, so we need a 

permanent space. This is definitely a big challenge’ (Emma) 

 

4.5.3 The Need for Volunteers 
Another key challenge for AMR is recruiting and retaining volunteers. All of the 

work undertaken at the workshop is done so on a voluntary basis. There are no paid 

staff. There are major advantages to the voluntary nature of the workshop. For 

example, due to the voluntary nature of AMR, no major costs are accrued by the 

workshop. Wage labour does not have to be factored into the finances of the 

workshop. Additionally, those who do end volunteering at the workshop are likely to 

do so because they internalise the values and ethos of the space. That is, they choose 

to commit their time to the workshop based on factors which are not related to 

money. However, this strength is also a weakness.  

‘Volunteering in a place is an excellent way in figuring out if you want to get 

involved in something, like volunteering with a mechanic or volunteering 

with a carpenter or something like that, so a big strength is its non-

committal, but that’s also a weakness, like if you are volunteering you are not 

fully committed because you are not being paid’ (John) 

Furthermore, the level of engagement with the space rarely remains stable over time. 

Volunteers may remain committed to AMR for a period of time and then relinquish 

this commitment. While a core group of people have remained since the beginning of 

AMR, many have left. The high turnover of volunteers is an issue which affects the 

running of the workshop. Put simply, if more people volunteered there, more 

activities could be undertaken. If volunteer retention remained higher then there 

would be a greater degree of embodied skills within the workshop. 

‘Retention of volunteers can be hard because the people that would be 

interested are quite a transient type of population that would be into 
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travelling or are students who will move on so yeah I think retaining 

volunteers and getting volunteers, like even if we had 60 people in this place 

it wouldn’t be enough and the more you have the more you want to do. Like 

the main volunteers are still here but a lot of the people we have trained up 

have moved on again so retaining them can be challenging. And you lose a 

whole set of skills when someone goes. Like when you train them and they 

leave you’ve lost all the skills they brought to the workshop’ (Emma) 

Over time, the number of volunteers at the space fluctuates. Sometimes there is a 

high number of volunteers and mechanics in the space. However, other times there 

are not enough volunteers for the number of people who require help or the number 

of bicycles which require service. This has a detrimental effect on the volunteers 

who are there:  

‘Um it gets pretty tiring sometimes, like when we have very few volunteers 

and some days you know you are gonna be swamped with a load of people 

and there aren’t enough people to help out and its tough on everyone’ 

(Brian) 

However, though there is concern about a lack of volunteers and the high turnover of 

volunteers, there is a general sentiment that AMR will always be able to recruit 

volunteers and that the essential work that AMR strives to do will always get done.  

‘Yeah you get a few people who just come here for a year on Erasmus and 

leave, you know people have to do their own thing, it’s bad for business 

losing people but there will always be someone there to fill in the gap’ 

(Dave) 

However, there has been a shift away from recruiting university students and 

towards recruiting those who live in Galway and are embedded within the 

community. It is hoped that this would mean that volunteer retention rates would 

remain higher. Furthermore, there are certain jobs which need to be done which are 

unlikely to attract volunteers. One such job is accounting. Accordingly, AMR has 

begun to consider strategies for paying some of their volunteers. Currently, one way 

they achieve this is through employing someone through the Tus scheme, a 

community work placement scheme which provides short-term working 

opportunities for unemployed people. Additionally, AMR are currently considering 
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strategies for accumulating more financial capital so they can possibly pay a number 

of volunteers.  

 

4.5.4 The Need for Financial Capital 
Batterbury (3cr.org, 2015) has suggested that bike workshops often follow a 

trajectory. In the initial stages, financial capital is not a major concern. Yet, over 

time the bike workshop becomes more established and the limitations that occur due 

to financial constraints become more apparent. Often, workshops transition towards 

a social enterprise organisational model. In the case of AMR, the workshop was 

positioned as a social enterprise since its inception and accordingly financial capital 

has always been a concern. However, in recent months, the need for financial capital 

is becoming ever more acute. Originally, the workshop received funding through 

particular funding bodies such as An Taisce, NUIG and the EU. Yet this type of 

funding is discontinuous and unpredictable. Thus, the workshop transitioned towards 

a model where they self-generated capital through donations. AMR is currently at a 

stage whereby their activities are severely limited by their lack of financial capital. 

Thus, strategies for accumulating additional capital are being actively pursued: 

‘So we started doing services and repairs and offering them as social 

enterprise activities in January so that significantly increased the income of 

the workshop within the first few months of that being introduced but at the 

moment I’ve been looking at different membership  models and was planning 

on discussing that at the BAGM and look at different models whereby 

members could pay a yearly contribution and there would then be benefits 

for members like a newsletter so that would be a new finance stream, and 

then also looking at a credit union loan for enterprise expansion and then 

another one would be looking at doing an online funding campaign which 

would be like 10-15000 so like if we do find a space it would be raising 

money so we could renovate the space so that is an option but that would be 

looking at finding a space first and then going public with that’ (Steve) 

Though AMR actively aim to subvert the underlying logics of capitalist 

accumulation, the reality is that a lack of financial capital would severely limit the 



64 
 

impact that the workshop can have in Galway city. Ultimately, the workshop 

requires money to operate.  

‘Well no mon no fun. Um, we do require money to buy replacement tools, to 

buy parts, to keep the workshop going, so it is required, it is an unfortunate 

truth that we don’t live in a free society where we can barter stuff’ (John) 

Additionally, money is required for many of the outreach activities that AMR is 

involved with. Securing financial capital is dependent on donations. It also requires 

an awareness of funding opportunities which exist and an ability to be able to pursue 

such funding opportunities:  

‘Like you try and get the smallest amount of money to do anything, like help 

kids in schools to fix bikes, it’s not as easy as it should be and you have to 

work the system to achieve any aims you want to fulfil’ (Brian) 

Ultimately, AMR aims to expand. To do so requires financial capital. In order for 

AMR to achieve many of its goals and ambitions a number of strategies will need to 

be employed in order to accumulate the necessary capital. The need for money is 

intimately related to the need for space and the need for volunteers. If AMR aims to 

either renovate the current space or move to another premises which requires rent 

and/or renovation they need financial support to do so. Similarly, the payment of 

volunteers is dependent on a source of finance. Though funding sources do exist, and 

though AMR will continue to avail of these opportunities through applications, there 

is a clear desire for the organisation to become self-supporting.  

 

4.5.5 Discussion 
Looking to the future, there are a number of fundamental challenges and 

opportunities facing AMR. The ways in which AMR approaches and tackles these 

opportunities and challenges will have a direct impact on the future trajectory of the 

workshop. In many ways, the challenges that AMR faces are also opportunities. The 

three issues addressed above reflect this. The need for space, volunteers and a 

sustained source of financial capital all precipitate a myriad of possible strategies 

which would result in very different avenues of future development. In relation to the 

need for space, a bike workshop cannot exist without premises to operate out of. 
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Currently, AMR operates out of premises granted to them by the university. While 

there are major benefits of this such as its central location and the lack of rent, the 

space is also physically limiting. AMR has expanded greatly over the last three years 

and the lack of space is becoming a limiting factor to the aims of AMR. Similarly, 

they cannot practice complete autonomy there. For example, they are not permitted 

to use power tools and they are subject to the rules and regulations of the buildings 

office in NUIG. Renovating the space may allow a more efficient use of the current 

premises. Gaining access to a larger, more permanent space is another possible 

solution. However, money becomes a limiting factor here. If AMR seeks to rent a 

larger premises, then a greater share of the organisation’s finance will have to be 

devoted to rent. This could potentially impinge on some of the core values of AMR. 

 

In a similar vein, AMR is currently considering paying volunteers for some of their 

labour. In doing so, it may be possible to recruit more volunteers and to obtain a 

higher volunteer retention rate. However, financing paid labour then becomes a 

challenge. There are possible routes to increase the financial revenue of the 

organisation, as discussed above. AMR has already begun a services scheme which 

functions very similarly to a conventional bike shop. This has increased the revenue 

stream for the workshop this year. Ultimately, AMR aims to become self-supportive 

and self-perpetuating. The reality is that this requires financial capital. The greater 

the access to financial capital, the more stable and established AMR can become. 

However, it does raise issues in relation to the core values and ethos of the 

workshop. For example, AMR seeks to ‘promote viable alternatives to the profit-

making, hierarchical power structures and social relations of capitalism’. It is 

apparent that one of the core values of the workshop that will never be sacrificed is 

that of profit making. Though AMR is seeking methods through which to increase its 

financial revenue, any additional money accrued would be reinvested in the activities 

of the workshop. According to Steve, AMR could have a greater impact in Galway 

city if it had more money to be able to pay volunteers and to finance more cycling 

related activities.  
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Chapter Five: Conclusion 
Conclusively, emerging from the research are some clear findings and conclusions. 

The first aim and objective was to explore the ways in which volunteers engaged 

with the practices at the workshop, understood as a community of practice. In this 

sense, this thesis adds to the literature on communities of practice, social learning 

and sustainable communities. There were a number of central findings in this regard. 

It was clearly evident that AMR is a distinct community of practice which promotes 

skill sharing, environmental and social justice and the practice of cycling. Every 

aspect of social learning, as outlined by Wegner was present in the workshop. 

Individuals participated in the workshop to varying degrees. Some volunteers 

engaged in legitimate peripheral participation whilst others were positioned as key 

practitioners within the workshop. This participation was shaped by personal factors 

including their competencies and their ability to commit time to the workshop. A 

variety of habitus were present in the workshop. However, these were not 

antagonistic and there was much overlap which allowed individuals with similar 

interests yet diverging values to be able to engage in the bundle of practices in the 

workshop. Each individual was also able to negotiate their own meanings through 
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participation at AMR. In terms of peer-to-peer learning, it was clear that volunteers 

got great satisfaction out of either learning from someone else or showing someone 

else how to do something. The social aspect of learning was abundantly clear in 

AMR. In this sense, AMR achieves its goal of fostering a social space which 

facilitates social learning.  

 

The second aim and objective was to explore the ways in which AMR engages with 

the broader community of Galway city. What emerges from this research is a meso-

level site of change which attempts to holistically engage and network with the 

existing institutions, organisations and actors in Galway city in order to challenge the 

automobility paradigm, demand the right to the city, enable and encourage the 

citizens of Galway to cycle and to maintain and repair their own bicycles. In this 

sense, this thesis contributes to literature which is concerned with the right to the 

city, social inclusion and mobilities more broadly. One very interesting theme to 

emerge was that of implicit radicalism. Though AMR can certainly be understood as 

radical, in terms of its aims and values, the strategies which it employs seeks to 

foster constructive, collaborative and inclusive relationships with as many sectors of 

society as possible. This is not to say that consensus is always reached. AMR’s 

interactions with the university and with Galway city council highlight that a 

relationship can be both constructive and confrontational. Though AMR seeks to 

foster constructive relationships, it aims to do so without impinging on its core 

values and ethos. Furthermore, it is clear that some volunteers at the workshop are 

more overtly political, environmental and radical than others. Volunteers do not 

ascribe the same meanings to their practices at the workshop. That is, many do not 

consider what they do to be radical.  

 

The final aim and objective was to explore the opportunities and challenges AMR 

faces now and into the future. It is clear that the ways in which AMR approaches 

these challenges and opportunities will have a clear impact on the future trajectories 

of the workshop. Interestingly, many of the challenges the workshop faces are also 

opportunities. The three central issues identified were space, volunteers and money. 

All three of these issues overlap and interact with each other. For example, 
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considerations about the need for space are shaped by considerations about the need 

for money. If AMR has to pay rent then they will have to accumulate more financial 

capital and designate it to paying rent, rather than reinvesting in the core activities 

and events that align with the values and ethos of the organisation. However, 

operating out of their own premises may allow greater autonomy. For example, they 

may be able to use power-tools. Similarly, if AMR seeks to pay its volunteers for 

some of the work they do then that involves accumulating more financial capital. 

However, it may mean that more volunteers are recruited and retained by AMR. 

There are positives and negatives to each of the challenges and opportunities which 

this thesis has discussed. Moreover, these are challenges and opportunities that many 

community bike workshops have to deal with (Batterbury, 2015a). All community 

bike workshops rely on a combination of space, volunteers and money. Some 

workshops operate out of larger, more established premises than others. Some 

accumulate more financial capital than others. These three constituent parts are 

integral to the operation of any community bike workshop. The way these combine 

in the context of AMR will shape its future trajectories.  

 

Conclusively, in the coming years it appears clear that major transitions are required 

in order to tackle some of the social and environmental challenges that contemporary 

society faces. In the context of urbanisation, transitioning away from a high 

dependence on the automobile is one such challenge. This would have major 

ramifications for the dominance of certain modes of mobility as well as the forms of 

urban planning and development in cities. Systems of transportation and cultures of 

mobility have a profound impact on the urban form and social relations of the city 

(Wheeler and Beatley, 2004). Furthermore, our society is embedded in a material 

world (Bridge, 2009). In this sense, change involves both sociocultural and techno-

material transitions. In aiming to transition towards a form of urbanisation which 

does not contribute to climate change and social and environmental injustices, 

dominant forms of materiality will have to be succeeded by others which are 

currently marginalised and peripheral. Put simply, the automobile and much of its 

associated infrastructure will have to be replaced with something else (Horton, 

2006).  
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The bicycle offers a different form of materiality and necessitates a different range of 

meaningful material interactions. The bicycle most certainly offers potential as being 

a dominant materiality and mobility in less environmentally and socially destructive 

futures (Rosen et al., 2007). Bicycle workshops, as meso-level sites of change can 

potentially contribute to the transition towards a more sustainable urban mobility. 

Thus, they certainly warrant scholarly attention. As previously discussed, little 

research has engaged with the potential of the community bike workshop as a site of 

change. This thesis has sought to address this clear gap in the literature by focusing 

on one such community bicycle workshop in the context of Galway city. Galway 

faces a number of challenges in relation to urbanisation and mobility and AMR has 

the potential to contribute to addressing these challenges. Indeed, in many ways it 

already is affecting change. Over the last three years the organisation has grown 

exponentially, fostering social networks, advocating on behalf of cyclists and 

spreading the practice of bicycle maintenance. While the future is unknowable, there 

are many reasons to be optimistic about the prospects of AMR: 

‘I feel that the bike workshop, after three years is at a tipping point where the 

potential has built up so much that there is just a few very key things that 

need to fall into place and that once one or two of those things happen that 

we are going to go through a rapid period of massive growth and success, or 

at least this is me hoping’ (Steve) 

Only time will tell. This research has caught AMR at one particular point in its 

trajectory. AMR has a future which goes far beyond the life time of this research 

project. This future looks bright. As an integral and alternative element in Galway’s 

governance landscape, let us hope for the continued viability of the space of 

transformation that is An Mheitheal Rothar.  
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Appendix A Interview Schedule 
Questions about yourself 

1. Can you tell me a little bit about yourself? Your background, your age, your 

education, where you are from, that kind of thing 

2. Can I ask about your values. For example, Would you say you are pro 

environmental? Are you political? Where would you situate yourself politically?  

3. Can I ask where you heard about the workshop? 

4. Could you tell me a little bit about why you got involved with the workshop? 

What attracted you to it? 

5. Did you know much about fixing bikes beforehand?  

6. Have you learned much from volunteering at the workshop?  
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7. Do you have other practical skills?  

8. How does bike maintenance compare to other work that you have 

experienced?  

9. What are the most common problems that you have to repair?  

10. Do you feel a sense of pride when you fix bikes? 

11. Is volunteering a positive experience overall? 

12. What do you feel you get out of volunteering? 

13. Is there much of a social element to being involved? 

14. It is the first one you have been involved with? 

15. How long have you been volunteering here? 

16. How much time do you spend volunteering here? 

17. Has your commitment to the workshop remained stable or has it changed 

over time? 

18. How would you define your role here? 

19. Do you have a number of roles? 

20. Would you consider your involvement in the workshop to constitute a 

significant part of who you are? 

21. In what ways do you feel your involvement in the workshop has changed you 

on a personal or psychological level?  

22. Do you feel like you are making a contribution through volunteering?  

Questions about cycling 

23. Do you drive? 

24. Is cycling your main way of getting around? 

25. Why do you cycle? 

26. Why do you like bike maintenance?  
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27. Do you think cycling can make a political statement? For example with stuff 

like critical mass? 

28. What do you think of car culture in general? 

29. Do you think galway should be pedestrianised? Why? What benefits would 

come from it?  

30. What do you think of galways cycling infrastructure?  

Questions about the workshop 

31. What goals or values of the workshop are the most important to you?  

32. How would you sum up the ideology of the workshop, if you even think there 

is one?  

33. Do you think the workshop is political?  

34. Do you think it is radical?  

35. What kind of activities does the bike workshop organise? 

36. Is the workshop networked? If so, to what kind of groups? 

37. What is your vision of a cycling culture in Galway? 

38. Does it just mean more people cycling? Does it include all types of cyclists? 

Or is there more of a political or environmental side to it? 

39. Do you see the culture of maintenance and repair as being linked to the 

culture of cycling?  

40. What do you feel are the key challenges for the workshop, now and in the 

future? 

41. Are there any gender issues in the workshop?  

42. What would you like to see happen to the workshop in the future?  

43. Do you believe that a radical culture shift in Western society is necessary in 

order to deal with some of today’s environmental and social challenges? 

44. If so, do you think the workshop helps to achieve this shift?  
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45. Do you think many people know about the bike workshop in Galway?  

46. What members of the community use the space? 

47. Why don’t more people know how to fix bikes? Do you think deskilling, or a 

lack of skills is a problem in general?  

48. What benefits do people get from fixing their bike?  

49. Do you feel like your local community is involved in the scheme?  

50. Do you think that the workshop is important? Why? 

51. What contribution do you think they make? To the local economy, to a sense 

of community, or whatever?  

52. Do you have anything else you wish to add? 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix B AMR Constitution  
An Mheitheal Rothar Constitution 

 

Table of Contents: 

1. Name & Address:  

2. Mission Statement: 

3. Organisation’s Aims:  

4. Our Objectives (what we will do towards our aims): 

5. General and AMR Policies; 

6. Membership; 

7. The Coordinating Group; 

8. Meetings; 
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9. Amendments to the Constitution; 

10. Conflict Resolution; 

11. Income and Finance; 

12. Creative Ownership and Responsibility; 

13. Dissolution of AMR; 

 

 

1. Name & Address:  

1. The name of the organisation shall be “An Mheitheal Rothar’ and shall 

henceforth be referred to as AMR. 

 

2. The postal address, office and operational workshop of the organisation is: 

An Mheitheal Rothar,  

℅ NUI Galway Post Office, 

Block R,  

Earls Island,  

University Road,  

Galway. 

 

 

2. Mission Statement: 

To encourage and nurture a culture of cycling in Galway city, by establishing a 

practical, ethically motivated facility and social hub, which fosters and supports 

community strength and resilience and promotes the health and environmental 

benefits of cycling.  

 

3. Organisation’s Aims: 

1. AMR is a social enterprise aimed at building strong community relationships 

through workshops, community engagement and events in Galway. 

 

2. To provide free ‘hands-off’ workshops, where volunteer workshop 

facilitators will verbally instruct and guide visitors on how to repair their 

bike.  
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3. To bring many different groups together, including members of NUI Galway 

and the wider Galway City community, with a focus on youth and those on 

lower incomes, among other vulnerable groups of society. 

  

4. To enable, empower and encourage people, whilst providing a friendly 

service, to tie in with other green and community initiatives. 

  

5. Promoting health benefits of cycling as a mode of transport. 

 

6. To help green and community initiatives in Galway and develop a positive 

community/university atmosphere and interaction. 

  

7. To bring about practical change through social and community interactions 

and events.  

 

 

4. Our Objectives (what we will do towards our aims): 

1. AMR shall be run by its members, as per article 6 on membership. A limited 

set of finance i.e. private/public funding, donations, membership and 

management tasks will be performed by a coordinating group on behalf of all 

of the members. 

 

2. AMR will provide people the facilities, tools and space free of charge to 

repair or service their bikes through   quick and easy guidance through hands 

on learning experience.   

 

3. AMR will offer a welcoming space to socialise in a friendly and creative 

environment; and that it offers people the opportunity to develop lifelong 

skills including bicycle mechanics, coordination and teaching.      

 

4. AMR will operate through a participatory democracy, support empowerment, 

skill sharing workshops, community events, lifelong learning and creative 



86 
 

tools to build towards positive social movements. 

 

5. Encourage an understanding of environmental and social issues. 

 

6. Support all whom express an interest in or have suggestions for projects on 

social and environmental issues. 

 

7. Work to have more environmental considerations in the decision making 

process of NUI Galway and the Galway community 

 

8. Maintain an autonomous space in which activities intrinsic of the values we 

espouse can be practiced.  

 

9. Cooperate and affiliate with individuals, groups and organisations whom 

demonstrate and promote viable alternatives to the profit-making, 

hierarchical power structures and social relations of capitalism; who use 

grassroots direct democracy, cooperation, consensus, non-profit, or similar 

methods towards their aims. 

 

Affiliated and friendly groups: 

The Bike Gang Society (aka The BG Soc; The Bike Gang) 

The Galway Cycling Campaign; 

The Galway City Community Forum; 

Critical Mass Galway; 

 

 

5. General and AMR policies: 

1. The facilities and events of AMR will be open to all 

members of the general public; conditional to safe capacity 

numbers, the An Mheitheal Rothar Safer Spaces Policy and 

decisions made as part of AMR conflict resolution. 

 Discretion is reserved for the appointed/relevant 

coordinators of each of the events. 
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2. AMR shall be maintained as an autonomous space in which 

activities intrinsic of the values we espouse can be 

practiced. 

 

3. The coordinating group is responsible for ensuring that 

AMR has and practices policies, which are inclusive.  This 

includes the maintenance of The An Mheitheal Rothar Safer 

Spaces Policy which will be required to be in a visible 

place in the space at all times. 

 

4. The space can be used by affiliate groups (for example The 

Galway Cycling Campaign) at times previously arranged 

with the coordinating group and will be provisional on the 

groups: 

i.  be motivated by a similar aims or objectives for a more just society; 

ii.  the activities be non-profit; 

iii.  The coordinating group is responsible for ensuring that all visitors 

respect the safer spaces policy. 

 

5. As a social enterprise 

we aim to challenge 

what we see as the root 

causes of inequalities 

in society; as such we 

view our 

organisational as a part 

of our community in 

Galway and the 

diagram of our organisational structure reflects both this 

and our non-hierarchical, collective decision making nature. 
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6. Membership:  

1. Friends of An Mheitheal Rothar: 

All members of the general public as well as other community, voluntary, 

non-profit and like minded organisations are eligible to sign up to the Friends 

of AMR monthly email list. 

 

2. Members of An Mheitheal Rothar: 

Volunteers whom have completed their training and been active volunteers 

for no less than three months shall automatically become Members of AMR.  

Members are entitled to: 

i. Apply for positions on the AMR Coordinating Group as 

indicated in Article 7. 

ii. Vote at decision making meetings as laid out in Article 8. 

 

3. Members of the An Mheitheal Rothar team: 

i. Someone who is an ‘active volunteer’ is a person who attends at least 

one workshop, meeting or event every two weeks. 

ii. Volunteers whom have completed their training and been active 

volunteers for no less than three months shall automatically become 

Members of the AMR team. 

iii. A person's membership shall be automatically rescinded should they 

not be an active volunteer for one month or greater without 

correspondence in each month absent. 

iv. Members are entitled to: 

a. Apply for positions on the AMR Coordinating Group as indicated 

in Article 7. 

b. Vote at decision making meetings as laid out in Article 8. 

 

 

7. The Coordinating Group: 

1. All Members of AMR shall be entitled to apply for positions on the 
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coordinating group, which shall be responsible for coordinating the activities 

of AMR while respecting the participatory decision making structure of 

AMR. 

 

2. The coordinating group shall also be responsible for ensuring AMR is used 

towards the aims of AMR while remaining an inclusive, autonomous space 

and the “AMR Safer Spaces Policy” is adhered to. 

 

3. The positions for the coordinating group of AMR shall be elected at the Bi-

Annual General Meetings, or, if necessary, at an Extraordinary General 

Meeting. 

 

4. All members of the coordinating group shall be required to be members of 

AMR; when volunteers are available, the coordinating group shall consist of 

the following members: 

 

i. Communications coordinator(s); 

ii. Volunteer coordinator(s);  

iii. Workshop Coordinator(s),  

iv. Accounts coordinator(s);  

v. General coordinator(s); 

vi. Events coordinator(s);  

vii. Community Development coordinator(s)  

viii. NUIG Bike Gang Society Representative 

 

i. Communications Coordinator(s) 

The Communications Coordinator(s) shall have responsibility for:  

a. coordinating/facilitating the internal communication so that 

volunteers and coordinators are kept informed of events and their 

responsibilities;  

b. external communications, responding to public enquiries and pro-

actively promoting the space to visitors, regular volunteers and 

appropriate media persons through suitable forms of media and 
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publicity events; 

c. keeping the non-financial records of AMR, including the official 

membership list, and manage the correspondence of AMR and 

submitting the end of year report; 

d. ensuring that a facilitator and minute taker is appointed for each 

meeting of AMR and other responsibilities which are not specified in 

coordinating roles are delegated and carried out.   

  

ii. Volunteer Coordinator(s) 

The Volunteer coordinator(s) shall be responsible for: 

a. coordinating the participation of the AMR volunteers;  

b. that volunteer workshop timetabling and training is smooth and 

effective;  

c. that volunteers are aware of the policies and procedures of AMR;  

d. for supporting and encouraging volunteer upskilling and enjoyable 

participation in general. 

 

iii. Workshop Coordinator(s) 

The workshop Coordinator(s) shall share responsibility for coordinating the 

weekly public workshops provided.  These responsibilities will include but 

are not limited to: 

 

a)  Ensuring volunteers to introduce new visitors to the space to the 

ethos, policies and practices of the space in a welcoming manner.   

b) Ensuring that volunteers, as much as is possible operate a “hands off 

approach” so that the learning experience for visitors to the space is 

as engaged as possible. 

c) They shall also be responsible for ensuring that the workshop 

equipment and parts is maintained to an adequate standard. 

d) Organising training for and coordinating volunteer activities so that 

the time requirements for volunteers are sustainable for both the 

group and the individuals. 

e) Ensuring that the workshop cleaning checklist is  
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iv. Events coordinator 

The Events coordinator(s) shall be responsible managing AMR’s larger 

public outreach events.  Notably: coordinating the applications (financial, 

etc), coordinating the prior organisation as well as the events and volunteers 

on the occasion in a manner that they are safe and family friendly. 

 

v. General Coordinator(s) 

The General Coordinators shall be responsible for assisting and facilitating 

the coordinating group and other coordinators by completing tasks they take 

on when needed and they are able.  

 

vi. Accounts Coordinator(s) 

The Accounts Coordinator will manage the financial affairs of the Group, in 

consultation with the Lead Coordinator and coordinating team.  They will 

maintain the financial records of the AMR. They will prepare and present to 

AMR at the end of year accounts and treasurers report. 

 

In the event of the position(s) being vacant financial decisions will be made 

at coordinating group meetings in respect of the income and finance 

guidelines as laid out in section 11. 

 

vii. Community Development Coordinators(s): 

The Community Development Coordinator(s) shall work to ensure that the 

policies and principles of AMR are engaged with empowerment, social and 

environmental justice, and our practices support and nurture behaviours 

which challenge the social structures which fundamentally cause of 

inequality and injustice. 

 

The Community Development Coordinator(s) shall also be responsible for 

engaging and communicating with, pro-actively and responsively, other 

youth and community groups in relation to using the space. 
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viii. NUIG Bike Gang Society Representative: 

This position is open for any representative appointed by the Bike Gang 

Society to attend AMR coordinating meetings so as to ensure effective 

communication within the Ecospace. 

 

  

5. Elections of the Coordinating Group: 

1. All members of the AMR shall be eligible for election to the 

coordinating group; multiple volunteers may be elected to each role on 

the coordinating team. 

 

2. All members of AMR shall be entitled to participate in the 

election process of the coordinating group. 

 

3. Candidates for each position on the coordinating group of 

AMR must be proposed and seconded by members of AMR at the 

B.A.G.M. with the exception of the NUIG Bike Gang Society 

representative whom is appointed by the society. 

 

4. The election of members to the coordinating group shall be by 

consensus following a nomination; should any member present raise 

reservations/objections to an individual they may request the election be 

held through a secret ballot at the B.A.G.M. In such a case each member 

has one vote and nominees need a majority of 80% of the members 

present at the vote to be passed; abstentions are counted as a vote not in 

support of a proposal.   

 

6. Term of Office of the coordinating group: 

The coordinating group shall hold office from the date decided at the 

B.A.G.M. at which they were elected, until the date decided at the 

following B.A.G.M. for the new coordinating group to take 

responsibility. 
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7. Resignations from the coordinating group: 

1. Any member of the coordinating group may resign their position by a 

letter or email directed to the coordinating group of AMR.  

2. Should a coordinator not attend an AGM without having sent 

correspondence, the members attending the AGM may deem them to 

have resigned.  

3. Coordinators Membership shall be subject Membership guidelines 

detailed in Article 6.   

 

8. Meetings: 

1. AMR Coordinating Meetings 

i. The coordinating group should endeavour to hold coordinating meetings 

on a once weekly basis, where volunteer time and energy permits. 

 

ii. The decisions of AMR will at all times be attempted to be made by 

consensus; however, in the event that consensus cannot be reached a vote 

shall be held.  Each member has one vote and proposals need a majority 

of 80% of the members present at the vote to be passed; abstentions are 

counted as a vote not in support of a proposal. 

  

iii. The quorum for a meeting of AMR shall be four members, of which two 

must be currently acting as coordinators. 

 

iv. Meetings of AMR shall be communicated by any member of the 

coordinating group. At least two days notice of a AMR meeting should be 

given to the members of AMR, where reasonably possible. 

 

 

2. Bi-Annual General Meetings (BAGM’s) 

i. The Bi-Annual General Meetings of AMR shall take at a time to be 

determined by the coordinating group of AMR, but two must be held in 

each calendar year. 
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ii. No less than seven days notice of the Annual General Meeting shall be 

given. The date and time of the B.A.G.M. shall be notified to members 

and advertised by public notice. 

  

3. Extraordinary General Meetings          

i. An Extraordinary General Meeting of AMR may be convened to: 

(i)  Hold an election to fill a vacancy on the coordinating group, should 

one arise; 

(ii) Consider a proposal to amend this constitution or any other governing 

instrument of AMR ; 

(iii) Address any other circumstance not provided for in this constitution. 

  

ii. An Extraordinary General Meeting shall be convened: 

(i)  By majority decision of the coordinating group; or 

(ii) On foot of a submission to the coordinating group of AMR of a 

petition signed by not less than [ten] members of AMR. 

  

iii. No less than [seven] days notice of an Extraordinary General Meeting 

shall be given. The date and time of the E.G.M. shall be notified to 

members and advertised by public notice. 

  

9. Amendments to the Constitution: 

1. Amendments to this constitution may be proposed at a Bi-Annual 

General Meeting or an Extraordinary General Meeting of AMR. 

    

2. The specific wording of the amendments to this constitution as 

approved at a Bi-Annual General Meeting or an Extraordinary General 

Meeting of AMR shall be completed by the coordinating group at their next 

meeting. 

 

3. Appendices of the constitution may be edited by decisions made at 

Coordinating Meetings as per Article 8. 

 



95 
 

 

10. Conflict Resolution: 

1. In circumstances where a member(s) are involved in 

conflict/complaint related to  

the group, the circumstances should be discussed at AMR meetings and an 

appropriate response/action decided on according to the decision making 

process as laid out Article 8.   

 

2. If 3 or more members present at said meeting feel that the issue is of a 

level they  

consider serious or persistent nature, they can request that the membership of 

the  

individual(s) involved in the issue be reviewed, and a meeting should be 

scheduled  

greater than one day but no later than one week from said meeting.   

 

3. The membership(s) of those involved will be discussed on an 

individual basis, and   

the normal decision making process applies, however, the member whom the 

issue has been raised about shall be allowed to offer their perspective only, 

and not to vote on the decision related to their membership.  Said members 

can have their membership rescinded and be requested to not attend any of 

AMR events if it is felt that all other reasonable attempts for conflict 

resolution have been exhausted. 

 

4. If after following the previous steps for conflict resolution and a 

member(s) had  

their membership rescinded, yet continue to cause conflict, an external 

facilitator should be  consulted in a meeting with all of the coordinating 

group. 

 

 

11. Income and Finance Guidelines: 
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1. AMR is a social enterprise and a not-for-profit community organisation. 

 

2. All income i.e. funding and donations, will be used to achieve the 

organisation’s objectives. 

 

3. The day to day finances of AMR shall be managed by the Accounts 

Coordinator(s) of AMR and reviewed monthly at the AMR Coordinating 

Group meetings; subject to section D.  In the event of the position for the 

Accounts Coordinator(s) being vacant, it shall be the responsibility of the 

entire coordinating team, or specific members of the coordinating team 

appointed at a coordinating meeting. 

 

4. All expenditure in excess of €750 must be consulted with the membership 

prior to decision or agreement for payment.   

 

5. The Coordinating Group, in consultation with the membership shall define 

general operating procedures for the collection and disbursement of small 

cash amounts. 

 

6. Decisions on extra expenditure by the organisation will be made by the 

membership. 

 

7. The signature or electronic authorisation of the Treasurer and another 

Coordinating Group member will be required for all cheques or financial 

directives of the organisation. 

 

8. Funding, donations, assets and surplus may not be distributed to any member. 

 

9. All workshop sales shall meet the AMR “Sales and Remuneration Policy” as 

according to Appendix 6. 

 

10. All remuneration shall meet the AMR “Sales and Remuneration Policy” as 

according to Appendix 6. 
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12. Creative Ownership and Responsibility 

1. AMR will make no claim and take no responsibility for the projects created 

by members using organisation resources. 

 

2. Members may not use organisation resources for continued personal 

activities for personal gain. 

 

13. Dissolution of AMR.  

1. AMR may be dissolved by a four fifths majority vote of its membership at a 

General Meeting.  AMR shall fall into abeyance should it fail to validly elect 

a coordinating group for five successive years. 

 

2. On dissolution of AMR, the assets shall be donated to the cause(s)/ 

charity(ies) of choice of the members. 
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