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This article offers a cultural approach with semantic methods and constructivist premises on 
the history of mobility. It gives an overview of events taking place in Bielefeld 1979-1995 
and analyses the medial and political resonance of traffic issues. The focus is on the perception 
and communication of insecurities by individual actors, institutions and local media. The 
proposition is that emotions are structuring the behavior of citizens participating in traffic as 
well as their social roles when protesting against perceived insecurities.

Introduction

Traffic security has rarely been treated by the conventional German 
history of mobility, which is traditionally being situated close to eco-
nomic history1. Social-psychology and traffic sciences have treated road 
safety and general security in public spaces to a greater amount. The 
impact of emotions on traffic and the relevance of security and insecu-

1 For accounts on the history of mobility in Germany after 1945 see: Roth 2009, 47-
64; Roth 2009, 11-28; Schiedt 2010; Dienel 2007; Dienel 2010, 12; Bergmann 2009, 
105-130; Niemann 1999, 12; Fraunholz 2002, 7ff; Böhm 2006, 12; Briggs 1977, 12.
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rity for the political communication were researched only seldom and 
barely exhaustive. The historiographical diagnosis stands in contrast to 
the sources in local contexts which enable different perspectives. From 
the late 1970s to early 1990s road safety issues were a part of daily life 
in Bielefeld. Based on the experiences people had, a variety of emo-
tions and emotional utterances were connected with these insecuri-
ties. Motorists felt anger about the perceived restrictions of mobility 
which were often regarded as artificial and unnecessary constraints to 
their civil freedoms2. Pedestrians and Cyclists experienced fear caused 
by latent or manifest dangers, often caused by other traffic participants3. 
After deadly accidents, massive protests and the occupation of streets 
and public places were common. Social phenomena like road rage or 
the hedonistic-ruthless speeders were criticized in public as well as the 
statistically apparent peak of road safety issues, like the heavily rising 
numbers of dead and injured in the second half of the 1980s. The new-
spapers in town reported frequently about speeders, rude cyclists and 
aggressive driving, or interviewed people who spoke about their fear to 
participate in «the battlefield we call traffic»4. Roadside memorials gave 

2 The connection between traffic restrictions and civil freedom seems to be a spe-
cific German mentality. A plausible theory would be that mass motorization and the 
first democratic state which guaranteed and supported a civil society were supported 
at the same time after 1949. Being mobile with a car and being a free citizen were two 
aspects of a concept of a society.

3 Bielefeld suffered a destruction of more than 90 % of all buildings in World War 
2. After 1945, the reconstruction process included decisions to make the new city 
more compatible with the expected development towards mass motorization. The 
public space became redistributed in favor of the car. It was considered as modern 
to have a city supporting the use of cars as the primary means of transportation. As 
a result, walkways were made smaller, roads got more lanes. About the history of 
mobility in Bielefeld see: Deppe 1992; Kühne 2006, 6ff; Haefeli 1999, 238-259; Vo-
gelsang 1990, 74-85.

4 Statements like this were not unique in the analyzed sources, like newspaper ar-
ticles, interviews and material of grassroots-level-social movements. Traffic being 
described with martial or bellicious metaphors was a common thing since the 1950s. 
See as well StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/002: Verkehrsberuhigung, Tempo 30 
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witness of the grief families felt for the death caused by traffic accidents 
[Röhl 2008, 5916-5927]. Local elections and campaigns in Bielefeld 
considered the issue of road safety, and political factions felt obliged 
to deliver answers and solutions. People had a feeling that traffic in 
their town was not safe, despite official statistics telling the opposite. 
In the elections for the city council in 1994, the green party managed 
to mobilize people by presenting a political agenda which included 
road safety promised changes concerning notorious accident hotspots. 
Their political success was founded on their program addressing peo-
ple’s emotions concerning the immanent insecurities.
My history of the emotional aspects of road safety in Bielefeld is focu-
sing on the expectation, perception and social negotiation of risk5. The 
presumption is that politics and emotions share a fundamental con-
nection6. Emotions are being understood as a natural part of political 
language and action7. They cause political actions, and are as well part 
of political acting. Every society has certain «feeling rules», which can 
change and develop over time [Reddy 2001, 124ff; Saxer 2007, 7]. My 
master thesis [Höltje 2014] presented the relevance of accidents as cri-
tical events for local communications of road safety and public security 
by analyzing three local case studies. In this article, I will show that 
both communication of insecurity and the production of security were 
connected to the management of emotions. To do so, exemplary com-
munications will be analyzed concerning their semantic capabilities. In 

Zonen 1984-1995, taz, 21.6.1989.

5 In this context ‚risk‘ is defined as a communication, a socially constructed entity, 
as outlined by Luhmann 2003. This sociological definition of risk stands in contrast to 
economic definitions, which are based on the assumption that every risks has a certain 
value and can be insured. About risks and emotions in traffic: Rölle 2010, 89-111; 
Jeschke 1994, 139-146.

6 This presumption is fundamental for many cultural approaches to security: 
Münkler 2010, 11-34.

7 About the history of emotions, defining and operationalizing emotions as histo-
rical categories: Frevert 2011; Reddy 2001; Hitzer 2011, 1-80; Aschmann 2005, 11.
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which context where emotions uttered by whom and to which end? 
Which emotions were in certain events expected or socially accepted? 
How was emotionality perceived by others? First I will present rele-
vant terms and concepts such as the concept of securitization. Another 
brick are actors, institutions and the broader spatial and historical con-
text of the local events. A third step deals with the communication of 
insecurity as a central manifestation of semantics with a capability for 
emotions. After that I will show that besides the imprecise use of lan-
guage, insecurities were visualized in pseudo-precise statistics, which 
contributed to the overall social perception of security. Finally, I will 
show that the management of public security included managing the 
public emotions concerning insecurities.

Communicating Emotions: Concepts and Terms

‘Traffic security’ and ‘road safety’ are both referring to the German term 
‘Verkehrssicherheit’ and representing a semantic disambiguation of it: 
‘road safety’ meaning the technical aspects, ‘traffic security’ the broader, 
social dimension [Daase 2010, 2]. I will try to reflect this difference by 
referring to the more appropriate term in each context. My argument 
is that by the process of securitization, aspects formerly regarded as 
mere technical ‘safeties’ become embedded in the public and political 
center of attention and can therefore be described as ‘securities’8. As 
security is a central leitmotif of modern societies, the emotions caused 
by insecurities are a dominant factor in the communication of political 
concepts and agendas9. Security is not understood as a mere object of 

8 “Securitization” means a process of communication which establishes topics as 
matters of security: Buzan et. al 1998. There, securitization was defined as a «social 
process by which groups of people construct something as a threat»: Buzan et. al 
2009, 213, 214.

9 The German term ‘Sicherheit’ plays a crucial role in the history of Germany in 
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government actions, but as a horizon of social and cultural beliefs and 
expectations [Conze 2005, 357-380]. The dilemma of security in mo-
dern societies is that citizens always demand more than the status quo. 
Like the gross national product or the individual income, security is 
always expected to increase.
Surely, the experience of insecurity is a very subjective and individual 
matter. But strong emotions like the feeling to risk one’s life on a daily 
basis structure both social actions and communications of individuals. 
Even more, psychological research found incidence that feeling inse-
cure might have meant mental problems for those who experienced it 
permanently [Maslow 1977, 45ff.]. The psychologist Abraham Maslow 
defined security as a basic necessity for human beings nearly as impor-
tant as sleep or food. When permanently not feeling secure, a person 
will prioritize the reestablishment of security to all other needs, except 
the even more existential ones. Such a person might act in a restricted 
or self-focused way due to this phenomenon. The choice of the means 
of transportation, the time and place, as well as the possibility to be 
actively driving or being transported as a passenger all are factors for 
the overall perception and the individual opinion. In addition to that, 
the primary choice of means of transportation forms an individual set 
of values [Becker 1999, 86ff.] They are oriented on the self or the com-
munity and include economic, ecological, social and hedonistic values. 
If an individual experiences his core value to be disrupted, an emotional 
reaction is likely to follow. Aggressive driving was often a reaction to 
perceived restrictions by others. In Bielefeld, traffic congestions caused 
by high traffic density and construction zones increased the potential 
for these problems [Yorck Herzberg 2006, 79; Gerike 2011, 213].
But what insights can written sources offer about emotions? They de-
liver a perspective on the public use of emotions as a part of public 

the 20th century by being a central term for political rhetoric: Daase 2012, 387-405; 
Zwierlein 2012, 365-386; Lüthi 2009, 15-25; Conze 2009, 12; Siemens 2012, 63-84.
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speaking and acting [Saxer 2007, 15] On a more abstract level, they 
enable us to see the feeling rules of a society, the way emotions were 
socially constructed by language and coded into various texts, contexts, 
and representations. This is achieved by the use of a variety of lingui-
stic expressions with different meanings, tonalities and connotations. 
These semantics of emotions can be identified with the following cri-
teria: they must be i. immediately understandable by relevant others, 
ii. Accompanied by distinguishable physical changes, iii. Able of being 
demonstrated by verbal expressions, iv. Decodable by a cultural code 
[Frevert 2000, 98]. Emotions can be understood as the result of a tran-
slation process, forming individual feelings into articulations which are 
collectively understood. These «emotives» can be described as langua-
ge-based representations which enable us to construct our perception 
of reality [Reddy 2001, 104f.]. From this perspective, the question if 
there is any emotion ‘as such’ is obsolete. If any emotion can only be 
expressed or even thought by the use of language, the semantic aspect of 
it is given by the semiotic fact that it is only a reference to something10.

The Historical Context of Traffic Insecurities

The debate about traffic safety is as old as motorized traffic itself. Yet 
there are just a very few historizations of the insecurities experienced 
in traffic, besides the historiographies of exceptional events like cata-
strophes as for example Titanic and Hindenburg. Fear and anger, as 
being common emotions of those participating in traffic, seem to be 
continuous but unappreciated aspects of the history of mobility. When 
technical systems are commonly used and considered as safe, the reality 
of eventual insecurity is even more striking. Only when a certain cata-

10 Referring to the semiotic Ogden/Richards triangle, meaning is only an indirect 
representation of concepts for real entities, named by language.
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strophe threshold is broken, events are being perceived as extraordina-
ry and not acceptable11. Some accidents were perceived as beyond this 
threshold and functioned as «critical events», catalyzing the process of 
securitization12. The dynamic momentum of such an event was able to 
change the perception of security in a way, that previously unspeaka-
ble or unthinkable options became more realistic. The threshold itself 
is the result of communication about risks and dangers and its social 
perceptions. Its exact position is relative to places, like the individual 
perspective on traffic, as well as to time.
If a situation occurs when the insecurity is considered as manifest and 
immanent, securitizing actors start a process of securitization leading 
to far-reaching institutional change. In the early 1970s, the amount 
of 20000 yearly deaths caused by traffic accidents evoked reactions by 
securitizing actors such as mass media [Gehlert 2011, 233]. In the years 
of the oil price crisis, the economical doubts concerning the future of 
traffic and motorization became connected with general critique of its 
insecurity by various social movements [Luhmann 1998, 852, 853]. 
Later in the 1980s, the same debate took place within the background 
of the Waldsterben-debate, even though the number of overall deaths 
had decreased massively. Road safety had become part of a broader 
debate about the social acceptance of risks and dangers. As a result, the 
formerly technical aspects of road safety were now discussed as a pro-
blem of public security. This process of securitization led to political 

11 I am referring to the concept of «Katastrophenschwelle» as defined by Luhmann 
2003, 11: «Catastrophes guide into another mode of political action, ignoring the 
usual processes and bureaucratic structures. If it comes to that, it is not about mana-
ging the security problem itself, it is about maintaining the political sovereignty in 
principle».

12 Gilcher-Holtey 2001, 120-137. Critical Events are events perceived and com-
municated as non-daily and exceptional. The point of time when the event takes 
place plays a crucial role in this concept. Decisions of participating actors can only be 
made in a short period of time after critical events, when the positions of many actors 
become synchronized and they all have to meet the demands for more safety. See as 
well: Gilcher-Holtey 2008, 15-47.
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concepts dealing with the new-found problem, and offering solutions 
to those who demanded them. The government, be it the local mayor 
and city council or the federal state, was expected to protect the citizens 
of this new-found threat [Habermas 2009, 406].
In the «era of ecology», mobility and traffic became topics of political 
relevance for the new social movements, which were in Germany lin-
ked with the New Left13.The first groups concerned with the insecu-
rities of traffic were established in the post-1968 left-alternative milieu 
in the late 1970s, consolidated in the 1980s and became relevant actors 
in the political infrastructure in the early 1990s. As a part of the Ver-
kehrsbewegung, small groups developed as Bürgerinitiativen. With 
expertise and dedication, they made a contribution to local political 
agendas and influenced decisions about the organization of traffic in 
the public space. Being a part of the alternative milieu, their message 
was that the established political factions were lacking real-world traf-
fic concepts to solve existing problems. By the use of public speech, 
mass media and personal relationship to existing parties, they managed 
to make their points clear and gain local political influence within a 
few years. In the late 1980s the local milieu of new social movements 
involved in traffic security in Bielefeld had a heterogeneous structure. 
Small groups mainly consisting of neighbors were mainly interested in 
‘their’ street, but partly became integrated in bigger structures. Clubs 
and interest groups began to reformulating their aims and addressing 
more people. In 1982, the local section of the cyclists-club (ADFC) 
was founded to represent the position of cyclists. In their initial leaflet, 
they justified their existence with the fact that «having no lobby can 

13 Joachim Radkau chooses this term for the time after 1968: Radkau 2011, 147. 
About the history of new social movements in Germany: Neidhardt, Rucht 2001, 28-
70; Balistier 1983, 12; Kern 2008, 156, 157; Rootes 2004, 608-640; Neidhardt 1994, 
7-41; Friedrichs 1994, 359-374. New Left and left-alternative Milieus, lifestyle and 
habitus was thoroughly researched by Reichardt 2014.
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be life-threatening»14. Parallel to the grass-root-level of peace activists, 
environmentalists and anti-nuclear-power groups formed a Bunte Li-
ste, which later merged to Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen. Those groups did 
not hesitate to name insecurities explicitly, talking of «an atmosphere 
of daily terror» and «criminal speeding»15. By doing so they transformed 
private emotions into public emotions. Political mobilization was made 
by addressing these emotions directly.

Playing the Game of Chance: Emotional Perceptions of Traffic

The rare mentioning of emotions in the sources may as well be cau-
sed by habitual restrictions. In many social milieus, fear was simply 
not part of the constructed identity of the unfettered citizen. In ad-
dition to that, it was simply not common to speak about emotions 
in public. Emotions were connected to the private life, and could not 
easily be communicated in public without leaving the narrow sphere 
of social acceptability. The sources contain only little evidence of pe-
ople speaking directly of fear. Metaphors and indirect references were 
more common. For instance, the traffic was often described as a cata-
strophe or catastrophic. Women had «fear as a constant companion» 
when participating in traffic16. Cyclists experienced the new-designed 
Adenauerplatz in Bielefeld as a place where «fear for their life» or «a 
condition of fear» were typical reactions to the use of the cycle lane. In 
1979, the student Marita Apfelbacher wrote a letter to the chief of po-
lice in which she stated that after two accidents as a cyclist, she would 

14 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/032: Radfahren I 1973-1989, «Stadtblatt», 
1/1983.

15 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/002: Verkehrsberuhigung, Tempo-30-Zo-
nen 1984-1995, NW 18.7.1991.

16 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/032: Radfahren I 1973-1989, NW 6.3.1980.
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refuse to participate in this «game of chance» by riding her bike on the 
road17. Instead, she would be using the sidewalk, to increase her safety 
to an acceptable level and not putting her life at the stakes. The police 
responded by informing her that illegal usage of sidewalks could be 
charged. It was also the chief of police who advised cyclists to consider 
not using their bicycles any more due to the dangers connected with it. 
The message was understood; the police admitted that they could not 
provide safety for all to the same degree18.
Since the early 1980s the number of cyclists in Bielefeld increased and 
to a formerly unknown level in the middle of the 1990s. This deve-
lopment caused conflicts about security between different users of the 
public space. Cyclists tended to use pedestrian areas where no cycle 
lanes were available to avoid the feared contact with cars. When many 
cyclists began to use the pedestrian mall in the city center to avoid the 
notorious main roads, pedestrians considered this practice as an inva-
sive and rude threat to their safety. Local managers of public securi-
ty were demanded with an incredible medial resonance to act against 
«cycling rowdies»19. The police reacted with intensive controls in the 
affected areas, earning positive resonance by the media by fining the 
caught cyclists. In their opinion, the cyclists caused the massive incre-
ase of accidents by their general «lack of discipline» and by not com-
plying with traffic rules, like their «occupation» of sidewalks and igno-
ring red lights20. With a high visibility, the police tried to reestablish 
the «comfort and freedom from danger» for pedestrians. The police 
officer in charge explained the strategy which was explicitly targeting 

17 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/032: Radfahren I 1973-1989, NW 6.10.1979.

18 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/032: Radfahren I 1973-1989, NW 3.2.1979.

19 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/030: Radfahren II 1993-1995, WB 7.8.1995.

20 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/032: Radfahren I 1973-1989, NW 9.6.1983; 
StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/032: Radfahren I 1973-1989, NW 23.6.1989.
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the emotions: «Comfort and security means quality for life»21.
The protests taking place in Bielefeld almost habitually after each 
critical event can also be interpreted as valves for this psychological 
problem. These emotions were not only on the level of social con-
structions, but existed biologically, and motivated people to join the 
protests. It was not necessary to be a victim by own experience to de-
velop negative emotions about traffic security. Persons living in the 
city experienced traffic accidents as part of daily life. Victims of traffic 
accidents were known to nearly everyone. The perception was also in-
fluenced by the media reporting about local accidents regularly and by 
social contacts reporting about self-experienced or watched accidents 
[Reichertz 2010, 40-60]. People joined the protests because they were 
feeling concerned and had fear for their health or life. The mass me-
dia played a crucial role in reflecting the role of the protests. Via their 
reflection in the public opinion, the social movements and each parti-
cipant were able to watch themselves and form a social identity [Kern 
2008, 156, 157] People speaking about having fear when partaking in 
traffic often where in marginalized positions, until their issues became 
a part of social movements’ political agendas.
Emotions also have influence on the behavior in the public sphere, the 
use of traffic infrastructure and practices of use [Rölle 2010, 89-111; 
Jeschke 1994, 139-146] Different individuals have different emotional 
settings depending on their dominant form of mobility. A survey made 
in Bielefeld in 1994 by a city-run project group gives an overview 
about the emotional setting a citizen might have had about participa-
ting in traffic.
Conspicuously many cyclists declared to experience fear as the stron-
gest emotion while cycling, prior to anger or happiness22. 45, 8 % stated 

21 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/031: Radfahren II 1991-1993 , Stadtblatt 
40/1990.

22 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/030: Radfahren II 1993-1995, Stadtblatt 
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that they would not use the bicycle at all due to fear. 45% of all persons 
being mobile exclusively by foot and 40% of all exclusively motorists 
stated that the choice of means of transportation was mainly based on 
their personal feelings. For those, the bicycle was considered as unac-
ceptably insecure. 68, 2 % of all surveyed persons stated the car traffic 
to be the biggest overall threat, 77, 4 % of all cyclists agreed to this 
statement. Besides fear, forms of anger up to manifest aggression were 
considered as common emotions for more than 50 %, no matter what 
the means of transportation were. 60 % thought of cyclists as having a 
positive effect on overall road safety. Of all surveyed persons, 78 % said 
that they would be willing to use the bike more often, if they would 
feel safer. A completely car-free city was expected to increase overall 
safety by 58 %, 17 % denied an increase at all.
Fear as an emotion was often being addressed in political arguments. 
Especially the debate about 30-km/h-zones was shaped by illustrating 
the physical results of accidents with higher speed. The local initia-
tive Gruppe aktiver Radfahrerinnen und Radfahrer (GAFF) designed 
leaflets with a morbid sepulchral aesthetic. A coffin for the 8000 dead 
by traffic accidents, decorated with stars like the Mercedes-Benz-logo 
and a black ribbon designed like a street. Additionally, the reference 
to children as possible victims of accidents was a common argument 
to convince adults to change their behavior. It was always an appeal 
towards morality, but also raised fears that one’s own child might be a 
victim as well. Alas, the fear of becoming a victim of an accident caused 
by excessive speeding did not stop the majority of motorists to surpass 
the speed limit by smaller amounts. Traffic controls granted high tole-
rances at the measure threshold, subtracting at least 10%. Complaints 
about cars driving with 70-80km/h or 40-50 km/h were common. 
Many local initiatives documented with borrowed radar equipment 

16.2.1995.
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the speed excesses in ‘their’ street23. The newspapers reported of «angry 
accusation» and «situations prone to a brawl» when the speeders were 
confronted by the residents. People who were speeding in the city 
were commonly addressed as insane, anti-social or as mere criminals. 
If they belonged to certain subcultures like car-tuners, their social po-
sition often became marginalized and reduced to the opinion that they 
would be a threat to others24. The public demands for exclusive puniti-
ve action became a routine of social distinction against ‘the others’ with 
the side-effect of reducing the complexity of the problem. Speeding 
was considered to be the most important reason for severe accidents, 
and the few persons who committed to speeding were found guilty in 
public opinion. By performing this mechanism of othering, the public 
guilt and blame was addressed to the others, whereas the own behavior 
was being constructed as socially acceptable. By inventing the speeder 
as not normal, the own speed became normal.

Communicating Risks by Numbers

Concerning the numbers of accidents Bielefeld was following the ge-
neral trend in the Federal Republic. The degree of motorization was, 
in comparison to other cities of the same size, average. Since the early 
1950s, the city administration ran an image-campaign to establish Bie-
lefeld as a ‘car-friendly city’, following the paradigmatic urban deve-
lopment doctrine in those days [Haefeli: Verkehrspolitik, 241, 242]. 
The consequence was that after 1965, the proportion of motorized 
traffic to other forms of mobility became massive, leading to further 

23 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/001: Raser, Tempolimit, Geschwin-
digkeitsüberwachung 1989-1996, NW 7.7.1994.

24 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/001: Raser, Tempolimit, Geschwin-
digkeitsüberwachung 1989-1996, Stadtblatt 2.1.1994.
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problems such as increasing accident rates for all traffic participants. In 
1973, the number of death caused by traffic was at an absolute peak25. 
Regarding the long-term trend of accidents, deaths and injuries, it is 
clear that the total number of accidents increases until today. Despite, 
the total deaths decrease since the peak in the early 1970s, increasing 
only slightly after the German unification in the early 1990s.

This was the official graph shown by those who were in charge to gua-
rantee public security, like the police and politicians. This convention 
of visualization helped forming a narrative of always increasing secu-
rity, being reproduced at annual press conferences and publications. 
Showing declining graphs not only proved the efficiency of the own 
work, it also calmed down the emotions in the public opinion concer-
ning security. After a series of deadly accidents in 1983, the chief of 
police demanded the «weak traffic participants», he meant cyclists and 

25 In 1970, the sum of dead and heavy injured persons in Germany was 550.988 
and in 1995 521.595. The total amount of accidents in 1970 was 1.392.007, in 1995 
2.238.301: https://www.destatis.de/DE/ZahlenFakten/Wirtschaftsbereiche/Tran-
sportVerkehr/Verkehrsunfaelle/Tabellen_/Strassenverkehrsunfaelle.html



Jan Höltje
Emotional Aspects of Road Safety Issues in Bielefeld, 1979-1995.

15

pedestrians, not to rely on the consideration of motorists26. Instead, they 
should behave more cautious to avoid future accidents. This statement 
enraged the concerned groups even more, they felt treated like second-
class citizens and got the impression that their feeling of insecurity was 
well-founded.
In Bielefeld, the numbers followed the general trend27. However, in 
the 1980s the number of deaths decreased significantly less than the 
German average. In 1987 to 1991 there was an increase of casualties 
no one really could explain. Taking a closer look at the modal split, 
dividing the total number in separate trends for motorists, cyclists and 
pedestrians, reveals a different development. The numbers for moto-
rists followed the general trend and declined, whereas the number for 
other participants in traffic increased. For those the probability to suffer 
a deadly or severe accident were significantly higher, and statistical re-
asons for emotions like fear and the overall feeling of insecurity defini-
tely existed. Motorists profited from safety innovations like airbags and 
seat belts and even drove more risky than they had ten years ago, but 

26 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/004: Verkehrsunfälle, Verkehrssicherheit 
1986-1989, NW 27.4.1983.

27 The numbers have recorded in the official yearbooks of the city, published by 
the department for statistics, and available in the city archives.
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without the deadly effects.
All others suffered the increasing rate of motorization. AutoBild, one of 
the mainstream automotive magazines without any tendency against 
motorized traffic in general, in 1987 had the headline «Bielefeld is Ger-
many’s’ least secure town», hinting at the unexpected peaks in the figu-
res28. In a comparison with 19 other German towns, Bielefeld got worst 
results concerning traffic safety. Of course this news had an impact on 
the local discussion, and were cited by critics of the established traffic 
concepts. The administration and the police denied the value of the 
survey, but the damage was done. Instead of reproducing the narration 
of permanently increasing security, the report showed a different pic-
ture than the official statistics. The efforts of the local security managers 
had been focused on decreasing the number of deadly accidents and 
showing this success with visualizations, dismissing other factors like 
severely injured or total accidents in relation to total inhabitants. The 
aim was to maintain a positive public opinion concerning security. In 
the years after the report traffic security was described as «a myth», and 
the local mass media reported frequently about accidents, keeping a 
close eye on the reactions and the explanations of police and city offi-
cials29.

Political Repercussions of Insecurity

The demands for more security were common and the most exposed 
security managers in the city, the local police and the administration, 
tried to meet them by facing the problems. In 1991, after a cyclist had 

28 This report was cited in the local press as well: StBie 210,47 Bielefelder 
Stadtblatt/004: Verkehrsunfälle, Verkehrssicherheit 1986-1989, Stadtblatt 15.4.1987.

29 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/008: Autowahn und Technik, Auto- und 
Verkehrsclubs 1984-1992, Die Zeit 8.11.1991.
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been killed in an accident caused by excessive speeding in the city cen-
ter, some statements in the press were expressing it with emotional 
terms:

«Speeders are everywhere, the police isn’t able to stop them. If the state 
fails to guarantee security, and if the politics does not react, the citizens 
must help themselves. In this case, installing concrete blocks and other 
obstacles become nothing else but a defensive action. It would not be 
necessary, if the state would free us from those brainless speeders.»30

Juvenile speeders connected risky driving at high speed with positive 
emotions, acted to impress one another and gain social capital in their 
peer group [Gehlert 2011, 238] The low compliance of traffic par-
ticipants with existing rules was a major reason for traffic accidents. 
Speeding, crossing red lights and tailgating increased the rate of heavy 
accidents in the 1980s and 1990s massively31. Motorists, cyclists and pe-
destrians were both victims and delinquents. The efficiency of formal 
traffic policing was commonly doubted. The subjective probability of 
getting caught was low and motivated many persons to ignore the 
rules whenever a higher personal benefit was expected in comparison 
to the perceived possibility of negative outcomes and sanctions32. This 
was caused by the objective control density of the police, and the per-
ceived level of surveillance. The personal perception was influenced by 

30 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/002: Verkehrsberuhigung, Tempo-30-Zo-
nen 1984-1995, NW 18.7.1991.

31 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/004: Verkehrsunfälle, Verkehrssicherheit 
1986-1989, WB 8.3.1984.

32 Gehlert 2011, 243. In the middle of the 1990s, the police tried to confront people 
who committed traffic violations like speeding with possible consequences of their 
acting by showing them videos. The idea was to try a new method to accomplish 
a behavioral change not by fining and further punishment, but by shocking them. 
The video were thought to address the emotional set of the delinquent person and 
evoking fear of possible consequences. Soon after the introduction of this method, 
traffic psychologists doubt the effectiveness of the method. Studies reported about 
many participants reacting bored, ignorant or even mocking when being ‘shocked’ 
by the videos.
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many factors, structured the behavior. The police was restricted in its 
resources to control the traffic as well as in their will to do so.
After the early 1970s, the German police tried to change their public 
image. As a «friend and helping hand» of the citizens, it was counter-
productive to bother the mobile citizens with too many restrictions. 
On the other hand, it was expected of the police to maintain the public 
security by sanctioning those who did not stick to rules. In the local 
media in Bielefeld, the reports about traffic controls had different to-
nalities depending on the time and the context. Shortly after accidents 
which functioned as critical events more security and more surveillan-
ce were demanded, but in general the media reproduced the message 
of surveillance as restrictions of the righteous citizen. The citizens as 
well reacted ambivalently when being controlled. In letters to the edi-
tor, people wrote about the «hate» and the «blind rage» they would feel 
when being controlled by machines and fined for speeding33. Other 
persons reacted quite emotional with the use of violence against instal-
led cameras. To improve the public acceptance of controls and the ge-
neral image of the police, surveillance activities were announced with 
martial rhetoric, like having a «mission to protect» children and elderly 
people, «declaring war on speeding in the city», «opening the hunt» 
on speeders or «starting an offensive» against them34. The necessity of 
the measures was always emphasized, and stated that it would be the 
natural task of the police to control the traffic and sanction deviant be-
havior. Even excuses about the «obligation to perform this unpopular 
task» were uttered by officials35. Traffic controls were announced days 

33 Bielefelder Stadtarchiv, 210,47 / Bielefelder Stadtblatt 001, Westfälische Na-
chrichten 7/94.

34 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/004: Verkehrsunfälle, Verkehrssicherheit 
1986-1989 , WB 12.6.1986; StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/004: Verkehrsunfälle, 
Verkehrssicherheit 1986-1989, NW 11.12.1987.

35 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/004: Verkehrsunfälle, Verkehrssicherheit 
1986-1989, WB 12.6.1986
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ahead, and radio stations as well as newspapers informed legally about 
time and places of the controls. As a result, the effectiveness of the 
controls itself decreased. The police could do its job and enact itself as 
an active producer of security, but without harming too many people 
by fining them. The actual security got undermined by these practi-
ces to maintain a fragile discursive equilibrium, but due to the medial 
resonances and the visibility of the police in the streets, the perceived 
security increased. By doing so, the police managed not the underlying 
road safety issues, but the feelings of those who were controlled as well 
as of those who demanded more controls.
After a deadly accident happened in 13 January 1986 at the Stapen-
horststraße, a local initiative distributed a leaflet which said that the 
next deadly accident was just a matter of time, and posed the question 
what would have to happen to make a difference. The accident was 
considered as «not surprising or uncommon, but very expectable»36. 
The reproach was, that the persons and institutions in charge would 
just wait, until another accident happens, and not being actively pre-
venting this from happening. The threat itself was considered as inevi-
table if nothing changed. The latent feelings of insecurity got manifest 
and found an expression at the demonstrations which took place in 
the days after the accident. After the critical event, appeals to peoples’ 
emotions activated many persons to express their opinion in public: 
«concerned and angry cyclists» reminded others that «they could be the 
next victims»37. The local media reported about the events and also in-
tegrated the emotions of the participants in their articles. The commu-
nication after the accident at the Stapenhorststraße is a prime example 
for how public opinion and political action change after critical events. 
The feeling of insecurity transformed from latent, but vague fear to a 

36 Archiv der Universität Bielefeld KS 50Flugblatt vom 15.1.1986: Wieviele noch?; 
StBie Landesgeschichtliche Bibliothek Zst 22: Radblatt 1984-1988, 4/86, 1/86.

37 Ibid.
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manifest security problem. Tied up to the already existing and voiced 
discontent with the provision of security in traffic by the local institu-
tions, protests intensified and finally got the undivided support of the 
local newspapers. The city administration was broadly considered as 
incapable of protecting the citizens. Hence to increase the security im-
mediately, activists installed traffic signs displaying an allowed speed of 
30 km/h, which were removed regularly by the city administration. As 
the protests lasted for weeks, political actors among all factions reacted 
to the changed public opinion by first modifying their language and 
then their actions concerning traffic safety. Now they had to react to 
present themselves as being active managers of the situation. Even con-
servative politicians, who never supported traffic safety agendas before 
and had barely credibility among the activists, were not reluctant to 
call the situation «a catastrophe»38. As a result, the city council decided 
urgently about a large-scale reconstruction of the whole street, a mas-
sive change in infrastructure to increase the security.

Conclusion

Semantics with emotional capability legitimized action and increased 
the impact of arguments. Speaking of fear made the threat more credi-
ble, even if the reference was merely a subjective feeling. The discourse 
about public security, explicitly including road safety, changed massi-
vely from 1979 to 1995. Especially the social acknowledgement and 
acceptance of emotions was a subject of change. In the 1990s, it was 
common to speak about having fear when cycling, or being aggressi-
ve when being decelerated by others. The social movements, later in 
their more institutionalized forms as parties, played a huge role in this 
process. They were the driving forces who accepted existing emotions 

38 StBie 210,47 Bielefelder Stadtblatt/011: Straßen 1977-1992, WB 16.1.1986.
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which were considered as unspeakable in public, and integrated them 
in their political rhetoric and agendas. This lead to political success 
and on the long run to social change. Further research on the history 
of emotions seems promising, especially when being performed with 
progressive methods in interdisciplinary contexts. A cultural history of 
mobility can add new perspectives of the self-perception of societies 
and the communication of risks. This might help to understand the 
history of the 20th century as well as the unsolved traffic problems of 
the presence.
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