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ABSTRACT

This dissertation investigates cabdriving as a form of spatial work, involved in the production
and reproduction of social space through three interrelated products: physical movement 
from place to place; the experience of movement, of connection made between places; and 
the articulation of these places, movements, and experiences with visions of society and the 
social. The particular forms of knowledge involved in this work, and the politics in which 
taxicabs are entangled, are explored through fieldwork conducted in two very different cities:
Mexico City and San Francisco, California. The political context of cabdriving knowledge 
changes as new technologies are introduced into the cab to reframe the relationship between 
the interior of the cab (where passengers and drivers interact) and the exteriors (urban and 
informational spaces) through which it passes. 

In Mexico City, interviews with libre, base, and sitio cabdrivers about their knowledge and 
work strategies revealed three aspects of cabdriving as a rhythmanalytical practice: 1) the 
points of confluence, i.e., the spatial pattern or method by which drivers link up with 
passengers; 2) the temporal and monetary patterns of constraint the occupation puts on 
drivers; and 3) the sense of the city which emerges, as this is described by drivers. Each form 
of taxicab has different patterns of movement, and different spatial and technological means 
of establishing contact with customers, which results in differing experiences and strategies 
elaborated by drivers.

In San Francisco, interviews were conducted with taxi, limousine, and “ridesharing” drivers 
on the impact of smartphone-enabled “e-hailing” technology. The term allegorithm (the 
productive co-deployment of a socially relevant allegorical script and a software-mediated 
algorithm) is borrowed from gaming studies to describe how interfaces reframe the cab-
riding experience. Of particular interest is the emergene of “ridesharing,” or the overcab (a 
cab-riding experience which is superior to the experience of riding in a cab). The 
effectiveness of the overcab’s reframing project depends on the acceptance and performance 
by participants of the “overcab” narrative. There are indications that the transcendence of the 
overcab is fragile, and that cracks are developing in the experiences of both drivers and 
passengers, due to continuing tensions which the overcab has failed to resolve, or which have
been introduced as part of its regulating mechanism.
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PART 1: INTRODUCTION

CHAPTER 1: TAXICAB POLITICS AND
URBAN MOBILITY

“You Need a GPS to Go There?”

I am standing on a corner in San Francisco’s Japantown, staring at a map on the 

screen of my smartphone. On the map I watch a small car icon, representing a driver who is 

supposed to be picking me up. Unfortunately, he keeps making a wrong turn, which leads 

him in circles. While I am waiting, an El Dorado taxi pulls up and disgorges two women, and

as they are paying for the cab, I realize that I know the driver—it is none other than Seth,1 an 

old friend of mine, and a contributor to my MA thesis on cabdriving in San Francisco.

Seth is just the person I want to talk to. It seems like my return visit to San Francisco, 

in part to update my earlier authoethnographic study of cabdriving in that city, is coming 

together.

As his passengers leave, I step up to his window and say hello. It takes him a moment

to recognize me, just as the car I have been waiting for—a white Honda Accord with a large, 

fluffy pink mustache attached to the front grille—pulls up behind him. Seth shoots the pink 

mustache a frown through his rearview mirror.

I need to take that pink-mustached car, so I talk quickly. I tell Seth I am back in the 

1 Unless otherwise noted, the names of all cab companies, and of all drivers interviewed or discussed in San 
Francisco or Mexico City are pseudonyms.
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city doing research, and ask him to get in touch with me, handing him my card and writing 

my current phone number on the back. He nods happily and says it would be good to get 

back in touch with me. I then say goodbye and walk back to the other car, climbing in and 

apologizing to the driver for keeping him waiting.

Bryce, the driver of the mustached car, pulls away from the curb, and asks where I am

headed as he comes to a stop at the crosswalk light, exactly parallel, as it happens, with Seth, 

who is stopped on the corner. It is a warm December afternoon, and everyone’s windows are 

open; “Twenty-Fourth and Valencia,” I tell him, and Bryce leans into his windshield-mounted

GPS device, and asks it, “Take me to Twenty-Fourth and Valencia.”

Seth, who is observing us from the neighboring vehicle, shakes his head and can not 

resist commenting through the window:

Seth: You need a GPS to go there?

I was hoping for Seth to email or call me, but he never did. I tried contacting him 

through other friends or co-workers, to no avail. I can’t help but imagine that he threw away 

my contact info in disgust. Unthinkingly, in walking from one car to the other, I had crossed 

two fault lines.

The first fault line was what I had come to study, and why I was taking the 

mustachioed car. In the years since I had left San Francisco, the city had become a proving 

ground for a number of new-tech startups which use GPS locating to allow passengers to 

“hail” nearby taxis, limos, and other vehicles with mobile smartphone apps. Funded by 
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Silicon Valley venture capital, these services bypassed traditional forms of dispatch—and, in 

some cases, of taxicab regulation—to establish more direct, trackable connections between 

drivers and passengers, mediated, of course, by software-enabled algorithms.

The most controversial of these new car services were marketed as “ridesharing,” in 

which transportation was provided by non-commercially licensed drivers in their own 

personal vehicles. I had hailed Bryce’s pink-mustached car through just such a “ridesharing” 

service. Ridesharing promoters encouraged passengers (and regulators) to think of their 

drivers as not being taxi drivers, but instead as “community drivers,” or “your friend with a 

car.” From a driver like Seth’s perspective, these services were unleashing unprecedented 

numbers of unlicensed, unprofessional drivers to compete for business with the city’s 

regulated taxi fleet. In addition, compared to traditionally licensed (and regulated) taxi 

drivers, “ridesharing” drivers like Bryce, posing as “not taxi drivers” while essentially 

providing taxi service, were not only stealing business, but embodying an insult to the 

professional identity of “cabdriver.” Bryce’s hapless reliance on GPS to get around the city 

compounded the insult.

The encounter between Seth and Bryce also illustrated many of the issues which had 

brought me back to study cabs in the first place. My previous research had focused on the 

ways that cabdrivers’ knowledge of the city they worked in was shaped through differing 

strategies adopted in the job—“playing” the streets, stands, airport, and dispatch radio. The 

different forms of learning and interpretation that were linked to each strategy led to different

experiences with, and perspectives on, passengers and the city. During that initial research, a 
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shift by taxi companies from radio dispatch to computerized dispatch threw into relief the 

role of communicative technology in shaping both the perceptions and the actions of drivers; 

as well as the swirling micropolitics of interpretation and contestation over the control of 

information that accompany any such technology.

This line of questioning had brought me to conduct a further study on taxicab driving 

for my dissertation. I chose Mexico City for my field site, on account of the rich variety of 

taxicabs, each with differing strategies and knowledges for interacting with the city. In that 

much larger, more complex city I had learned how these distinct taxi forms, and the differing 

communicative technologies which shaped them, were tied to the stratification of urban 

mobility, in terms both of access and of the affective experience of travel.

Compared to Mexico City, San Francisco seemed quite small and unimportant, and its

cab system very simple. However, just as I was finishing research in Mexico City and 

preparing to write my dissertation, a number of unprecedented technological and regulatory 

changes sprang up in San Francisco, among them the rise of “ridesharing” services. Sensing 

that time was of the essence in studying these developments (which were originally under 

threat of being stamped out by regulators) I returned to my original fieldsite to seek to 

understand these changes in the light of what I had learned in Mexico City about taxicab 

stratification—only to step across the second fault line.

The second fault line I had crossed involved my own transition as an ethnographer. 

When I had conducted my previous study of San Francisco cabdrivers, I had been one 

myself. When I interviewed drivers in Mexico City, my knowledge of the industry, and my 
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ability to introduce myself as an ex-cabdriver (though of a different city and country) served 

as an icebreaker, and a shared experience which the drivers and I could talk about. When I 

returned to San Francisco, though I had been away from the city for many years, and had 

come back not to drive a cab, but to conduct interviews with cabdrivers (and their cab-like 

competitors), the feeling of being back in an old, familiar setting had given me, perhaps, too 

much confidence in my ability to reconnect with old friends and my own old identity. 

Thus, when I ran into Seth, I imagined he would call me back, even if he watched me 

getting into a pink-mustached “ridesharing” competitor—an act of betrayal against his, and 

my former, identity.

First and foremost, this dissertation is about the work experience and knowledge of 

cabdrivers in Mexico City and San Francisco; at the same time, it reflects my own 

movement, from San Francisco, to Mexico City, and back again. Thus, although this writing 

is not autoethnographic in the same sense as my previous thesis (i.e., that in which the author 

is a member of the community being studied), it is still an auto-ethnography in the wider 

sense (in which the author is, for better or worse, a character in the narrative). I am 

interested, however, not only in autoethnography as ethnographic method, but in everyday 

forms of autoethnographic knowledge that develop outside of the academy, specifically those

developed in the course of work, with all their specificities, constraints, and opportunities for 

pragmatic insights. I will draw on interviews conducted with taxi, “ridesharing,” and 

limousine drivers, as well as, where I can, written accounts by taxi drivers (memoirs, stories, 

music, and poetry). By keeping track of the autoethnographic in both of these senses, I hope 
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to keep in mind the ways in which my own act of representation is related to the politics of 

knowledge and representation which form the subject matter of much of this text.

My primary subject is the work, experience, and knowledge involved in cabdriving, 

as this is carried out by drivers in San Francisco and Mexico City. As workers in and on 

urban space (and producers of social space), cabdrivers move people from one place to 

another, while also developing a knowledge of the city, and performing affective labor in the 

context of the in-cab interaction. Each of these aspects of their work has its political context, 

as the meaning and image of cabdrivers, and the value produced by their work, gain the 

attention of a whole host of other social interests: regulators, investors, entrepreneurs, social 

commentators, technological innovators. Their work is intricated in the politics of change, 

and of stratification, within the cab industry:  here, not only will I be discussing the work of 

cabdriving in two very different cities, but I will be looking as well at variations within the 

job—in Mexico City, the differences between sitio, base, radio, and libre drivers, and in San 

Francisco, the difference between the traditional licensed taxi form and new variations of 

limo-like and “ridesharing” car services. Through all this variation I do assert that there is 

something about cabdriving as work and experience that can be treated as if it were a thing, a

bundle or formation that can be picked up, rotated, and examined in many different ways, 

each of which shines a unique light on the subject, but is best understood in relation to the 

rest. The facets I have chosen to examine are a) the relation of labor to knowledge (that 

knowledge developed in cabdriving, particularly as it relates to broader social imaginaries 

and visions of the city); b) affective labor (the affective work of the in-cab interaction); c) the
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stratification of taxi service, as seen in the light of “splintering” urbanism; and d) the attempt 

to create a “fix” for some of the enduring micropolitical complications of the taxicab through

the deployment of technological prostheses.

As Setha Low has asserted, part of what makes urban ethnography urban is that is not

just done in the city, but of the city—that is, the city forms more than a backdrop, but is a key

component in the narrative (Low 1999: 2). One of the attractions of urban ethnography is that

urban form manifests explicitly the role of daily, routine movements and activities of people 

in the maintenance and production of social differences and possibilities―in other words, 

cities self-reference the spatial and temporal enactment of the social. This has led to the use 

of the urban form as a metaphor for the social (from the “City of God” to the “Global 

Village”), and to an emphasis in urban theory on visual and communicative orders, and on 

the overall “clarity” or “legibility” of urban form as a component of healthy urban life (e.g. 

Simmel 1971, Jacobs 1961, Lynch 1960). I will be engaging with several of the theoretical 

traditions which have sprung from this, specifically psychogeography and rhythmanalysis 

(which I will treat as a closely related pair), cognitive mapping, and wayfinding.

Each of these theoretical traditions, to a greater or lesser extent, tends towards treating

the city as a knowable, representable object. The immense scale of contemporary megacities 

such as Mexico City, however, defies such representations, to the extent of being associated 

rather with discourses of incomprehensibility, incommensurability, even ungovernability. Yet 

these megacities are just as much socially produced as smaller cities, and their production 

and reproduction is achieved, at base, through the routine navigation and wayfinding 
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practices of their inhabitants. For this reason there is a need for ethnographies asking how 

such cities are made sense of from the bottom up, addressing the role of mobility and space 

in ungraspably complex places. I intend for this text to contribute to this through the 

exploration of cabdriving work as spatial labor.

Cab-hailing and Interpellation

Cabdriving takes the form of a succession of what Goffman called encounters; a more

fleeting form of social setting than those involving enduring social groups and similar 

institutions, but equally shaped, nevertheless, by larger societal and cultural contexts through 

interactants’ senses of “obligations fulfilled and expectations realized” (Goffman 1961: 19). 

Encounters are thus rituals in which identities, values, and cultural articulations are brought 

into play, problematized, tested, and recreated or undermined. As with many mundane rituals,

their effectivity, and the stakes they involve, may be little recognized or noted by 

participants. It is when failures or problems are experienced that an evaluative discourse is 

produced in the hope of repairing or rearticulating the meaning of the encounter and its 

outcome.

In Loose Canons, Henry Louis Gates ponders the dilemma of individual agency in 

cultural context. “Self-identification proves a condition for agency, for social change,” he 

writes (Gates 1993: 58). Yet the freedom of personal self-construction is limited by the 

received categories and practical circumstances of the social world in which individuals find 

themselves. Gates goes so far as to point out the limitations of his own theoretical insight that
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“race” gains its political and moral force through metaphorical relations:

 … it’s important to remember that “race” is only a sociopolitical category, 
nothing more. At the same time—in terms of its practical performative force
—that doesn’t help me when I’m trying to get a taxi on the corner of 125th and
Lenox Avenue. (“Please sir, it’s only a metaphor.”) (Gates 1993: 58-9)

Later in the book Gates expands on the example (and shifts the setting a few blocks):

To declare that race is a trope, however, is not to deny its palpable force in the 
life of every African-American who tries to function every day in a still very 
racist America. In the face of Anthony Appiah’s and my own critique of what 
we might think of as “black essentialism,” Houston Baker demands that we 
remember what we might characterize as the “taxi fallacy.”

Houston, Anthony, and I emerge from the splendid isolation of the 
Schomburg Library and stand together on the corner of 135th Street and 
Malcolm X Boulevard attempting to hail a taxi to return to the Yale Club. 
With the taxis shooting by us as if we did not exist, Anthony and I cry out in 
perplexity, “But sir, it’s only a trope.”

If only that’s all it was. (ibid.: 168)

The mundane activity of hailing a cab is a perfect illustration of the intrication of 

individual intention, subjectification, the recognition of identity, and cultural and political 

images, meanings, and values. Three African-American professors are standing on a Harlem 

streetcorner, while “the taxis shoot by us as if we did not exist;” their theoretical 

understanding of race as a “trope” turns out to be useless as they are reduced to calling out 

after the disappearing cabs in ineffectual jest, “But sir...”

Marx argued that under capitalism, in which encounters are governed by the money-

relation,
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individuals seem independent (this is an independence which is at bottom 
merely an illusion, and it is more correctly called indifference), free to collide 
with one another and to engage in exchange within this freedom; but they 
appear thus only for someone who abstracts from the conditions, the 
conditions of existence within which these individuals enter into contact... 
(Marx 1993:163-164)

The “taxi fallacy” which Gates and friends experience is precisely this illusion, 

created by abstracting the world of encounters from their “conditions of existence;” of a 

social world composed of individuals, free to “collide” and “engage in exchange.” Marx 

asserts that this apparent “freedom” is better understood as indifference—the indifference of 

money as universal equivalence, and of abstract labor, transfered to a subject produced by 

and for capitalism (Read 2003). It is the indifference of the worker who sells labor-power for 

a wage; and of the consumer choosing how to spend this wage in the “free market.” It is 

precisely this “indifference” which Gates and his fellow professors find hard to maintain, as 

their cab hails go unanswered.

Conservative black author Shelby Steele evokes the same image, though from a very 

different political perspective. In “Hailing While Black,” Steele, who argues that racism is 

not as important in US culture as liberals like Gates think it is, admits his concern when 

trying to hail a cab after dark in Harlem:

And I’ll admit to feeling a certain nervousness. This simple action—black 
man hailing cab—is now a tableau in America’s ongoing culture war. If no cab
swerves in to pick me up, America is still a racist country, and the entire 
superstructure of contemporary liberalism is bolstered. If I catch a ride, 
conservatives can breath easier. So, as I raise my hand and step away from the
curb, much is at stake. (Steele 2001)
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Indeed, much more is at stake—not just the ability of one man to catch a cab, but the 

meaning of this routine, ritual encounter itself; not just Steele’s identity as a black man (who 

may not be able to catch a cab) and as a conservative (who worries, at least momentarily, that

he has “wrongly estimated the degree of racism in American life”), but the self-image of the 

entire nation, is at stake, in whether the “every day function” of taxi hailing comes off as 

expected, or turns out to be a “fallacy.”

Steele catches his cab, and blames his momentary lapse of faith in conservatism on 

the virulent discourse of the left, which has, he feels, needlessly created the charged political 

context around the “simple action” of hailing a cab. He rationalizes that the discomfort he 

had felt in the cab-hailing encounter was due not to the societal problem of racial profiling—

which he apparently feels has been disproven by the fact that he did catch a cab—but to the 

very insistence on race as a “trope” (which Gates worries is ineffectual):

And I should have been happy just for the convenience of good service. That I
also saw this minor event as evidence of something, that I was practicing a 
kind of political sociology as well as catching a cab—that is the problem. 
(Steele 2001)

What Steele is unable, or unwilling, to accept is that such acts of “political sociology”

indeed pervade all sorts of “simple actions” and “minor events” in everyday life. Cab-hailing 

is a classic example of that type of encounter which Althusser described as interpellation, or 

“hailing.” Interpellation occurs in any interaction in which a subject is brought to recognize 

themself as such, and to recognize the place they as a subject occupy in the order of things; 

this is a crucial moment in the subjectification of individuals, in the dual sense which 
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Althusser, and later Foucault, emphasized: “subject in fact means: (1) a free subjectivity, a 

centre of initiatives, author of and responsible for its actions; (2) a subjected being, who 

submits to a higher authority, and is therefore stripped of all freedom except that of freely 

accepting his submission” (Althusser 1971: 182). Althusser foregrounds the overtly political 

character of this process of subject formation with his most sustained example of 

interpellation, of a police officer calling out “Hey, you there!”

Assuming that the theoretical scene I have imagined takes place in the street, 
the hailed individual will turn round. By this mere one-hundred-and-eighty-
degree physical conversion, he becomes a subject. Why? Because he has 
recognized that the hail was ‘really’ addressed to him, and that ‘it was really 
him who was hailed’ (and not someone else). (Althusser 1971: 174)

Of course (as Althusser goes on to explain) the individual does not really “become” a 

subject in that moment of responding, but was “always-already” a subject—as Foucault puts 

it, “individuals are the vehicles of power, not its points of application” (Foucault 1980: 98). 

What Althusser is using to illustrate interpellation is not the creation of the subjectifying 

relationship per se, but rather its reproduction through ritual interaction in the encounter.

Althusser emphasizes the relationship created through interpellation between the 

“small-s” subject of the individual (personified, in the example, by the person who is hailed 

and turns around), and the “big-S” Subject of the State (personified by the police officer). 

Interpellation, nevertheless, in fact takes place not just between Subject and subject(s), but 

between subject(s) and subject(s), in any interaction in which individuals are called upon to 

recognize each other, and to identify (particularly in terms of race, gender, sexuality, social 
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status, etc.) themselves. Not only that, it occurs even if they fail to recognize each other—if 

there is no response, hailers will interpellate themselves, nevertheless.

Which is exactly what happens to both Gates and his companions, and to Steele, on 

their separate Harlem streetcorners. It does not really matter whether the cabs stop or drive 

on past—or whether the cabdrivers who don’t stop are actually racist and avoiding them on 

purpose, or have other passengers or orders, etc. In the gap created between the attempted 

hail, and the response or lack of a response by the passing cab, the hailers hail themselves—

as they fill in the response for the silent cabdriver: a black man in Harlem can not be trusted 

as a cab passenger, can’t really be going to the Yale Club, can’t be a conservative who 

doesn’t believe in racism. In the peril of recreating a mundane act, the hailer confronts the 

self as “an object among other objects” (Fanon 2007: 89). Yet through this objectification, 

this self-recognition, hailers subjectify themselves; as Althusser emphasizes, it is essential 

that subjects themselves do the “work” of subjectification (Althusser 1971: 181).

Interpellation—as the process of subjectification embodied in the encounter—

provides the possibility for the emergence of critique. This is particularly so in the case of 

problematic interpellations such as the one which Gates recognizes, and which Steele 

attempts to dismiss. Critique, Foucault argues, involves an exploration of the links between 

“mechanisms of coercion” (e.g., the structural racism embedded in the city’s mobility 

stratification) and “elements of knowledge” (e.g., who can be expected to catch cabs, and 

who can’t), which produce a context in which a subject is made aware of their own truth, as 

situated within those mechanisms of power and elements of knowledge. Encountering the 
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fallacy of one’s own transcendence, the frustrated subject asks, “what, therefore, am I?” 

(Foucault 1997: 34). Critique will challenge the certainty of knowledge, and question the 

legitimation of power, taking shape in the subject’s “will to not be governed,” which itself is 

a response to the spread of the very project of governmentalization (see below).

Critique, however, can be recuperated to the support of existing regimes of power, or 

of domination in general, when it buttresses its attack on authority with an appeal to new or 

competing sources of authority, such as a higher or “natural” law, a closer reading of key 

texts or founding myths, or a privileged scientific discipline or method (ibid.: 29-30, 56). 

This recuperation of critique is in fact central to the development of reason in the service of 

governmentalization, and more broadly, the Enlightenment project. The outcome of moments

of critique is thus never certain. This text will intersect on occasion with the products of these

critical moments, as they unfold into bodies of knowledge for wayfinding subjects, or fuel 

Enlightened projects for the technological aestheticization of the politics of encounter.

Cabdrivers are, of course, no strangers to hailing. In a previous study (Anderson 

2014b) I recounted some of the discourse of San Francisco cabdrivers on the micropolitics of

cab-hailing, in particular the values of clarity and respect which they read into the different 

gestures or calls used to hail them. Cabdrivers respond to this interpellation in a variety of 

ways. Some resist or resent calls like “taxi!” which reduce the driver to an appendage of the 

vehicle; some insist on maintaining other, higher-level identities (e.g., student, artist, writer), 

with which to bracket the “cabdriver” name; others, particularly those who commit years or 

decades to the job, invest in the identity (though at least in San Francisco, they will still 
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prefer to be called “driver,” rather than “cabbie,” and never “chauffeur”).2 Pride in the 

identity of “taxi driver” is necessarily an oppositional stance in U.S. society, which identifies 

U.S.-born drivers as failures or deadbeats, and immigrant drivers as doubly Other (not only 

failures or deadbeats, but potential terrorists).3

Immigrant drivers can expect to be greeted by passengers, often several times a day, 

with “Where are you from? How long have you lived here?” (cf. Facey 2010; Sharma 2010). 

It is worth considering the power play possible with such a statement. Taking a ride as a taxi 

passenger means surrendering control to the driver, and for some passengers, for instance 

many who are of a higher social status than their cabdriver, or who are negotiating their own 

sense of status, this can be a problematic experience. Pointing out the driver’s alterity (as if 

with a friendly question) displaces the driver’s control, undermining their status as someone 

who can really “know” this city or belong to this place. Every day in San Francisco, a young 

tech worker, recently transplanted from Southern California, the Midwest, or the East Coast, 

asks a twenty-year veteran of the San Francisco cab industry, “Where are you from?” 

U.S. born drivers, in turn, get greeted with, “At last, a cabdriver who speaks English!”

Or, as San Francisco cabdriver/memoirist Richard Formentini relates (jesting ineffectually):

“HEY, YOU'RE NOT FOREIGN. WHY ARE YOU DRIVING A CAB?” She 
asks before she’s even sat down. What would you do in this situation? I fake a
slight foreign accent, assure her I’m Russian. “Don’t you see I take illegal turn
through red light?” (Formentini 2011: 25)

Trying to avoid the demeaning question (which nevertheless endures, enough to 

2 See Anderson 2004: 86ff on uses of the distinction between “cabdriver” and “someone who drives a cab.”
3 cf. Sharma 2010 on taxicabs as “Brown Space.”
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reappear in his memoir), Formentini acts the clown, shunting the objectifying displacement 

onto the absent Other of a stereotypical immigrant cabdriver. 

It is women drivers who hear, “You shouldn’t be a cabdriver!” the most. Las Vegas 

cabdriver/writer Patty Noland titled her book, Customers Like You Make Me Want to Go 

Back to Being a Hooker, after repeatedly encountering the assumption by passengers that she

must be a former, or potential, prostitute. Why else would a woman drive a cab? Noland’s 

book includes a letter from another Las Vegas driver who recounts an example of how this 

works through interpellation:

I remember how stunned I was the first time a female fare asked me how I 
liked driving. Before I could answer, her husband said: ‘Well, it sure beats 
lying on your back!’ Hurt and angry, I did manage to say; ‘That’s not my only 
option.’ (2 Shocked, quoted in Noland 2005: 253-4)

Hailing, then, illustrates the dual nature of the subject, as both possesser of, and 

possessed by, power. Individuals cannot simply exert their wills, however they choose, like 

“bodiless vapor trails of sentience” out of science fiction (Gates 1993: 58). Foucault captures 

the subject’s intrication with power, with an extended set of puns on conduct and its related 

senses: conduct (as behavior) is conducted (as is the flow of a river by its banks, electricity 

by wires, an orchestra by its “conductor”); in French the scope of the pun (on conduire) 

involves also the related sense of “channels” or conduits (Foucault 1983: 220-221). 

“Conduct,” then is not something possessed or carried out by individuals, but a set of 

relationships in which they are caught up. So the hailer in the street cannot signify without 

his or her body, and all the meanings assigned to bodies; without the built environment and 
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the possibilities for encounter that it affords; without the tropes of cultural politics which 

pervade the micropolitics of the interaction. Nor can the cabdriver (conductor, in Spanish) 

accept the hail without accepting a densely loaded identity entangled with ideological 

expectations regarding race, gender, and labor. As Althusser put it, “what thus seems to take 

place outside ideology (to be precise, in the street) in reality takes place in ideology” 

(Althusser 1971: 175). Pace Steel, interaction is “political sociology” all the way down.

Althusser is nevertheless oversimplifying—interpellation does not only take place “in 

ideology” and not in the street—it takes place in both ideology and in the street. The street is 

not just some kind of illusory space that allows us to misrecognize the reality of ideology in 

action, as Althusser implies. It is, rather, real social space, a site in which social life is played 

out and recreated, and through which certain forms of interaction and encounter are made 

possible—through which cabs, cab-hailers, cabdrivers, all these freely colliding “vehicles of 

power,” move. 

Mobility and the City

The city appears a stable thing, composed of metal, glass, pavement, and stone 

surfaces. In reality each surface, every structure, is composed of labor, the composite of 

effort, of blood and muscle. Look behind the stable surface and see the absences: the way the 

structures come and go; much of this is the result of wind, rain, and of course the 

incomprehensibly vast and slow clash of tectonic plates.4 But also it is the constant effort of 

work, of labor, in raising up and tearing down, tearing down what was raised, raising up what
4 Denizens of both Mexico City and San Francisco tend in fact to be fairly conscious of this last process.
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was torn down. Construction and deconstruction are one ongoing process of the urban. The 

built environment never stops being that—built. It is a flow, a pulsing, of blood, of tears, and 

sweat, washed away daily by the rain or wind, but leaving as their traces just these walls, 

windows, doors, points of entry, temporary forms of habitation.

Now after we have seen that the apparently stable is composed of surges, swings, and 

bustle, we can look again at the city and ask what its everyday movement is composed of. We

know what we think moves: people, commodities, ideas, these mythic, objectified things. We

can also look at the wires which conduct electricity in increasingly complex forms, we can 

see the metal mined out of distant mountains, the oil pumped from under the sea or the 

desert, gravel mined from the rivers then crushed with tar to form the smooth space of the 

new rivers of commerce. But all this, these heavy, viscous things, are formed and kept in 

motion by effort. Is the city itself, like a huge pyramid on rollers, not hauled forward 

everyday by the strenuous efforts of countless workers? The accretion of all these objects, of 

all these objectified labors, merely obscures this fact. The walkers, drivers, bikers of the city 

may move, step by step, thinking they are moving themselves—while they move the city, 

keeping it going with each step or push of the pedal.

Nevertheless, slowness, immobility, and endurance are every bit as real and important

as movement. The mere insight that all seemingly stable entities are in flux at some scale or 

another is not enough to capture the significance of mobility as a relative phenomenon. 

“Mobility” thus should not be confused with ”movement” alone; it is more a matter of 

mobile ability, a way of describing power and potential in relation to space and time. 
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Mobility-as-power is relative, and so already contains immobility; mobility and immobility 

are not opposites, but rather forms of each other.

My primary interest is in the mobility of subjects, and in their strategies for moving 

through urban space. Yet from the start, it is necessary to get beyond thinking of the 

“strategies” of “subjects” in “space,” as if these subjects and spaces are already given. 

Rather, we have to look at the co-constitution of both, relationally, through movement. Space 

(from the point of view of the subject) is the relation between occupied place and other 

potential places, or positions, and also the depths between them; as well as pure depth, 

extension away from the self. It is not just gaps or emptiness, though, because filled with 

possibility, as well as with a number of other users and movers, likewise filling space and 

having trajectories, momentum, and inertia. So to think about space, to move in it, plot out a 

course and plan it, is to think in relation to possibility and have tactics at hand; not just your 

own possibilities and tactics but prefiguring the possibilities and tactics (and motivations, 

mobility needs) of others.

For taxi drivers, such mobility comes to play in a) the literal sense of moving about in

city streets, in traffic, with the anticipation of other’s moves that this entails (cf. Goffman 

1971: 5); and b) the interactional anticipation of others (what encounters might be dangerous,

safe, exciting etc.) coupled by c) using space to read people, and using people to navigate 

space. That is, using location and time to anticipate the motivations, behavior, and trajectory 

of others; and using the trajectories of those others, as passengers to conduct oneself 

profitably through the space of the city. A and B are aspects of all urban mobility: C is 
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particular to the work of taxi driving.

Mobility as Power

Cresswell (2006), who, like I do, wishes to focus on the mobility of people (or 

“corporeal mobility” (Urry 1999: 56)) without losing sight of other kinds of mobility (e.g. of 

objects, images, communications, etc. (cf. Larsen et al. 2006: 47-61)) argues that a study of 

mobility should not treat “movement” as abstract, and should insist on the social and political

contexts in which it is produced. I would add that “mobility” means also the capacity to 

move, in other words, power; it is necessary that agents have and exercise this ability to 

connect the dots; to move, for instance, from place of rest to place of work to place of play 

and back again, for territorializing projects to function; and for large scale, enduring 

territorializations such as cities it is necessary that as a population they do this rhythmically. 

Hence, an important part of mobility is conduct, conducted and channeled through various 

means, but nevertheless agentive and subjectifying, and hence potentially unstable (Foucault 

1983). 

What is mobility’s relation to power? This question commonly touches on whether 

mobility is thought of as existing before, or alternatively, as after the intervention of 

particular power constellations, such as the state. There has been sustained criticism of the 

tendency in the social sciences to think of people, along with their relations, values, culture, 

etc. as being firmly and first of all emplaced, static and tied to particular locations (Gupta and

Ferguson 1992; Urry 1999). Only secondarily, in such a view, do people become mobile, as a
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result of alienating processes, such as the enclosure of common lands, colonial schemes of 

settlement, or forced migration. Mobility, from this point of view, is seen as something 

produced by power, imposed by its workings, for instance by the abstracting logic of 

capitalism. Conversely, from a competing point of view, mobility can also be seen as pre-

existing or given, a primordial flux upon which order is (or must be) imposed.

To theorize mobility politically, it must be understood in its productive context and so

cannot be treated as pre-existent or outside of power. Furthermore, to treat mobility solely as 

produced by power is to deny it causality, and thus to reduce the history of the political 

constraint and production of mobility to the unfoldings of an inherent logic of domination, 

rather than a contingent account of agonistic struggles.5 A third way, then, of seeing mobility 

can be as responsive to power, whereby it can be seen as both produced by, and outside of, 

limiting, constraining structures. So Deleuze and Guattari, drawing on Clastres’s account of 

the resistance or prevention of state authority among traditional cultures (Clastres 1989), and 

on Dumézil’s account of Indo-European sovereignty (Dumézil 1988), argue that mobility (as 

“war machine”) exists outside of the state, and must be captured by it; this mobility, which is 

found most purely in nomadism, is not, however, something that pre-exists the state, but 

which arises as a reaction to it, a rejection of sedentary logic (Deleuze and Guattari 1987). 

Since the state also seeks to actively incorporate the reterritorializing power of mobility 

through apparatuses of capture, the state is itself responsive to mobility.

I would like to think of mobility in terms of this two-way production and 

5 cf. the “autonomist hypothesis” on the relationship between capital and labor; “the resistance of the working 
class precedes and prefigures the transformations and development of the capitalist mode of production 
(Read 2003: 13; see also Hardt and Negri 2004).
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responsiveness, and to add the apparent paradox that mobility is outside power because 

mobility is power; or, more accurately, employing the Foucauldian understanding of power as

diffuse in all social relations, mobility is an aspect of the excess of power―its extension, 

intrication, backgroundedness, unassimilable complexity―within which any given practice 

of power, even “the state” or “capitalism,” exists. Any program of fixedness, planning, or 

legibility is born in the midst of a multitude of ongoing processes and relations, and from this

standpoint that which threatens to disable or limit these is mobility, to the extent that mobility

is the excess of presence of objects, the excess spatial agency of subjects. Mobility is, then, a 

species of power taken as an object of power, an object upon which power (as constraint, 

production, compulsion to circulation) is to be exercised. This is the negative sense in which 

mobility is a threat, an immanent destabilization of “power over.”

However, since domination must always be practiced within the networks and context

of power more generally, projects of “power over” must make use of and draw on (and thus 

contribute to) the rhizomatic threads of “power to.” The excessive power of mobility is in 

this sense a vast resource rather than a mere threat to projects of territorialization and fixity. 

As an excess of power, mobility reacts excessively to its constraints, in part like a river which

moves faster when it is channeled; but it is also excessive in that, without producing them per

se, it imparts force to the very constraints that operate on it, like the surface tension of a drop 

of water, or like Marx’s proletariat. Mobility thus has a transferable or commutative power 

which is what makes it an object of productive constraint.

Foucault distinguished two inter-related apparatuses (dispositifs) governing the 
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relations of bodies to space: discipline and security (Foucault 2007). Discipline, a technique 

of subjectification, works through a constructed carceral space, the constraints and 

possibilities of which are internalized by subjects, classic examples being prisons and schools

(Foucault 1979). There are two important aspects of disciplinary (or “panoptic”) society 

which I want to emphasize. The first is that the disciplinary system is a diagram, an abstract 

system imperfectly imposed on actual conditions (in fact, occasionally contributing to the 

emergence of sites of resistence or heterogeneity, which Foucault calls heterotopias (Foucault

1986)); this means that although discipline does shape the conduct of subjects, it does not do 

so perfectly or with constant success; and both the successes and failures of discipline are 

subsumed into a discourse of reform, naturalizing the disciplinary project by attributing its 

failures to imperfect implementation. The disciplinary apparatus, thus, involves both the 

production of subjects through the internalization of disciplinary space, and the effect of 

domination being distinguished from and offered as the solution to the agonistic character of 

society by this discourse of perfectibility (this is the “blackmail of the Enlightenment” 

(Foucault 1984)).

The second aspect is that, although Foucault builds his argument on fairly obvious 

“carceral” sites such as prisons and schools, the effects of disciplinarity are not confined to 

such spaces; the carceral “infiltrates” other spaces (Foucault 1979: 303) by producing 

disciplined subjects who take their modes of action with them. Thus it is not only stationary 

but mobile subjects who can be thought of as disciplined, from the obvious regularity of 

soldiers on the march to the apparent independence of automobile drivers (Packer 2003). As 
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it relates to mobility, discipline is about how subjects act in space; access to particular spaces

is based on proper conduct (Packer 2006).

The second apparatus Foucault is concerned with is security, which is about the 

governance of populations in space. Here a historical development can be seen, from the 

protected space of the walled medieval city (a “space of emplacement” (Foucault 1986: 23)), 

to the increasingly technologically and architecturally exposed space of the modern city 

(Virilio 1991), as, due to the expansion of commerce and the threat of urban uprisings, city 

walls were torn down, thoroughfares widened, etc. (Foucault 2007; Virilio 2006):

the suppression of city walls made necessary by economic development meant
that one could no longer close towns in the evening or closely supervise daily 
comings and goings, so that the insecurity of the towns was increased by the 
influx of the floating population of beggars, vagrants, delinquents, criminals, 
thieves, murderers, and so on, who might come, as everyone knows, from the 
country. (Foucault 2007: 54)

This new insecurity led to the formation of new techniques of surveillance and 

policing not located in specific sites such as watchtowers or gates, but diffused throughout 

society. The primary target of such regimes of security comes to be circulation, that is, the 

controlled and/or instigated movement of populations in space (and the discourse thereon) 

(Foucault 2007: ad loc), drawing on the metaphorical equation of bodies and cities, in light of

19th Century medical theory (Sennett 1994); enabled by the development of particular 

“machinic ensembles” of transportation such as railroads (Schivelbusch 1979); and serving 

the interests of the emerging bourgeoisie in reshaping urban space “in its own image” 

(Harvey 1985: xvii; Papayanis 1996). Unlike discipline, which posits an “empty, artificial 
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space,” security works with and in the idiosyncracies and contradictions of received or given 

space (Foucault 2007: 55); circulation is the project of linking or tying together these various 

separately produced sites and spaces into a governable whole or readable diagram. Security 

works through social sorting, the division of populations into segments, for the purpose of 

targeting different groups for policing or for protection, or for the provision of differential 

mobility (Lyon 2003); thus, whereas discipline focuses on what is done in space, security 

focuses on who is where (Packer 2006: 383). 

There is some potential for contradiction and conflict between disciplinary and 

security treatments of space and mobility; governmentality is in large part an attempt to 

resolve these conflicts, partially by denying that they exist, partially by incorporating them 

into the discourse on the need for governmentality. Because of this, to the two apparatuses 

outlined above must be added that which Deleuze derived out of the work of Foucault, 

namely that of control (Deleuze 1992). The society of control involves the conflation of some

of the oppositions involved in the first two apparatuses, or rather a flattening to the surface of

actions and the immediate effects of movement. Unlike discipline, control does not concern 

itself with interior subjectivity, just with actions; unlike security, it does not concern itself 

with the health of circulations, just with particular presences. Where the double regimes of 

discipline and security treated the movement of subjects in space, control deals with mobility 

plain and simple. Deleuze’s example is a card which allows the holder to move into specific 

spaces at specific times; technology has since provided more apt illustrations, as studies of 

the use of biometrics (Amoore 2006; Sparke 2006) and “software sorting” (Murakami Wood 
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and Graham 2006) to control movement indicate. Merging the Foucauldian distinction 

between carcerality and surveillance, “space itself [is to] be a perpetual checkpoint” (Packer 

2006: 384), incorporating spatial protocols, the embedding of (disciplinary) rules in the 

(circulatory) material fabric of space (Murakami Wood 2008).

On occasion these different “societies” (of discipline, security, and control) have been

interpreted as successive historical eras, with the time of discipline being largely surpassed, 

and that of control belonging to a misrecognized present or to a paranoid possible 

(Deleuzionary?) future. But this should not be overstated, because all can be found as logics 

or tendencies at work in the present, whether in terms of their real, imagined, or fantasized 

effects. Discipline, security, and control are applied to different groups, different places, and 

different actions; they may act together or against one another. This differential interaction 

produces important social divisions and differential mobilities; the border, a disciplinary 

apparatus, constrains cross-border circulation in the name of territorial security; some would-

be passers are incarcerated, others scrutinized and guided in their movements; the “kinetic 

elite” may indeed be facilitated in their passage through the use of passcards or biometric 

identifiers (Sparke 2006). Conversely, the middle-class home may be a fortress protected by 

alarms and gates; in the security of a policed society; rendered safer by the persistent tracking

of specific criminals, such as registered sex offenders.

I want to keep hold of the historical argument, however, in one important regard, that 

is, the sense in which “control” strategies are responses to conflicts between disciplinary and 

security regimes. Murakami Wood’s “spatial protocols” are reminiscent of constraints to 
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mobility found not just in the postmodern but in the ancient world. The Chimu capital of 

Chan Chan, for example, had a restrictive dendritic (i.e., forking) street pattern in its lower-

class quarters which effectively limited the movement of the inhabitants (presumably classes 

of artisans, exclusive control over whom was crucial for the status of the Chimu elite) to 

short trajectories between workshop and home, with scant opportunities for public 

congregation (Moseley and Day 1982; Moore 1996). Ancient and Medieval neighborhood 

streets in the old world often had similarly dendritic or maze-like patterns reflecting local 

guild or kinship structures, and reinforcing the necessity of local knowledge for urban 

navigation (Kostoff 1992). With Haussmanization and the move toward open grid-patterned 

street systems these particular forms of spatial protocol were dismantled, creating a relatively

open space for the movement of militaries, commerce, and the responsible citizen-subjects of

governmentality.6 This move of dismantling, of opening up new opportunities for the 

operations (productive and exploitative) of power, of creating a space for new technologies 

of subjectification and domination, at the same time opened up the contradictions which the 

new strategies of control seek to redress. One such project of control will be explored in 

more detail in the final part of this dissertation, when I turn to the emergence of new 

technologies which open up new opportunities for communication (“hailing,” no less) 

between taxicabs and passengers, while at the same time attempting to exert increased 

control over the affective labor of the in-cab interaction.

Borders, in particular border crossing stations, have been studied as privileged sites 

6 It is in this sense that “the city is the force of striation that reimparts smooth space” (Deleuze and Guattari 
1987: 481).
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for the understanding of the processes of state formation, security, and neoliberalization (e.g. 

Cunningham 2004; Heyman 2004; Hyndman 1997; Sparke 2006). Such a border crossing 

was used above as an example of different regimes being deployed simultaneously in the 

creation of differential speeds of mobility. Borders have been noted for their effects 

stretching far beyond the immediate site, into sending and receiving communities, and in 

wider economic and social processes (Heyman 2004). Heyman notes that borders and ports 

are places where value (of commodities, or of individual labor) “steps” up or down, and 

which thus play a role in “the dismal processes by which the poor of this world transfer 

wealth to the rich” (Heyman 2004: 305). I would add that borders are merely particularly 

obvious (culturally and architecturally) instantiations of this effect which is rather that of 

distance, or put more positively, of the capacity of mobility to add value by tying together 

sites of production, exchange, consumption, reproduction, etc. Gates, in general, are, from 

this point of view, the insertion of constructed disciplinary mechanisms into broader 

networks of circulation; they affect the speed and quality of mobility by concretizing and 

indexing (referring to) those constraints on mobility, which are less recognizable if thought of

simply as “friction of distance.” Gates have “viral” effects on the space of mobility, by 

directing flows or by expropriating value in the form of tariffs, etc.

San Francisco cabdrivers speak of their “gate fees” (the set fee to operate for the day) 

in terms of time (spent “working for gates”), an articulation of Marx’s working day based on 

direct experience. This is also a spatial account of the effect of passing through a gate on the 

effect and purpose of subsequent movement. As a cabdriver, I learned to think of 
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expropriation as the passing through of gates where fees (or bribes) were paid: at the garage, 

at the airport or hotel stands, or into city offices where licensing fees were paid. The 

company and governmental structure of the industry existed to enable us to keep moving, as 

long as we consistently passed through these gates where value could be extracted. Taxis 

themselves are a form of mobile gate from the passenger’s point of view; passengers, 

particularly as commuters, are taxed (by the meter, hence tax-a-meter) as they are engaged in 

the unpaid spatial work of social reproduction. This tax, of course, not only extracts the value

on which the entire edifice of the cab industry is based, but differentiates mobility by class, 

based on ability to pay.

Spatial Work

An ethnography of the taxicab, then, as well as any other field of activity in which 

such spatial practice and discourse is made visible, is a fruitful venue for investigating 

mobility at the intersection of disciplinary and circulatory regimes. More specifically, this is 

because the work done by cabdrivers is a form of spatial work, the work of moving between 

and connecting spaces—connecting, that is, physically, experientially, and through 

representation. Spatial work contributes to the production and reproduction of social space; it

is also productive of three specific, though interrelated, products: physical movement from 

one place to another; the experience of this movement; and the articulation of these places, 

experiences, and movements with visions of society and of the social.

This triad is influenced by, and formulated in response to, two other triads outlined by
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scholars of space. First is Lefebvre’s tripartite discussion of the production of social space:

1. spatial practice (all the practices involved in the relations of social production and 

reproduction, the ways that people move and act in space; the way in which a sense of reality

is produced through daily routine);

2. representations of space (which, as explicit representations, order space, in 

alignment with the existing relations of production and their ideological justification; the 

privileged product of scientists, planners, urbanists, and social engineers); and

3. representational spaces (a complex set of often implicit spaces of experience and 

familiarity, influenced by representations but not reducible to them; the lived space of 

inhabitants) (Lefebvre 1991: 33, 39).

Each of these three is related and plays a role in the production of space, though 

Lefebvre argues that representation of space is typically dominant, particularly in modern 

capitalism, in that privileged representations crucially order, and give sense to, spatial 

practices and the more experiential “representational” spaces. This is related to the hierarchy 

Lefebvre finds in forms of knowledge, with savoir, the field of explicit propositions and laws

which forms the basis of (for example) scientific knowledge, playing a dominant role over 

connaissance, the less explicit realm of familiarity and experience. Representations of space

—as representations—are more closely embedded with savoir, while spatial practices and 

representational spaces are primarily associated with connaissance.

Lefebvre’s triad is useful for emphasizing the fact that the experience of space is not 

independent of the practices and representation that produce it, as well as for his insistence 
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on the political implications of different forms of representation and of knowledge. 

Nevertheless, Lefebvre, in my view, overemphasizes the dominance of savoir and the 

representation of space, painting connaissance and representational space as relatively 

passive. I would argue that the concept of spatial labor helps to correct this imbalance. 

Spatial work is not passive, but active, it is interactive and productive. Within Lefebvre’s 

triad, spatial work is primarily a spatial practice, shaped by, and operating in context with, 

other spatial practices (for the practice of cabdriving this would include economic 

entanglements, work organization, movements and needs of passengers, etc.); it draws on the 

ability for, and takes place within the experience of representational space; and it is 

regimented by, and can reinforce or undermine, representations of space.

Tim Cresswell (2010: 22) also outlined three aspects of the politics of mobility:

1. movement, “the fact of physical movement;” the “motive force” and expenditure of 

energy involved in getting from one place to another;

2. representation, “the representations of movement that give it shared meaning;” and

3. practice, “the experienced and embodied practice of movement.”

Cresswell’s triad, not surprisingly, seems to be clearly based on Lefebvre’s, though 

simplified (while Lefebvre’s triad are imagined as interacting dialectically, Cresswell’s are 

simply three different “aspects” of mobility; Lefebvre is concerned more generally with 

space and its production while Cresswell is considering mobility in particular). Also, while 

Lefebvre’s triad, which insists on the dominant influence of representations of space, is 

largely meant to explain how enduring power structures are reproduced at the level of social 
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space, Cresswell’s is meant to problematize the immediate politics of the production of space

at the moment of movement itself (and of outcomes such as why a person or thing moves, 

how fast, in what rhythm, by what route, with what feeling, and how it stops) (Cresswell 

2010). 

Cooking these triads down to a form relevant to my own line of questioning, I will 

describe spatial work, then, as contributing to the production and reproduction of social 

space; and as furthermore productive of three specific, though interrelated, products:

A. The physical movement of people, of things, etc. from place to place; the physical 

connection this establishes between “point A” and “point B;”

B. The experience of movement, or of the connection of those places; in the case of 

the taxicab this relates to the affective experience of the ride, though in general this should 

refer to any affective impact of spatial work (the exhaustion of the commute or of driving in 

traffic, the pleasant surprise of receiving a package mailed by a distant friend); and

C. The articulation of these places, movements, and experiences with visions of 

society and the social. This linkage is created in many ways, before, during and after travel; it

will be explored below through terms such as “psychogeography,” “rhythmanalysis,” and 

“cognitive mapping;” it is the sense in which the “mattering maps” by which we make sense 

of society are more than metaphorical (Grossberg 1992). Every journey is a “spatial story” 

(de Certeau 1984), telling the expected or unexpected connections between place and place, 

and between the people who live in and pass through them.

The politics of spatial work revolves around the control of these products. Physical 
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movement is foundational, and politicized through issues of access and the range of mobility 

options, for instance when, as will be discussed later, transport stratification leads to 

differential access to mobility for different urban populations. The experience of movement 

plays a surprisingly important role in the politics of taxicab work; the micropolitics of the in-

cab interaction will be explored below in relation to the issues of tipping, and of the 

reframing of these interactions through technology. Finally, the role of spatial work in 

articulating the spatial will be explored through an examination of the relation between 

cabdriving and psychogeography, and through the working knowledge developed by Mexico 

City cabdrivers.

Plan of this Study

In part 1, I will open up some of the theoretical strands that will inform the later 

chapters. Chapter 2 deals with the closely related traditions of psychogeography and 

rhythmanalysis, and how these relate to taxicab driving; Chapter 3 ties this to the practice of 

autoethnography and the performance of work identity. Chapters 4 and 5 draw in part on 

interviews or notes taken during my thesis research in San Francisco (Anderson 2004). These

are included to introduce the themes of affective labor and the micropolitics of the in-taxi 

interaction.

Part 2 turns to Mexico City and the experience and strategies of drivers of selected 

forms of taxicab in that city, based on ethnographic work conducted from 2010 to 2012, 

funded by a Doctoral Dissertation Research Improvement grant from the National Science 
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Foundation. Chapter 6 explores the discourse on the legibility of Mexico City as a megacity, 

including how this is reflected in film, literature, and the writings of the Viajeros group of 

scholars on the experience of daily travel through the city. Spatial work is described as an 

aspect of the production of social space, along with the recent economic and political history 

shaping the role of labor at the time of the study. Chapter 7 outlines the work experiences and

sense of the city developed by sitio, base, and libre taxi drivers in Mexico City, with a focus 

on this work as a specific, and practically constrained, form of rhythmanalysis.

Part 3 returns to San Francisco to consider recent regulatory and technological 

changes affecting the cab industry, drawing on ethnographic research conducted from 2011 to

2013. Chapter 8 explores the connection between the porosity of the taxicab as a site, and the

development of technological interfaces for shaping the relationship between the cab and the 

urban, social, and informational spaces through which it moves; in particular, the explosion 

of new e-hailing devices. Chapter 9 examines the marketization of taxicab permits in San 

Francisco under the aegis of a neoliberally-influenced pastoral regime, or “advanced 

liberalism.” Chapter 10 considers the stratification of the for-hire industry as a form of 

splintering urbanism, with an exploration of the under-studied forms of the limousine and the

informal cab. Chapters 11 and 12 discuss the rise of the “overcab” as an affective reframing 

of the in-cab experience based on a technological fix relying on the protocological effects of 

app-based software, along with the further precarization of taxicab labor.
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Subjects Fit for a Cab

The title is taken from a comment in one of Seneca’s Epistles: “there are some 

subjects which may be written about even in a cisium” (Seneca 1920: 96-7). Cisia were the 

ancient Roman analogue to the modern taxicab: mule-drawn carts, hired from stands at the 

city gates, which provided transportation in the Roman suburbs (carriages being banned from

the narrow, congested streets of the city center) (Martin 1990). In a letter “On Business as the

Enemy of Philosophy,” the retired statesman details the mundane, everyday responsibilities 

and tasks which prevent him from enjoying the peace and seclusion necessary for profound 

philosophical contemplation and writing. Fortunately for the harried Seneca, some subjects 

(possibly this very letter) are simple or shallow enough to be written about, even while being 

jostled along, from one appointment to another, in the back of a cab.

The idea that a cisium driver (cisiarius) might also write would probably not have 

occured to Seneca. With the image of “subjects that can be written about in cabs” I wish to 

invoke, not only writing done in the back seat, and not only writing done in the front seat, but

any writing in response to the varied subjects that pass through the cab, or that cabs pass 

through, and so are fit for cab writing. Who writes in the cab? What subjects does the cab, in 

its movement, inscribe? Encompassed in the practice of “in cisio scribere” are the harried 

businessman, completing letters or emails on the way to work, the cabdriving memoirist, the 

passenger who writes about the experience of the ride, and the ethnographer writing down 

the words of the driver. Encompassed here also is my own movement, from the front seat to 
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the back, from writing of my own experiences to writing about those of other drivers. Finally,

I want to capture Seneca’s insight into the link between writing and place. Some subjects are 

fit for spaces of quiet contemplation; others are suited for cabs, on the move.
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CHAPTER 2: PSYCHOGEOGRAPHY
AND RHYTHMANALYSIS

Do Psychogeographers Really Hate Cabdrivers?

One of the biggest enemies of the psychogeographer is the cabdriver. 
[audience giggles] We hate cabdrivers. We hate them big time. (Self 2007a)

British novelist Will Self was speaking to a group of tech employees at Google 

Headquarters in Mountain View, California, while on tour promoting his book 

Psychogeography (Self 2007b). He spoke half in jest, but it is a joke that exposes much about

the limits and possibilities of psychogeography, and for that matter, of cabdriving and 

passengering. Before pondering whether psychogeographers in fact do, or must, hate 

cabdrivers, it is worth investigating just what “psychogeography” is, or has the potential to 

be.

“Psychogeography” as a word originated among the Situationists of post-War Paris. In

the words of head theorist Guy Debord:

Psychogeography sets for itself the study of the precise laws and specific 
effects of the geographical environment, whether consciously organized or 
not, on the emotions and behavior of individuals. The charmingly vague 
adjective psychogeographical can be applied to the findings arrived at by this 
type of investigation, to their influence on human feelings, and more generally
to any situation or conduct that seems to reflect the same spirit of discovery. 
(Debord 1955)
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Thus, psychogeography7, as envisioned by Debord, encompasses two levels: the 

overall “field of study” of the relationship between space and human emotion; and a 

“charmingly vague” collection of practices of investigation which pursue this inquiry. The 

most prominent psychogeographical practice for the Situationists was the dérive, or “drift”:

In a dérive one or more persons during a certain period drop their relations, 
their work and leisure activities, and all their other usual motives for 
movement and action, and let themselves be drawn by the attractions of the 
terrain and the encounters they find there. Chance is a less important factor in 
this activity than one might think: from a dérive point of view cities have 
psychogeographical contours, with constant currents, fixed points and 
vortexes that strongly discourage entry into or exit from certain zones. 
(Debord 1958)

For the situationists, psychogeographical practices like the dérive were tools to fight 

against the twin evils of banalization (the rendering of all qualities into equivalences) and 

separation (the division of society into atomized particles). The goals of banalization and 

separation are held together by the spectacle, which is the mediation of all human relations 

by images and consumption.

Tourism, human circulation considered as consumption, a byproduct of the 
circulation of commodities, is fundamentally nothing more than the leisure of 
going to see what has become banal. The economic organization of visits to 
different places is already in itself the guarantee of their equivalence. The 
same modernization that removed time from the voyage also removed it from 
the reality of space. (Debord 1983: #168)

7 A distinct, though not necessarily incompatible etymology derives from the work of psychoanalyst William 
Niederland, for whom psychogeography is “the study of how issues, experiences, and processes that result from
growing up in a male or female body become symbolized and played out in the wider social and natural worlds, 
which serve as ‘screens’ for these inner dramas” (Stein and Niederland 1989: xvii).
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The dérive was to destroy the spectacular experience of urban space by cutting across 

the “psychogeographical contours” reinforcing separation; it was to reverse banalization by 

opening derivistes to new, unexpected experiences, assisted by the liberal application, in 

practice, of copious amounts of red wine. 

So the situationists’ idea was, if you take a path across a city that is aimless, 
you’re destroying the city in a way. You’re destroying the way in which the 
city is set up for reasons of hierarchy and power, just by that fact of how you 
move across it. So he and his pals would get hopelessly drunk on red wine, 
and totter across town, to the Île de la Cité by Notre Dame, where they’d lie 
drunkenly in the park, confident that by this act alone, they would soon bring 
all of capitalist society crashing to its knees. (Self 2007a)

There was a goal to psychogeography beyond drunken wandering, namely the 

replacement of the capitalist logic governing the city with “unitary urbanism,” an “urbanism 

designed for pleasure” (Nieuwenhuys 1959), a call to destroy the experience of “reified 

cities” with a turn to the “conscious construction of the urban environment” (Kotanyi and 

Vaneigem 1961). Debord called for transforming “the whole of life into an exciting game,” to

clear away bourgeois conceptions of happiness through the introduction of “serious 

seductions” into everyday urban experience (Debord 1955). These provocations would set the

stage for the replacement of the spectacular city with endlessly mobile, seductive experience, 

doing away with “obsolete forms of social relationships” such as the family. The redesigned 

city would be based on the principle of play, and would encourage all inhabitants to become 

psychogeographers, by creating “an infinite variety of ambiences and facilitating the 
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wanderings of the inhabitants and their frequent chance encounters” (Nieuwenhuys 1959). 

All of urban experience would be composed of emotionally engaging moments wide open to 

possibility—what the Situationists called situations (Debord 1957).

Unitary urbanism acknowledges no boundaries; it aims to form an integrated 
human milieu in which separations such as work/leisure or public/private will 
finally be dissolved. But before this is possible, the minimum action of unitary
urbanism is to extend the terrain of play to all desirable constructions. 
(Debord 1959) 

The main activity of the inhabitants will be CONTINUOUS DRIFTING 
(dérive). The changing of landscapes from one hour to the next will result in 
total disorientation. (Chtcheglov 1953)

Years later, writing from the asylum in which he was confined after being charged 

with conspiracy to blow up the Eiffel Tower, Ivan Chtcheglov renounced his call for the 

continuous dérive, concluding that “it’s a miracle it didn’t kill us:”

The dérive is certainly a technique, almost a therapeutic one. But just as 
analysis unaccompanied by anything else is almost always contraindicated, so
continual dériving is dangerous to the extent that the individual, having gone 
too far—not without bases, but without defenses—is threatened with 
explosion, dissolution, dissociation, or disintegration. And thus the relapse 
into what is termed ‘ordinary life,’ that is to say, in reality, into ‘petrified life.’ 
(Chtcheglov 1964)

For the older Chtcheglov, the dérive is an incomplete critique and an unsustainable 

tactic that necessarily falls back into the “petrified life” of the everyday through the sheer 

exhaustion of its practitioners. The Situationists were to lose interest in psychogeography and

the dérive, as described by contemporary British psychogeographer Merlin Coverley:
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The reasons for psychogeography’s apparent demotion are not difficult to 
find, for behind the endless theoretical statements and manifestos there 
appears to be next to no actual psychogeographical activity taking place… 
The few examples produced are rather fragmentary and mundane descriptions 
that read like an outdated travel guide and the situationists themselves appear 
to have recognised as much. In short, a great deal of legwork was expended 
for little obvious reward and, as a scientific tool for measuring the emotional 
impact of urban space, situationist psychogeography must be regarded as an 
abject failure. (Coverley 2006: 23-4)

In the words of San Francisco writer Rebecca Solnit, the fact that urban wandering 

“seemed to Debord a radical new idea all his own is somewhat comic, as are his authoritarian

prescriptions for subversion—but his ideas for making urban walking yet more conscious an 

experiment are serious” (Solnit 2001: 212). “Psychogeography” as the name for a broad 

interest in writing on and experimenting with the meaningful experience of space, 

particularly urban space, has found renewed spirit in recent decades, most notably among a 

group of British writers (Coverley 2006); Self, whose long-running “Psychogeography” 

column in the Independent has been republished as two books (Self 2007b, 2009), is a 

prominent example.

Which returns us to the question of just why Self claims that psychogeographers hate 

cabdrivers:

Why do we hate them so much? When you buy a cab, when you rent a cab for 
a period of time, you’re not just renting the engine and the car, you’re renting 
the brain of the driver. Now, a half-way decent cabdriver is gonna know way 
more about the town that you’re in, than you do, and you trust that knowledge.
You don’t... you don’t get into the cab and say, which way’s north? or, Are you
sure that’s the right road to take? Because you don’t have a clue, you’ve 
rented their ability. (Self 2007a)
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What worries Self, then, about cabs is the separation between the spatial knowledge of

the cabdriver and the disconnected experience of the passenger. The cabdriver’s very grasp of

the city’s geography disables the passenger and throws their lack of connection or awareness 

into relief. Self expands on this same example in his follow-up book, Psycho Too:

Cabs suck: they’re the real culprits when it comes to urban disorientation. You
aren’t merely hiring a car and driver when you step into a cab – you’re hiring 
the cabby’s local geographical nous. No matter how hard you try to 
concentrate on where he’s taking you, you still end up subsiding into foggy 
supposition: this is somewhere you don’t know, and he’s going the long way 
round this agglomeration of ignorance. (Self 2009: 192)

Although Self is speaking generically about cabdrivers and psychogeographers, it 

turns out he is thinking quite specifically—about his own cab ride into a specific city, which 

is none other than San Francisco, in concert with his speaking engagement at Google:

Now I’ve been coming to San Francisco since, for about 17 years...  I would 
fly into the airport, get a cab into the center of town, do a reading of one of my
books, get drunk and fucked up, fall asleep, maybe get up the next day and do 
the same, and then fly out, usually to Seattle, cause that’s always the book tour
route....  And I never knew where, uh, Marin County was, I  never knew where
Sausalito was...  I didn’t really know where Berkeley was, I got in a cab 
downtown in San Francisco, it drove me over the Bay Bridge, I looked out 
either side of the bridge but I didn’t know where north was, I didn’t know 
where south was, I got to Berkeley... but I didn’t know where it was, I didn’t 
know where Berkeley was, I didn’t really know where San Francisco was, and
I couldn’t orient myself within it. (Self 2007a)

Self’s experience of San Francisco constitutes what he calls a “micro-world,” 

disarticulated from his other experiences of space and time (rooted distantly in London), and 
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without any real sense of location or locatability (Self 2007a). And this separation of space 

into banal microworlds is the product of atomizing modes of travel, from the airplane to the 

taxicab. “All of my practices, as a psychogeographer, are to do with not living in that kind of 

atomized world, alright?” Self’s preferred solution is walking, which he privileges as 

“eotechnical” transport, meaning transportation by one’s own physical exertion rather than 

that of a machine.8 Thus, in “Walking to New York,” he describes how he walks from his 

London home to Heathrow airport, then takes a plane to JFK, then walks from the airport to 

the Lower East Side (Self 2007b: 11ff). Although punctuated by air travel, the eotechnic 

work of walking restores to Self the lost sense of the time of the journey, and establishes a 

connection in his mind between the previously isolated micro-worlds of London and New 

York.

“Yesterday,” Self tells the Google employees, “I destroyed my San Francisco 

microworld. I just blew it apart. In fact, I started blowing it apart when I came in from the 

airport” (Self 2007a). He does not repeat his earlier experiment of walking from the airport; 

instead he takes the bus: “take the bus, and the mere act of finding the stop, looking at the 

route map, and then negotiating your way from the city centre stop to your hotel, will begin 

to make things legible” (Self 2009: 192). The next day he goes on to hike across the city 

(after a brief contestation with Nob Hill), and across the Golden Gate Bridge to Sausalito, 

where he views some art galleries and eats oysters before taking the ferry back to the city.

That’s it. My San Francisco and Bay Area world is now fully oriented, it took 
me a mere six or seven hours to do it, it’s never gonna be the same place for 

8 The term is derived from Mumford’s “eotechnic” phase of technological history (Mumford 1934).
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me again. (Self 2007a)

Other British psychogeographers such as Iain Sinclair have occasionally taken Self to

task on the charge that his “psychogeography” can lapse into something suspiciously like 

tourism, if of a reflexive and occasionally “edgy” kind (Coverley 2006: 122). How did such 

psychogeography lose its subversiveness? How did it become, not a challenge to the urban 

spectacle, but just another quarrel between a tourist and his cabdriver?9 And why is it 

necessary to hate the cabdriver?

The Situationists, for their part, gave no signs of hating cabdrivers, or of seeing them 

as enemies. Ivan Chtcheglov was the son of a taxi driver, and it is tempting to wonder what 

influence this had on his call for a city composed of “continuous drifting” (Chtcheglov 1953; 

Wark 2010: 20). Michele Bernstein celebrated the psychogeographical possibilities of taxi 

riding:

Only taxis allow true freedom of movement. By traveling varying distances in
a set time, they contribute to automatic disorientation. Since taxis are 
interchangeable, no connection is established with the “traveler” and they can 
be left anywhere and taken at random. A trip with no destination, diverted 
arbitrarily en route, is only possible with a taxi’s essentially random itinerary. 
(Bernstein 1954)

Debord established the taxi as a dividing line between two kinds (or goals) of the 

dérive:

The spatial field of a dérive may be precisely delimited or vague, depending 

9 As it happens, Self also manages to get told off by his bus driver on the way into San Francisco (Self 2009: 
ad loc.).
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on whether the goal is to study a terrain or to emotionally disorient oneself. It 
should not be forgotten that these two aspects of dérives overlap in so many 
ways that it is impossible to isolate one of them in a pure state. But the use of 
taxis, for example, can provide a clear enough dividing line: If in the course of
a dérive one takes a taxi, either to get to a specific destination or simply to 
move, say, twenty minutes to the west, one is concerned primarily with 
personal disorientation. If, on the other hand, one sticks to the direct 
exploration of a particular terrain, one is concentrating primarily on research 
for a psychogeographical urbanism. (Debord 1958)

Debord here distinguishes between two goals of psychogeographic practice: one is 

about building knowledge—“research for a psychogeographical urbanism;” the other is about

breaking with knowledge to discover new experience. It is a matter of knowing when to use 

what psychogeographical technique. The same taxi that undermines Self’s attempt to build a 

spatial knowledge for San Francisco is for Bernstein and Debord a tool for achieving “urban 

disorientation” as a fount of new experiences.

Yet both Self and the Situationists are discounting one perspective: that of the 

cabdriver. Bernstein and Debord focus solely on the possibilities for passengers, disoriented 

by the “essentially random itinerary” of the taxi; Self has the decency to actually notice the 

cabdriver, though fingering “him” as a “culprit,” blocking the traveller’s access to 

psychogeographical knowledge. Can’t the cabdriver be a psychogeographer as well? What of

the driver as someone who builds up a knowledge, an identity, a familiarity with this vehicle 

and its transgressions of boundaries and contours, these flowings through other people’s 

spaces, and along their borrowed trajectories? Why can’t “research for a psychogeographical 

urbanism” be conducted by someone driving, working, in the course of that work?

It is even doubtful that Will Self, himself, actually hates cabdrivers, given that one is 
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the main character of his novel The Book of Dave, a book written with enough insight into 

the feel and rhythm of the job that one might almost wonder if Self ever drove a cab (Self 

2006). That said, Self’s cabdriving hero, Dave Rudman, owes more than a little of his 

heritage to the stereotype of the cabdriver as paranoid, socially maladapted loner, a la Travis 

Bickle. Dave’s problem is that he knows the city too well, and inhabits it too possessively—

he is forever going over the “runs and points” by which cabdrivers memorize London in the 

“Knowledge” for which the city’s drivers are famous; he looks down upon passengers who 

clearly don’t know their way around, and silently condems the businessmen and rootless 

cosmopolitans he takes to and from the airport as “flyers” who have “lost faith in London” by

coming and going, treating the city as simply another micro-world.

Far from embodying disorientation, this cabdriver is too rooted, too aware of his 

surroundings, and too caught up in the investment of knowing and calculating the city. 

Dave’s salvation comes when he finally abandons the cab and wanders through unfamiliar 

suburbs: (“He was losing it—whole chunks of the city were falling out of him. Kenton and 

Kingsbury, Kingston and Knightsbridge. He didn’t know the name of this canal, or any 

other...” (Self 2006: 403). In a climactic moment, Dave climbs a hill and looks around to 

realize that for the first time in decades he has no idea where he is, as the Knowledge falls 

away from him like an alien exoskeleton. He is then reborn as an “ex-driver” (ibid.: 404), 

who is “as ignorant as a baby” (ibid.: 405). From that moment, he “never saw a cab again 

without picturing its passenger as a cadaver and its driver as a sullen undertaker.” (ibid.: 459)

What is an undertaker without a cadaver? Perhaps this vision of cab-riding as a form 
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of death (and of cabdriver, then, as psychopomp) is what motivates Self’s claim (only half in 

jest?) that psychogeographers hate cabdrivers. In any event both Self and his cabdriving 

antihero abandon their cabs and start walking, though with opposite aims – Self to learn a 

foreign city better, Dave to unlearn his own city, which he knows too well. Self follows a 

map, which unfortunately does not show topography, and which thus, in collusion with San 

Francisco’s “famously vertiginous” street grid, leads him to exhaustively “slave” up and 

down Nob Hill (Self 2009: 192). Dave climbs a hill to get the map out of his head—this is a 

surprising reversal of de Certeau’s opposition of the blind, illegible space of the walkers 

travelling through the city, “whose bodies follow the thicks and thins of an urban ‘text’ they 

write without being able to read,” and the panoramic view of the voyeurs who look down on 

the city from on high, from a perspective which “makes the complexity of the city readable” 

(de Certeau 1984: 92-3). Dave could read the city too well while he was in it, and has 

climbed the hill to lose sight of the city. Self, busy reading his map, stumbles over the hill on 

his way to find the city he is walking through.

For another, immeasurably deeper psychogeographical account of San Francisco, we 

can turn to Gary Kamiya, who invokes two inspirations for his Cool Grey City of Love: 49 

Views of San Francisco (Kamiya 2013). The first is walking: “This book begins and ends 

with walking. Its spirit is ambulatory—the product of the countless explorations I have made 

across San Francisco on foot...” (Kamiya 2013: ix). Yet Kamiya’s practice of walking is not 

quite the technology-free variety championed by Self; as Kamiya asserts, the book would not

have been possible without the socio-technical assemblage of his own legs, whose titanium 
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joints restored to him the possibility of wandering aimlessly, of following his whims:

A whimless city is a diminished city, a city whose mysteries are kept under 
lock and key, a city that repeats itself like a scratched record. After I had my 
knees replaced San Francisco became endless and exciting. Like an iron-
jointed butterfly, I began flitting around town... (ad loc.)

Inspired by his newly rediscovered ability to walk and explore, Kamiya decides to 

learn the city like he never has before. Which leads to his second source of inspiration: he 

draws a direct parallel between this goal and “the Knowledge” of London cabdrivers. He 

describes his book as, at base, an attempt to “do the Knowledge” for San Francisco.

I figured it wouldn’t be that hard.... I already had a head start, having been a 
taxi driver here for years. (Kamiya 2013: x)

Ex-cabdriver Kamiya’s “Forty-nine views” of San Francisco”—inspired by 

Hokusai’s Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji—is a dense contemporary psychogeography 

of San Francisco and parts beyond, drawing on geology, history, archaeology, 

prehistory, ecology, and Kamiya’s own personal trajectory and experiences in the city 

to paint what is at once a richly holistic view of “the city,” and a fragmented series of 

situated accounts of particular journeys through particular parts of the city. Whether 

Kamiya intends this or not, this fragmentary, situated style is immediately reminiscent 

of the genre of taxidriving memoirs, of which San Francisco has more than a few—

here I list merely the book-length publications:

Reed (1970) Hey, Taxi!
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Weiss (1987) No Go on Jackson Street
Carson (2004) My Fare City
Mars (2005) Don’t Take Me The Long Way
Keefe (2007) Cab Talk
Sager (2007) No Guns, No Knives, No Personal Checks
Formentini (2011) Long Shift
von Boerner (2011) Confessions from a Hell-Bound Taxi (in four volumes)
Burner (2012) Motor Zen
Bullard (2013) I Came by Cab
Sack (2013) San Francisco Taxi

As I have argued elsewhere (Anderson 2004: 133), cabdriving narratives often take 

the form of spatial stories (de Certeau 1984: 115-30); cabdriving memoirs are often largely 

composed of such short, one-trip vignettes, each detailing some specific journey through the 

city, in which the encounters of the driver with passengers, other drivers, or various other 

urban denizens is often framed by precise reference to location—including street names and 

block by block accounts—underlining the fact that the city itself is a primary character, 

always present in these tales, and the key to their sense as the writer intends to communicate 

it. Kamiya frequently draws on his cabdriving experiences throughout his book, to 

contextualize his own experiences of some of the city’s rougher or seedier neighborhoods, to 

give an account of the time he was robbed by passengers, or to emphasize how being a taxi 

driver (and later a journalist) gave him a “front row seat” to the tragic onset of the AIDS 

epidemic of the 1980s (Kamiya 2013: 319). While the book is framed by Kamiya’s own 

explorations—walking, biking, or recalling taxi rides—it is also deeply literary, informed by 

the city’s geology and history, and by hosts of bohemian literary references rooted in the San 

Francisco of the past and present, and beyond. The Situationists naturally crop up:
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When I first heard about psychogeography, it struck me as one of those Grand 
Theories that, to quote the philosopher John Searle’s immortal words about 
Jacques Derrida, “give bullshit a bad name.” But then I realized that when you
got rid of the pretentious pseudoscience, the dérive was really not that 
different from what I was trying to do as I wandered around town. Its ultimate 
purpose was to rip off the veneer of routine, allowing the city to emerge in all 
its heartless, infinite splendor. (Kamiya 2013: 107)

In the course of his explorations Kamiya tries to visit every part of the city, and in 

particular to scale many of its literally innumerable hills; he even desires to climb all the 

peaks visible from San Francisco. Looking out from the top of Nob Hill—just a few blocks 

from his home, as it happens—he is frustrated that he cannot place himself on all of the hills 

and mountains he can see, despite having climbed many of them multiple times (ibid.: 47-8). 

Although he looks down from the broad perspective of de Certeau’s “voyeur,” Kamiya still 

thinks like a “walker;” for him, the landscape is only readable if he can imagine himself 

looking up from within it. Kamiya’s travels through the city weave and reweave the city into 

a dense experiential network, as much physical memory as representation, and the text of his 

book points out connections and distances, at multiple interlocking time scales, from the slow

movement of tectonic plates to the scouring of old neighborhoods by gentrification, from the 

steam paddies and dynamite crews that cleared the city’s absurdly inappropriate grid pattern 

to the daily crawl of traffic through those same streets. Kamiya’s practice of 

psychogeography draws on more than the dérive; more sustained and enduring, producing 

conversations between near and far, between past, present and future, it approaches 

rhythmanalysis.
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Rhythmanalysis

I became (of my own free will, O champions of liberty) a manual worker, then
a taxi driver. And that really was a laugh!

A huge volume could not contain the adventures and misadventures of 
this existentialist philosopher-taxi driver. The Paris underworld unfolded 
before him in all its sleazy variety and he began to discover the secrets of its 
brothels, fancy hotels and greasy spoons, shady dealers, high and low-class 
pederasts, bookmakers, armed robbers, and police squads. I plumbed some of 
the smelly depths of ‘existence’ and what I dragged up would have sent the 
neo-existentialists of the Café Flore into transports of delight. But to what 
purpose? I want to remember only my contact with an infinitely more precious
and more moving reality: the life of the people of Paris.

A serious accident—a stroke of luck—got me out of this situation (for 
years I couldn’t get into a car without shaking and trembling)… (Lefebvre 
2003: 7)

Henri Lefebvre recounts this experience as a taxi driver as part of his own personal 

development away from the group of highly theoretical existentialists of which he had 

formerly been a member. Lefebvre valued more the experience of human richness and 

diversity, of spleen and ideal, which came with driving a cab. The fact that he describes a 

serious accident—serious enough to give him a fear of cars for several years—as the “stroke 

of luck” which “got me out of this situation” perhaps shows that Lefebvre experienced some 

of the seduction of the job which longterm drivers describe as addicting, while also being 

conscious of its dangers and ability to drain the spirit. Despite its brief duration, Lefebvre’s 

two-year taxi-driving career “deeply affected his thinking about the nature of space and urban

life” (Harvey 1991:426)
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Years later, Lefebvre, as a prominent Leftist intellectual, became an inspiration for the

Situationists on account of his theories on cities, time and space, and his concept of the 

“moment,” which gave some impetus to Debord’s theory of the “situation” (Merrifield 2008).

Lefebvre and the Situationists were drawn to each other, and he interacted with them closely 

during the years they were focused on psychogeography. Lefebvre later voiced his own 

reservations on the effectivity of the dérive as a practice:

As I perceived it, the dérive was more of a practice than a theory. It revealed 
the growing fragmentation of the city. In the course of its history, the city was 
once a powerful organic unity; for some time, however, that unity was 
becoming undone, was fragmenting. …  The experiment consisted of 
rendering different aspects or fragments of the city simultaneous, fragments 
that can only be seen successively, in the same way that there exist people 
who have never seen certain parts of the city. (Ross and Lefebvre 1997: 80)

Lefebvre attributed the decline of the dérive, not to the exhaustion of its practitioners, 

but to the changing character of the city; as suburbs exploded around Paris and other cities in 

the 1960s, the separation of the city became even more pronounced, and the ideal of “unitary 

urbanism” even more remote. In response, says Lefebvre, the Situationists

… abandoned the problem of the city. They left it behind. They thought that 
the problem no longer interested them. While I, on the other hand, continued 
to be interested; I thought that the explosion of the historic city was precisely 
the occasion for finding a larger theory of the city, and not a pretext for 
abandoning the problem. (Ross and Lefebvre 1997: 81)

Lefebvre developed his method of rhythmanalysis as part of this larger theory of the 

city. The term “rhythmanalysis” had been coined by the philosopher Pinheiro dos Santos as a 
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physiological analogue to psychoanalysis; this had been expanded upon by Gaston Bachelard

as a challenge to Bergson’s concept of duration, in favor of his own Lucretian theory of the 

instant (ancestral to Lefebvre’s “moment” and Debord’s “situation”) (Meyer 2008; Bachelard

2000; Keiko 2009). Lefebvre turned rhythmanalysis into a method for understanding and 

sensing cities, and the term thus maps onto much of the same territory as does 

psychogeography, including the conflation of a field of study with a mode of practice.

Social action, says Lefebvre, takes place in the midst of a variety of rhythms of 

various speeds and durations (e.g. biological, quotidian, rhythms of work and rest, of 

consumption, of ritual, exchange, even of generations and the birth and death of cities); these 

rhythms are of course spatial as well as temporal (we’re talking Lefebvre here, the old 

cabby). These rhythms can work together harmoniously or productively, or they can clash, 

rendering experience fragmentary and discordant (Crang 2001: 190). Lefebvre thus 

developed rhythmanalysis as a way of discerning the city as a body of flows and rhythms, 

both spatial and temporal, as a structure (in the way that music has a structure) which both 

persists and is transformed synchronically and diachronically. These rhythms can be fully 

grasped neither from within nor from without: 

To understand and analyse rhythms, one has to let go, through illness or 
technique, but not completely. There is a certain externality which allows the 
analytical intellect to function. Yet, to capture a rhythm one needs to have 
been captured by it. One has to let go, give and abandon oneself to its 
duration. Just as in music or when learning a language, one only really 
understands meanings and sequences by producing them, that is, by producing
spoken rhythms. 

Therefore, in order to hold this fleeting object, which is not exactly an 
object, one must be at the same time both inside and out. (Lefebvre 1996: 219)
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Rhythmanalysts are participant-observers, both in and out of the rhythms they 

analyze, engaged in both spatial practice and the representation of it to themselves; they are 

walking down streets or sitting in overhanging balconies, listening to and feeling the rhythms

around them. Rhythmanalysis is thus for Lefebvre about the intersection of spatial practice 

and connaissance (familiarity or practical knowledge), and is thus tied to his theory of how 

space is produced both in its practice and its representation (Lefebvre 1991). Contrasted with 

psychogeography, rhythmanalysis is a more rigorous project, and the role of the practitioner 

as analyst is more fully developed by Lefebvre than by Debord. To be a rhythmanalyst, you 

need to understand yourself as situated within, and composed by, multiple rhythms; 

experiencing or understanding the city and the social requires tracing those rhythms further, 

gaining a sense of their vast interlocking movements. Where the original psychogeographers 

posed the revolutionary project of tearing down the reified city to build a mobile situationist 

city centered on the “continuous dérive,” Lefebvre’s rhythmanalysis retains 

psychogeography’s political critique, while also preserving at its core a broader therapeutic 

project inherited from Bachelard and Pinheiro Dos Santos. Where the aim of Situationist 

psychogeography was a continuous disorientation that would never fall fully back into 

repetitive patterns and rhythms, Lefebvre’s rhythmanalyst diagnoses cities the way a 

psychoanalyst diagnoses individuals, with the goal of restoring eurhythmia, a healthy 

interaction of rhythms that minimizes the brutality of the city, and reducing the clash of 

conflicting, violent rhythms, or arrhythmia (Lefebvre 2004: 67-8). 
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Rhythmanalysis is a more sustained, and sustainable, practice of psychogeography 

than the Situationist dérive—not an isolated intervention but a practice of learning and 

responding, of remaining within while coming to be more than merely emplaced. It builds 

outward rather than tearing down. But to what end? Just who is this “analyst” who practices 

rhythmanalysis?

New Psychogeographies

The dérive was given new life in 2002 by the group Precarias a la deriva, an 

association of activists and researchers linked to the Feminist social center La Eskalera 

Karakola in Madrid. During a general strike called by Spain’s two major labor unions to 

protest neoliberal “reforms” in Spanish labor law (Pérez Orosco 2002), these activists sensed 

a disconnect between the tactic and goals of the strike, and the interests and needs of 

precarias (women in precarious employment):

Faced with a mobilization which did not represent the kind of fragmented, 
invisible work that we do – our jobs were neither taken into consideration by 
the unions nor affected by the legislation in question – a group of women 
decided to spend the day of the strike wandering the city together, 
transforming the classic picket line into a picket survey: talking to women 
about their work and their days. Are you striking? Why? Under what 
conditions do you work? What kind of tools do you have to confront 
situations that seem unjust to you? (Precarias 2004b: 157)

The Precarias group expanded on these initial explorations with a series of recorded 

and videotaped interviews (collected in Precarias 2004a). Adopting the name “deriva” or 

“drift”for their primary method, the Precarias explicitly invoke the psychogeographical 
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dérive of the Situationists as a precursor (along with the Zapatista practice of caminar 

preguntando, or “walking and questioning” (Woodward et al 2010: 277)). Yet there are 

instructive differences which the Precarias introduce into the practice of psychogeography. 

While the Situationists sought to disable the spectacular city of their day through the 

introduction of fragmented, disorientating new experiences, the Precarias begin with women 

whose lives are already fragmented, as precarious laborers. And while the Situationists 

vowed to “Never Work”, and sought their utopian “continuous dérive” as a destruction of the 

everyday, the Precarias build from the experience of work, particularly affective work, and 

seek to build enduring discourses and conversations, rather than reduce into the fragmentary 

and momentary. While the Situationist dérive was a break from the “usual motives for 

movement and action” of its participants, that of the Precarias builds on and explores these 

motives. Instead of being dispelled as a source of illusion, everyday experience is embraced 

as itself a tool for the creation of new “situations.”

The psychogeography of the Situationists appealed to young, intellectual artists and 

radicals, mostly young men (though some women, particularly Michele Bernstein, played 

key roles in the group). Self confesses that his own brand of literary psychogeography is “a 

bit middle-aged,” something not appealing to the young, but only to a specific age group 

concerned with “reclaiming our position in the world free of technology” (Self 2007a). The 

Feminist deriva of the Precarias group, in contrast, serves as a model for a broader-based, 

more integrative practice of psychogeography, interested in a broader swathe of human 

experience and living; As Lefebvre stated in his own critique of Situationist 
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psychogeography, the city itself has changed since the 1960s and today offers different 

challenges and dangers, and demands new responses. The new model of the dérive 

comprehends this need for understanding precarious labor, and the centrality of affective 

work, and above all for building new connections and conversations in an already fragmented

and mobile city.

The Precarias situate their work as an intervention in the contest between two 

competing logics—the logic of care, and the logic of security. Each of these logics—one 

based on fear and distancing, the other on caring relationships—situate the affective 

experiences of individuals and groups within the larger rhythms and movements of social 

space. A closely related contrast between two logics can be found in Annemarie Mol’s 

oposition of the logic of care with the logic of choice (Mol 2008). I would argue that Mol’s 

“logic of choice”—which separates decisions and actions out of the rhythm of social 

interaction, and frames them as “choices” articulated solely with individual, rather than 

social, responsibility—is closely tied to the “logic of security” as described by the Precarias. 

Both are individuating logics which break apart and obscure the very social relations and 

inequalities which rhythmanalysis and psychogeography are meant to highlight and 

politicize. What the Precarias project offers hope for is that such politicizing of the affective 

relationships in interpersonal relations, and the recognition of larger links with the politics of 

the production of social space, can help us move away from the influence of the entwined 

logics of security and choice, and toward that of care.

In their writings, the Precarias emphasize how precarious women’s work centers on 
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the transmission and management of affect, as “center of a chain which connects places, 

circuits, families, populations, etc.” (Precarias 2005: 197). Conducting derivas and 

workshops with a wide variety of precarious women workers—mothers, caregivers, 

housecleaners, call center workers, sex workers, software coders, cafe workers, etc.—they 

determined that women’s affective work falls along a “communicative continuum” of sex, 

care, and attention (sexo, cuidado, atención) (Precarias 2004a: 47ff). The affective work 

involved in cabdriving, though a specific and distinct line of work, nevertheless falls along 

this same communicative continuum—largely on the attention end, sometimes broadening 

into caring, occasionally sexual, shaped by the range of expectations and taboos surrounding 

cabdriving as a largely masculinized activity.

My Approach

The dissolution of the exclusion of working knowledge from the practice of 

psychogeography opens the door to any number of situated, practically-oriented 

psychogeographies “in the wild.” Cabdriving is one such rhythmanalytical, 

psychogeographical practice in the wild—suffering from many of the same seductions (new 

discovery, human connection, the city’s “heartless, infinite splendor”) and limitations 

(physical danger, the possibility of exhaustion, or the collapse back into routine and the 

mundane) as well as others of its own.

The approach I adopt here draws on the psychogeographical-rhythmanalytical 

tradition on two levels. First, like Lefebvre’s rhythmanalyst, I try to build an awareness of the
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location of urban experiences, moments, and sites within the broader rhythms of the city, and 

to recognize the ways these localities are instances of the broader production of social space 

through movement and rhythm. Like the derivistes of the Situationists and the Precarias, I 

wander through cities and engage in conversations, seeking to build a broader understanding 

of the social that encompasses multiple perspectives and movements; however, I do not 

wander aimlessly; my ridealongs and interviews during rides with taxi drivers in both cities 

are targeted trips, focused less on my own experience as rider than on the drivers’ practices of

wayfinding, and tracing the politics of the rhythms they move within, and respond to.

Which leads to the second level of psychogeographical reference here: I am interested

less in playing the role of psychogeographer or rhythmanalyst myself, than in finding the 

ways in which such understandings of oneself as situated with the broader flows, shifts, and 

feelings of the city are already developed by cabdrivers in their everyday work. In other 

words, I am less interested in producing rhythmanalysis than in finding it already being put to

use by others. Although I am arguing that cabdrivers are already psychogeographers and 

rhythmanalysts, without having to learn these words or read Debord or Lefebvre, I do not 

mean to idealize or fetishize the rhythmanalytical knowledge they produce. Their knowledge,

as I will argue many times, is situated and limited, constrained by the conditions under which

they work and the ends to which their knowledge is put. Such, of course, is also true of the 

academic knowledge of the social produced by (official) “ethnographers” such as myself. It 

is important, therefore, to think of all kinds of social knowledge—whether 

“psychogeographical,” “rhythmanalytical,” or “ethnographic”—in terms of the constraints 
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built into them, the ends for which they are created, and the possibilities they open up.

Rhythmanalysis and the new dérive of the Precarias have the potential for 

reawakening the politically constructive potential of psychogeography by leading to a more 

connected, sustained conversation based on the rhythms and knowledges of life, work, and 

meaningful experience. At the same time, rhythmanalysis contains an evaluative, analytical 

perspective that could be turned to any ends. What Lefebvre hailed as rhythmanalysis’s 

objective, “eurythmia,” must be a relative, subjective term. As will be discussed later, new 

techno-political projects taking urban mobility as their object also work on the experience of 

that mobility (in fact not “also” but primarily) so there is a potential dark side to 

rhythmanalysis, which works with many of the same tools.

One dividing line between kinds of psychogeographical knowledges is whether they 

are fleeting, or become inscribed, written or filmed, in some medium. What makes Self a 

“psychogeographer” (according to the definition he is accustomed to) if not the fact that he 

writes about his experiences of wandering? Anyone can—in fact, everyone does—ride the 

bus, take a cab (or decide not to), get lost, and wander around cities with or without a map. 

The act of writing down your experiences seems to be a key part of what, from Self’s 

perspective (in the back seat with Seneca), distinguishes the “psychogeographer” from the 

everyday commuter, tourist, street bum, etc. Just as I want to open the category of 

“psychogeography” to include working knowledges and homegrown critiques of the city, so 

too do I want to problematize the boundary between written and unwritten knowledges of the

social. To that end I turn to the subject of autoethnography and performance.
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CHAPTER 3: CABDRIVING AS
PERFORMANCE AND AS
AUTOETHNOGRAPHY

To be learning something is the greatest of pleasures not only to the 
philosopher but also to the rest of mankind. – Aristotle, Poetics

“Autoethnography” has been given multiple meanings, ranging from the answer to the

question “what do people do?” (Heider 1975) to “a form of self-narrative that places the self 

within a social context” (Reed-Danahay 1997: 9). Across this range, there is the question of 

how what people do involves narrating themselves in their social context. “Narration,” 

however, like the textual metaphor for culture more generally, fails to capture the full range 

of ways in which selves can relate to contexts; a more promising way of framing the subject, 

then, would be “how what people do involves performing themselves in their social context.”

An emphasis on performance as the subject of autoethnography as it is carried out in various 

social realms allows for an attention to the importance of social knowledge in the negotiation

of self and role. In this chapter the focus will be on particular sociospatial knowledges 

associated with cabdriving.

Practical Knowledge of Cabdriving

Not a few persons to whom I have spoken about my autoethnography of cabdriving 
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have been struck—enough so to make a comment—by the presence of a pun involved in the 

juxtaposition of “auto” ethnography and “auto” mobility. It took me some time and a fair deal

of mute aggravation to overcome my resistance to this (not so much because it’s a bad pun, 

but because I keep hearing it), but I have at length come to recognize that it is appropriate. 

Automobility is the use of a technology which enables and encourages the making of 

connections between certain kinds of space—particularly public roadways, while excluding 

connections with other spaces—urban interiors and pedestrian zones, etc. It is the source of 

kinds of experiences involving speed and mobility, yet at the same time it is physically, 

mentally, and socially confining. Those who conduct themselves with the use of automobiles 

are themselves conducted, both by the possibilities and by the constraints provided by the 

technology and the institutions it is part of.

This productive conjuncture of possibility and constraint also characterizes, I would 

argue, any methodology of knowing, including ethnography, as well as the practical 

knowledges which I want to talk about: particular, historically and socially situated ways of 

knowing made possible and limited by the technologies (or techniques), interests, and 

institutions with which they are involved. In addition, automobility is something that is 

performed:  we take on our vehicles, we perform our roles within them, and then we shed 

them, and go on to other, differently possible experiences and modes of action—thankfully, 

cars are things you can get out of as well as into. Such performance, which involves moving 

in and out, taking roles on and off, is central to my object of conceiving autoethnography as a

vehicle (ahem) for connecting (articulating) ethnography (as a genre of writing arising in the 
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academy) to other, non-academic knowledges formed similarly through participating and 

observing.

The foregrounding of the written aspect of ethnography over participant-observation 

as methodology is often given etymological grounding, for “ethno-graphy” can be parsed as 

“writing culture.” As Clifford puts it, “we begin, not with participant observation or with 

cultural texts (suitable for interpretation), but with writing, the making of texts” (Clifford 

1986: 2). However, according to Liddell and Scott’s Greek-English Lexicon, the central 

meaning of graphe is “a representation by means of lines.”10 Writing, along with drawing, is 

a species of graphe. To expand on this definition, it could be asserted that ethnography 

involves the representation of groups of people “by means of lines,”—lines of connection, 

lines of separation—and this could mean not just writing, but sketching, mapping, graphing, 

charting etc. Conceived this way, the anthropological method/genre of ethnography has much

in common with broader social processes such as cognitive mapping (which has many 

definitions, most of which revolve around the ability of individuals to comprehend the larger 

socio-political space in which they interact) and articulation (in the cultural studies sense:  

the enunciated connections and perceived relations in terms of which social systems are 

comprehended, maintained, or transformed). In other words, ethnography per se is but one of 

a broader range of ethnographic modes of inquiry, which take as their object of knowledge 

the motivations, interests, and behavior of groups of people—whether this is conceived as 

their culture, social order, social organization, etc. Most ethnographic knowledges, rather 

10 www.perseus.tufts.edu

http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/


72

than being written, are enunciated primarily in casual or occupational discourse, and 

deployed more widely in social interaction. Of course, this is also true of ethnography as a 

social science methodology, which is discussed, practiced, and experienced, as well as 

written about. What distinguishes ethnography per se as an academic practice is that it is 

enunciated as a genre of writing, and is deployed as “symbolic capital” within the institution 

of the academy; most other ethnographic knowledges are enunciated in casual or 

occupational discourse, and deployed more widely, though perhaps less methodically, in 

social interaction.

Examples of such ethnographic knowledge must be widespread, for instance among 

occupations in which one deals regularly with individuals from a broad spectrum of society 

(electricians and plumbers, for instance, spend their days travelling through town seeing how 

other people live and work, in their homes and offices; an even more intimate view would be 

that of domestic workers working for on-demand house-cleaning services), or among those 

who, moving through different communities or social strata, must keep relearning “what 

people do” and how to interact (Heider 1975). Among various groups at different times these 

knowledges could be expected to differ as to depth, breadth, or specialization. As an example

of such an ethnographic knowledge I give that which I learned a bit of in the course of 

driving a cab for almost eight years in San Francisco, California.

I started driving a cab in San Francisco in the mid-Nineties for one of the four large 

radio-dispatched companies in the city. Although I had to attend a week of classes at “cab 

school,” and attend a day-long lecture given by the police sergeant in charge of the taxi 
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detail, these did very little to prepare me for the actual experience of driving. My formal 

training, on the day of my first shift, consisted of the manager taking me and three other new 

hires out to a cab sitting on the lot, showing us the equipment and giving us a brief rundown 

on terminology. After that we were let loose on the streets at 5 o’clock in the morning, and 

after I had gone a couple blocks and turned a few corners in the darkness, I had completely 

forgotten everything I had been told.

My confusion had numerous sources. First of all, there was the voice of the dispatcher

calling off orders, repeating the numbers and locations of cabs that were checking in, and 

assigning calls, all at the rapid pace of an auctioneer. I did not know how to check in for 

orders, and had no idea what all those numbers meant anyway. I decided to troll around 

looking for street hails. Many cabdrivers remember their first fare:  I don’t, but I remember 

the several hours it took me to find it.

After I finally managed to find passengers on the street, I discovered another problem.

I thought I knew my way around the city; as a resident for several years I had built up enough

working knowledge of the street system to get me pretty much anywhere that I needed to go. 

However, this turned out to be in no way adequate to the job of getting perfect strangers 

where they wanted to go, particularly if these strangers differed radically from me in terms of

where they wanted to go and what for. I often had to ask my passengers for directions, 

accepting for practical ends a reduction to the status of newcomer in the city I had thought 

was familiar to me.

Slowly, by trial and by error, but mostly through repetition, I came to know the city 
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very differently than I had before. It was no longer merely my own city that I knew, but one 

composed of the routes and itineraries of my passengers. In driving through it, I moved 

through a tissue imbued with all the hope, desires, despair, boredom, and curiosity of the 

passengers whose goals impelled me from each pickup to each drop. Over time I came to be 

able not only to rely on a city built of memory but of prediction, I gained a sense of when the 

rushes and flows were coming, of how to avoid doldrums and sluggish traffic. I recognized 

the goal toward which I needed to develop my knowledge of the city:  towards the ability to 

sense, in real time, the movements of people around me, in all parts of the city, to know who 

needed a cab when and where, what trajectories I could latch on to and facilitate, and how, in 

the course of the day, I could put all these little movements together into an overall course, 

my own trajectory.

Such a sense of the whole city as rhythmically interlocking movements may sound 

abstract, but it is in fact a very practical object, and there are specific techniques and tools 

available that make it possible to attain, or at least to strive for. One of these is the technology

of radio dispatch which was in use when I was driving. By listening to the dispatcher call out 

the locations of orders over the radio, the driver learned not just what calls were available, 

but what parts of the city were busy, and which parts were not so busy. By listening to the 

dispatcher interact with other drivers who check in for orders, the listening driver learned 

where other cabs were, where they were going to or coming from, and how busy they were. 

The dispatch radio, in short, allowed drivers to extend their range of attention beyond the 

immediate street scene at hand, to the city as a whole. Along with the cell phones and walky-
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talkies drivers increasingly were using to arrange pickups or to share information about the 

city among themselves, there was an array of technologies deployed for the specific purpose 

of reading or mapping the minute by minute profile of cab business in San Francisco.11

Beside participant observation and the use of technology for sensing and sharing 

information, there is another important aspect in which cabdriving skill is formed as a body 

of knowledge. The skill itself, how to know the city and measure your own competence as a 

knower of it, is the object of an intense discourse among those scholars of the taxicab, drivers

themselves. The cabdrivers I knew seemed to spend almost as much time talking about 

driving cabs as actually doing it; much of the down time during the shift was spent clustered 

at hotels or cabstands, or chatting over cell phones. Drivers would recount the day’s 

frustrations and small victories, or share stories about unusual fares or instructive events. 

From these interactions, I learned to evaluate my own knowledge of the city and the 

competence of my reactions as a driver.

Competence has to be performed in order to exist or have meaning. As an evaluation 

of the appropriateness or effectivity of action, competence can give meaning to performance 

as well when the situation is retold as a story. The retelling of moments of decision, 

interaction, or frustration—ranging from the slightest of peccadilloes to grand epics—plays 

an important part in the work culture of the drivers I have known and talked to. Just as the 

dispatch radio and cell phones can be used to augment the driver’s sense of the movements 

and changes in the city surrounding them, so the discourse of their fellow drivers on driving 

11 A good deal of the discussion in the later parts of this dissertation will be motivated by the impact of 
communicative technologies on driver knowledge and experience.
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helps them reflect on and test their own interpretations of situations they find themselves in, 

and their reactions to them. Thus, in addition to learning the city on one’s own, there is a 

second but closely intertwined process of learning how to recognize your own performance, 

thoughts, and reactions as not just your own, but as those of your group, those of a cabdriver. 

Just like Paul Rabinow having an “ethnographic moment” in a Morroccan cafe, cabdrivers 

have “cabdriving moments,” and these recognitions of the self in relation to the group’s 

method and body of knowledge are central to learning how to take the ethnographic 

knowledge obtained through the driver’s scrutiny of the city and its inhabitants, and turn it to 

the practical purposes of cabdriving. If we accept the definition of autoethnography as “a 

form of self-narrative that places the self within a social context” (Reed-Danahay 1997: 9), 

then this project of writing must be seen in relation to the broader array of autoethnographic 

knowledges, ethnographic ways of knowing which are learned through an overt casting of the

individual subject in a particular relation to the larger group.

Drivers, in the process of learning the city of passengers, take on their trajectories—

moving into and out of the urban space proper to the passengers’ experience, sharing their 

movements for a brief time, before moving on to the wider class of movements whereby 

these borrowed trajectories are strung together into a body of knowledge and a means of 

making a living. In interaction, drivers move into and out of related senses of their own 

actions as being properly their own, or as being those of a “cabdriver,” in whatever sense the 

driver understands this category. Performing as cabdriver means recognizing your own 

actions, thoughts, and desires as those of the role; that you are not the sole origin of these, but
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that they correspond to your social position, and arise from situations you repeatedly 

encounter which you may deal with in a range of ways, but which you recognize as those of a

“cabdriver.” This recognition might be private but is particularly effective in interaction. 

For instance, I pulled into the Moscone convention center to let off a group of 

businessmen. I was just turning around in my seat to take payment, give out receipts, etc., 

when an irate guy in a red pickup pulled up alongside the cab and started yelling at me 

through the front passenger window about some sleight he had apparently received a ways 

back in traffic. Without responding or commenting, I rolled up the window so we couldn’t 

hear him, and continued dealing with my passengers; the truck driver, flustered at not being 

able to start an argument, gave up and drove off. My passengers found this very funny, and 

one remarked, “It’s pretty stupid to take out your aggressions on a cabdriver. It’s not going to 

do you much good!”

I found this remark immensely satisfying (the other businessmen laughed too). Why? 

It evaluated my behavior not as a reflection of my own personality, but as that of a competent

person in my role. It established that my reaction to the angry truckdriver was learned 

effective behavior for dealing with situations which a cabdriver might be supposed to 

repeatedly encounter. It did not matter whether my actions were in fact typical of how any 

cabdriver might have reacted in that circumstance. If I had instead gotten enraged and flung 

out a string of obscenities and threats, the passengers might have just as well taken this as a 

“cabdriver” reaction. I did not represent cabdrivers in this context, I embodied one; and by 

commenting on my performance as such, the passenger established my competence. This is 
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what I appreciated about the remark, and part of why I am repeating the story now.

Cabdriving as a form of knowledge of the city and its inhabitants has to be understood

on two levels: in terms of its historical conditions of emergence, and its application in 

individual interactions. The shape of cabdriving knowledge as I learned it in San Francisco 

around the close of the Twentieth century was determined by the need to accomodate and 

predict the daily movements of a broad spectrum of the public; its elaboration was assisted 

by information-sharing technologies such as cell phones, radio dispatch, and the system of 

cab stands (although the last may be difficult to recognize as an information technology). The

particular array of technologies used locates this cabdriving knowledge within the historical 

development of dispatch systems and the struggles between drivers, cab companies, and city 

governments over how (or whether) new technologies will restructure the industry. For 

instance, at the time of my work in San Francisco a shift from radio to computerized dispatch

was under way which reduced drivers’ access to information, and solidified it in the hands of 

dispatch office personnel; at the same time, the proliferation of cell phones among drivers 

was providing alternative channels of information and was seen as potentially replacing 

centralized dispatch operations altogether. As will be discussed later, the communicative 

technologies of taxicab dispatch have changed even further in the last few years, with radical 

effects on the politics—and micropolitics—of the industry. The future structure of the 

industry depends on the longterm upshot of day-to-day and minute-by-minute struggles over 

the control of information (and affect) through these competing technologies

Across the industry, in various cities and continents, cabdriving is often recognized as
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involving a particular spatial knowledge which may play a significant role in everyday urban 

circulation.12  It may be institutionalized, as in London, where prospective drivers study and 

are tested on “the Knowledge;” in San Francisco, as in many cities, learning is not so 

formalized, but a core of experienced drivers who may have driven for several decades form 

a knowledgeable elite, the mere existence of which helps pass knowledge and work 

technique on to incoming drivers. In the US, as elsewhere, such cores of lifetime drivers, 

however, have been successively eroded by industry developments over the last few decades,

starting with the shift towards flexibilization of the workforce since the 1970s, when drivers 

in most cities stopped being unionized employees who received benefits and became 

independent contractors with no such privileges.13 With every recession, more experienced 

drivers leave the business and are replaced by inexperienced newcomers who typically do not

stay in the job long enough to gain a similar level of mastery.

Interestingly, it is at this precise juncture that the types of knowledge involved in 

cabdriving, and the learning process whereby these knowledges are attained, have come 

under scientific scrutiny. Cabdrivers have been studied for their wayfinding ability, memory 

for routes and street names, and most notably for the size of the navigational center of the 

brain (located in the hippocampus) which apparently increases in size correlatively with 

amount of time spent in the occupation.14 There are indications that information gained from 

12 On cabdriving as involving a specialized form of socio-spatial knowledge, see Berry 1995, Burns 1979, and 
Henslin 1967; on cabdriving as involving specialized interpretive and interactional strategies, see Cantiello 
1974, Davis 1990, and Toiskallio 2000; on cabdriving as involving strategic, interpretive knowledge, see 
Anderson 2004.

13  On this historical restructuration of the industry, see Gilbert and Samuels 1982, Russell 1985, and Stevens 
1991.

14  The hippocampus study is Maguire 2000; others in the genre include Kalakoski and Saariluoma 2001.
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scientific study of cabdriving knowledge is contributing to the development of devices 

designed to make up for the erosion of that very knowledge. As turnover rates among new 

drivers, and passenger complaints about knowledge-less drivers, increase, drivers, companies

and local governments turn to in-cab technology such as GPS systems and navigational aids 

which are meant to provide the spatial knowledge which the restructuring of the occupation 

is preventing from being developed. Alongside this, commercial interests introduce 

interactive kiosks and tourist-oriented advertising that typically takes the form of computer or

tv screens installed in the back seats of cabs. Like the navigational devices meant to replace 

the driver’s spatial knowledge, the advertising kiosks proffer answers to all sorts of questions

one might previously have asked of a knowledgeable driver: Where is a nice restaurant? 

What is a good way to see the city? The historical moment of cabdriving knowledge today, in

the US and many other developed nations, is characterized by a steady erosion of the 

occupational stability which in the past contributed to its enunciation, accompanied by a 

move to supplement this vanishing knowledge with specialized commercial or directional 

devices. In short, a reduction in the practical skills of the workforce is supplemented by a 

Taylorization not merely of the workplace but of the mind of the worker, of the process of 

learning and practical mastery which had previously led to a particular, specialized body of 

socio-spatial knowledge.

Cabdriving Knowledge as Performance

As one of the resources drawn on by the city’s inhabitants to address the problem of 
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urban mobility, navigational knowledge can be described as having a social function, and 

therefore as conducive to and being in need of management, whether by state or commercial 

interests. But it is also important to take note of the interactional context in which this 

knowledge is elaborated and deployed, for the use of the individual. Cabdriving knowledge 

of the city is partial and interested, tied to the practical ends of its practitioners. The 

knowledge is used, however, not merely in pursuit of these ends, but for the knower’s self-

evaluation of their own competence. Thus, the learning and deployment of cabdriving 

knowledge has to be understood as performance.

Performance theory in contemporary social science developed out of debates over the 

use of the concept of “ritual.” On the one hand there were those, like Edmund Leach, for 

whom “ritual” connoted the stylization of behavior, with attendant implications of sterility, 

superstition, or ineffectiveness. On the other hand were those, like Victor Turner, who 

emphasized to the contrary that rituals had real, important social effects and were constructed

to achieve real ends, even if these were not necessarily the ones stated by participants.

As Catherine Bell (1998) describes it, the concept of “performance” has been used to 

address these problems; yet it is plagued by (or benefitted by, depending on one’s 

perspective) the same ambiguities possessed by “ritual.” On the one hand, “performance” 

foregrounds the interpretation of social action through a number of metaphors drawn from 

drama:  the use of scripts, props, stages, an opposition between onstage and offstage work, 

between actors and audience. Whether the activities to be described are overtly performative, 

like a play or a concert, or not, the concept of performance can in this sense be used to show 
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how individual action is shaped by and reflects cultural values, categories, etc. At the same 

time, however, “performance” has been used to understand how individuals and groups in 

fact actively shape and create these cultural categories and norms in and through embodied 

action. By focusing on the action, or the carrying out of action, performance approaches 

attempt to surpass the binary division between individual agent and social structure, which 

has dogged past approaches.

This division is not so much resolved, however, as brought into play. In fact, 

“performance” seems to be a concept well-suited to mediate a number of oppositions, for 

instance 1) agent vs. structure; 2) self vs. role; 3) self vs. group; 4) intentionality vs. 

transcendence (or flow); and 5) effort vs. ease (or naturalness). These oppositions may refer 

to qualities of the actor (as in 1, 2, and 3 above) or of the action (as in 4 and 5); of any 

opposition, either term is available to those who wish to interpret or evaluate a given 

performance. To the extent to which these oppositions (or others) apply in a given culture, 

and are actively negotiated by performers and made use of by evaluators, social theorists who

interpret these performances must be conscious that their place is not outside of but within 

the general discursive context in which performances are evaluated. The result is a theoretical

approach in which nuance and a variety of motivations are appreciated, and which attempts 

to understand performances in terms of their frameworks, their effects, and their reception, 

each element of which covers a range of possibility. 

The ambiguities brought out by performance theory are also those brought into play 

when cabdrivers draw on their occupational knowledge to evaluate their own deployment of 
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this knowledge, and their performance as drivers. As a role which individual drivers perform,

“cabdriver” serves several purposes:  it organizes the body of knowledge related to 

cabdriving, and serves as an object of learning; it serves as a resource which drivers can call 

on in interactions with passengers or other drivers; and it can serve as something more, as a 

vehicle with which the practical aims of the occupation are transcended in the enjoyment of 

life.

As an object of learning, the role of cabdriver is not a given which the initiate to the 

industry receives, but an image that is constructed by the learner in the course of learning, an 

image cobbled together from the expectations of learning drivers and their passengers, and 

perhaps modeled on savvy elders in the trade; with variation from driver to driver as to 

precisely what constitutes the role. It is towards this image of competence that learners strive,

and in terms of which they evaluate themselves. Learners attribute the insights they gain 

about the city, not merely to their own intelligence, but to the cabdriver as role; this is on the 

one hand a recognition of the structural determinations of the industry on their perception, 

and on the other a bid for entree into the fellowship of discourse which takes cabdriving in 

the city as its subject.

In interaction with passengers and other drivers, the ability to effectively wear the 

cabdriving role can be a valuable resource to be called on. Like a mask, the role can be used 

to manipulate the relation of the individual driver to the passengers, to the group of drivers, 

or to the city as a whole; and in this manipulation the self can be brought nearer to or further 

from identification with the role.
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A performance may also be something that can be enjoyed for its own sake, as a 

display of competence or mastery; in this regard the cabdriving role may be a source of 

pleasure or comfort. In this regard the use to which the limited, practically-oriented 

knowledge of cabdriving is put transcends, or at any rate exceeds, the aims which 

conditioned its elaboration. Like many other jobs, cabdriving is often frustrating, but at times

rewarding; what appeals to many drivers is the independence they are allowed during the job,

an independence which is both the condition of, and is made possible by, the elaboration of 

knowledge the job entails. And this transcendent aspect is enhanced, rather than detracted 

from, by the fact that total mastery is unattainable. Whether or not Aristotle was correct in his

claim that “to be learning something is the greatest of pleasures” (Aristotle 1941: 1457), the 

ability to continue learning is one of the attractions of the job.15 Like other people, cabdrivers

are not just focused on immediate practical ends, but are also capable of enjoying life and the

work they do. They certainly are capable of enjoying practical success when they find it. In 

addition to this, the sociospatial knowledge which drivers gain, and the opportunities their 

work gives them to explore urban space and interact with a wide variety of interlocutors, 

brings for many a fascination and excitement to their work. This, besides the practical 

function of evaluation and passing on of information, motivates much of the buzzing 

discussion about cabdriving which accompanies drivers throughout their shifts and on, to 

garages, street corners, bars, or home; this fascination and urge to repeat, discuss, and 

perform knowledge may be behind the significant number of cabdrivers whose interest in the 

15  In the hippocampus study, there was no point after which drivers’ navigation centers ceased to expand; 
growth appeared to continue as long as the subject drove for a living.
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work and experiences unique to the job spills over into poetry, photography, the writing of 

memoirs, or even, on occasion, of ethnographies.

Theorists who struggle to define autoethnographer have engaged in debates about 

who can, can’t, must, or may not be counted as an “autoethnographer.” Here, I have 

attempted to blur the boundaries between the self-writing, confessional style of some 

autoethnographies, and the interest in extra-academic types of reflexive knowledge which 

also sometimes go by the name of autoethnographies. My hope is that through this the 

importance of viewing these knowledges as learned and deployed through performance has 

been communicated; also crucial from my point of view is that this take on autoethnography 

as the articulation of practical, performed knowledges (such as that involved in cabdriving) 

leads to a better understanding of the role of social knowledge in people’s lives than is 

possible from the sort of scientific approaches that seek to extract learning processes from 

social situations, for the production of data that can then be fed back to social actors who 

previously might have been expected (or allowed) to have produced such knowledge 

themselves. Knowledge and mastery are to be performed, not consumed like data.
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CHAPTER 4:  SUNDAY, MARCH 23, 2003

Early Sunday mornings, BART (the Bay Area’s underground train) is not running, so 

it takes three busses to get from my home in the East Bay to the taxicab lot. From my last bus

stop on Cesar Chavez, I walk through the silent dark warehouses of San Francisco’s produce 

district, past the collection of inhabited vans and cars parked semi-permanently along Selby 

street beneath the 280 freeway, and through the chain link gates of the cab lot.

Upstairs in front of the cashier’s window, I run into Jake, a veteran Chinese-American

driver. Medallion owners like Jake can work any shift they want, and most choose not to 

work on slow Sunday mornings. Jake, however, works seven days a week. He mentions that 

he saw me at the Kyoto stand the day before, and asks what I had gotten out of there.

For several days, the city has been rocked by huge protests against the US invasion of

Iraq. Much of Market Street had been shut down or closed off, dividing the downtown part of

the city in two. From a cabdriver’s perspective, this meant that you were either stuck on one 

side or the other, and that business was effectively cut in half. My weekend shifts were 

usually spent shuttling people back and forth between the neighborhoods and downtown, but 

with the street closures that would only lead me into impenetrable traffic; so I had tried 

shifting from my regular tactic of cruising and listening for radio orders, to sitting at a hotel 

stand, something I rarely did. Jake, however, sat at the Kyoto stand all the time, which was 

why he had noticed me there. The Kyoto was a small hotel in Japantown—in fact, it had not 

been called the “Kyoto Hotel” for many years. It was now called the Miyako, but since it 
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shared that name with another, larger hotel, you either had to specify “Little Miyako” or “Big

Miyako,” or simply call it by the old name, Kyoto. There were perhaps a dozen hotels, 

hospitals, and bars all over the city which cabdrivers still called by old names, a lingering 

map of patches of the city of decades ago, surviving in fragments of cabdriver discourse on 

the taxi dispatch radio or at the cab garage.

I tell Jake I had gotten a walk-up (someone coming up the street instead of out of the 

hotel) which went out to 14th Avenue. “Oh, that guy,” Jake says. “He goes to the synagogue 

out there. Sometimes he goes to out to the cemeteries in Colma and gives you a round trip 

ride for sixty bucks.” As a frequent “player” of that small neighborhood stand, Jake is 

familiar with all of its regular users from the hotel and the neighborhood. He mentions how 

there was a little old lady who goes to a different synagogue which is only two blocks from 

the stand. Jake knows from experience when she is coming, so he leaves the stand because he

doesn’t want to take her on this short, short trip, a time-waster from the cabdriver’s point of 

view.

While I have been talking to Jake, the cashier, watching us from behind a small 

bullet-proof window, has pushed a medallion and waybill for me out through a small slot. I 

push five dollars back in the slot as a tip for him and for the radio dispatcher sitting behind 

him, who I wave to through the window. Then downstairs to get into my regular cab; slipping

the waybill under a rubber band that would hold it to the top of the sun visor, and turning on 

the radio. I instantly hear an order close enough to check in for (I give my location as 

“coming out the gates”) but I’m beat by several other drivers. A slow morning is promised.
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The Passenger Survey

On Sunday, March 23rd, 2003 I was mid-way through my thesis research. Besides 

playing the role of taxicab driver, I was playing a role as urban ethnographer, which for me 

involved carrying a tape recorder in one pocket, and a pen and notebook in another. Thus 

equipped, I was taking every opportunity to stop, reflect, take notes on my experiences, or to 

interview people I met during the day. Usually my interlocutors were other cabdrivers, but on

this day I decided to record all my fares and take a poll of my passengers on their stances in 

regard to the recently begun war, and to the protests which had been the major focus of 

everyone’s attention in the city during the last few days. The local media framed the protests 

as controversial, positing that the majority of San Franciscans, while supporting free speech, 

did not think the right to free speech extended to blocking traffic. A few days before, for 

example, a camera crew had been interviewing drivers stuck in traffic on one of the major 

days of the protest. Spotting a cabdriver, they ran over to him eagerly, presumably supposing 

he would give them a great quote about how the spoiled protesters were keeping working 

people from getting on with the real business of the city. However, the driver (who I 

happened to know) responded that traffic “blocks itself” all the time, and he was happy that 

at least this time, he was stuck in traffic created by a worthy cause.

My survey was intended to feel out how real this controversy over public space was, 

and to test public opinion about the war and the protests, to the extent that this could be 

gauged by a survey of taxi passengers. I asked passengers, do you support the war? Do you 
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support the protests? Did you attend the protests? As will be shown below, the answers I 

received were often complicated and did not fit my preconcieved expectations. Partially for 

this reason and because the survey did not fit clearly into the rest of my material, I did not 

use it in my finished Master’s thesis. Nevertheless, I use it here as a partial, imperfect 

example of taxicab rhythmanalysis (see Chapter 2). At the time of the study I was not aware 

of the psychogeographical interviews conducted by the Precarias a la deriva on the margins 

of the general strike in Madrid; nor was I aware that another San Francisco cabdriver, Tim 

Keefe, had been recording conversations with his passengers for several years, published in 

2007 as Cab Talk: Voices from the Back Seat of a San Francisco Taxi. These vignettes 

usually begin with Keefe’s customary question at the beginning of every ride—“Where are 

you taking me?”—and show a city of the rich and the poor, the mainstream and the 

outrageous. A true rhythmanalytical text, each conversation is rooted in a specific path 

through the city, while interlocking with momentary or vast movements of emotion, disease, 

death, addiction, and political discourse, including a few conversations in the wake of 

September 11th, 2001.

Here, inspired in part by these two examples, I reproduce the results of my passenger 

survey as a found object, an abandoned piece of research here recovered to shed light on the 

possibilities and limitations of investigation conducted through the productive constraints of 

taxicab driving.
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1. I drive empty for almost an hour before picking up my first fare, wandering through the 

Mission and Western Addition until finally taking a radio call at the “Presbyterian” hospital 

(another old name used in lieu of the current one) in Pacific Heights. A young white woman 

coming home from her nursing job at the “crazy clinic” next door to the hospital, she is going

to her home in the South of Market, or SoMa district, downtown.

 She says she had been down in the protests on Saturday before going to work. She 

tells me about being on the street and punched in the chest by cop, how she smelled tear gas 

wafting down Market Street. The cops were trying to clear protesters off of the street, and 

force them to stand on the sidewalks. The protesters had been mostly peaceful at that time, 

and were willing to stand on the sidewalks, but the police were out of control and attacked 

anyway. Later, on her cab ride home from work, she’d been stuck in her cab until her fare 

(normally about ten dollars) went up to twenty-eight dollars because they couldn’t get around

the protest.

2. Dropping her in South of Market, I swing around to take Turk Street back out into the 

neighborhoods and am lucky enough to get a call in Hayes Valley. This older white man is a 

“regular” rider—someone I recognize because he calls our company every morning. He tells 

me he had marched with Martin Luther King in Selma, where he had been hit on the head 

with a billyclub, and he had marched against the Vietnam war back in the day as well. “I 

would go down and join the protesters now if only I could, if I wasn’t lame, blind and 72 

years old!” He feels, however, that the current generation of protesters use street tactics that 



91

are counterproductive. “We marched mostly peacefully. We didn’t attack cop cars, throw 

bolts at cops, et cetera. But we got done what we wanted done!” He had just gotten off work 

and I take him to his home in the Castro.

3. My next fare is an older black woman named Josephine, another regular rider taking a 

short trip from Scott street in the Lower Haight to the Ebenezer Baptist church a few blocks 

away. When I ask if she is opposed to the war, she replies that as a Christian she has to be, 

because God is opposed to war—“You have to pray for all people.” Her grandson is in the 

service, and is being shipped out to Iraq. She says that the protests make her sad. I say, “The 

protesters say they support the troops, because they want to bring them home.” She replies, 

“If I thought that was true, that that would bring them home, and bring them all home, I 

would be out there protesting as well. But once the president and his cabinet have made up 

their minds, history shows there’s nothing we peons can do about it. So all we can do is 

pray.”

4. No sooner have I dropped her off than the dispatcher calls my name—Seth, a middle-aged 

white driver for our company, is requesting me personally to pick him up from outside a cafe 

near his home in the Tenderloin to take him to the cab garage. Drivers going to work pay a 

flat fee—only $5—but I pick up Seth on a regular basis for the conversation. He had gone to 

the protests after work the previous day, and is staunchly against the war.
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5 and 6.  After dropping off Seth at the garage I again wander fruitlessly through the Mission 

before being waved down by two young white men in the Western Addition. These guys are 

from out of town but had spent the weekend at a friend’s house in the city—their weekend on

the town had included marching in the protest the day before. I drop them off at the Civic 

Center BART station to catch the train back to the East Bay.

7 and 8. Floating back to my center of gravity in the Western Addition I pull into the parking 

lot of the blood bank at Turk and Masonic. The blood bank occasionally sends our drivers out

on long trips worth a hundred dollars or more, so there are a gaggle of cabdrivers (including 

Seth) sitting here on this slow morning. A radio call comes through for Saint Mary’s hospital 

nearby—nobody else seems interested, so I take it. A middle-aged white couple are going 

home from the hospital to their hotel at Fisherman’s Wharf. They don’t volunteer as to why 

they have spent the night in the hospital, and I don’t inquire. The husband does all the talking

while his wife sits quietly looking out the window. He says he had gone to the protests the 

day before—“I’m against war, but I want to support the troops, so I didn’t go to join in so 

much as to see what was going on.” He adds that “I’m probably against war, I guess,” and 

then lists a number of reasons to be against war. He says the protests had been a real sight to 

see, there had been a great spectacle of people out: Buddhists for peace, pro-abortion rights 

groups marching, anti-abortion groups marching, people out for causes having to do with the 

war, or having nothing to do with the war, all represented in this great public spectacle. Like 

most people I had talked to, he feels the marches had been “mostly peaceful, I didn’t see 
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much violence.”

9 and 10. I get lucky dropping off at the hotel at the Wharf, because there is another couple 

waiting to go out to the art museum at the Legion of Honor in the Richmond district. A 

recently retired couple from Kansas, they are in town as tourists and had done their best to 

avoid the protests. When I ask their opinion about the war and the protests, they do not give 

me a yes or no answer. On the one hand they say that they think the protests are “good from 

the standpoint of the conscience of our country,” but that they themselves nevertheless 

support the war. “Hopefully this will be good for the Iraqi people.”

11 and 12. From fairly deep in the Richmond I bid for and win a radio call out in the 

Parkside. An older Chinese-American couple, they are going to the airport. They had not 

gone to the protests, but support them vocally and express strong opinions against war. “Bush

is crazy! Why is he starting this war when the whole world is against it?”

13. Dropping at the airport I swing past the lot where the cabs wait. It is overloaded and as 

still as the grave, a good sign that waiting there would be an unfruitful several hours at best. 

So I take the long way back into the city, along the 280 freeway which winds through 

peripheral neighborhoods in which there are fewer taxis to compete with. The strategy works,

and I get a radio call out on Silver Avenue, a young black woman going to work in the Upper

Haight. She says she is against war, and is against Bush; she didn’t go to the protests because 
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she had to work, and also she doesn’t think they can accomplish anything, unless they 

provoke someone to assassinate Bush! “The decisions have already been made, and the 

protests won’t do aything.”  She also doesn’t believe a plane had actually hit the Pentagon 

during the 9/11 attacks—it was all really just a government plot.

14 and 15. From the Upper Haight I check in for and win a radio call in the Sunset. A middle-

aged white couple are heading down to Evans and Napoleon, not far from my cab garage. 

The husband again does most of the talking. “Do you support the war” is to him too 

complicated a question, not answerable by a yes or a no. “More intelligent people than me 

make these decisions”—it’s not for him to say and he should just support his government. 

The protests, he thinks, are ridiculous—“it’s one thing to stand on the sidewalk and voice 

your opinions, but another to block traffic and screw people up!” He himself had lost a day of

work on Thursday because he couldn’t get downtown. His wife agrees.

16 and 17. Stopping by the garage, I throw five dollars in the window to thank the dispatcher 

for the aiport ride, a welcome trip on a slow day. He writes down an address on a slip of 

paper and has the cashier pass it to me—another upcoming airport order from the Mission. 

The passengers are two young white businessmen on their way out of town for some 

business-related trip. They hate Bush, and recite quotes about how stupid he is; and they 

don’t like war, because it is not a good idea. But they also don’t like protesters because they 

are sanctimonious and simply not very bright, these “slogan chanting people.” These guys 
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don’t think the protests will do any good. “You have the right to go out and protest, but not to

block traffic and not to disrupt people’s lives.” Neither had gone to the protests, but nor had 

they encountered any real problems from the street blockages. One noted, “maybe that would

color my opinions more against [the protests] if I had been stuck in it.”

18.  The next passenger is described in my notes with “this guy is such an asshole, but at least

he did express his opinions fluently.” Perhaps my impression is colored by the fact that I 

recognize him as a regular rider who tips poorly if at all. A young white man, he is heading 

from his home in the Western Addition down to work in SoMa along lower Mission street. 

He says that he works too hard to follow all the details behind the war, but the US is probably

following our national interest, which is perfectly rational. We serve as “a special kind of 

empire that pursues democracy and safety in the world,” he says, not for the sake of these 

ideals but for our own benefit, “because that’s how we can retain control” and our central 

position as the world’s superpower. In the case of this war, he doesn’t know whether Sadam 

really poses an actual threat, but the war effort should be supported because “they’re doing a 

good job, in the way they prosecute it, and they have good PR on the home front, although 

they screwed up the diplomatic view on the outside.” Protesters have a right to protest, but 

they shouldn’t shut down the downtown streets. He is upset with the protesters for shutting 

down the downtown neighborhood in which he works: “Why are they doing this to me? I 

didn’t do anything to them, why don’t they go to the capital and shut down the politicians? 

Corporations aren’t causing this war to be fought.”
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He must have warmed to the subject, because at the end of the ride he gives me a 

ninety cent tip, which is more than he usually gives. He then asks, however, for a blank 

receipt. A blank receipt is used for over-reporting expenses for work-related trips, to gain 

more money back from your employer than you actually spent in cab fare. I have a rule of 

thumb regarding blank receipts—you can only get one from me if you tip well, otherwise you

can be very sure I will be writing the precise amount of your fare on the receipt. I am about 

to tell him the line I have for people who don’t tip and ask for blank receipt—that “they” are 

cracking down on us, so we have to fill out all receipts ourselves—when, unfortunately, he 

finds a blank one lying in the back seat, and hops out of the cab.

19.  Coming back out Mission, a black woman flags me down at Fifth street outside the 

Chronicle building. She heads to her home up on Russian Hill. She says she has mixed 

feelings about the war and the protests. She thinks we shouldn’t just go bomb people, so she 

opposes the war. However, she doesn’t like protests and thinks they won’t do anything. She 

didn’t go, and thinks that when they try to shut down the city it just causes more anxiety. “All

this commotion, helicopters, people, it’s counter-productive.”

20. Heading away from downtown, where cabs are thicker than people, I catch another radio 

order in Pacific Heights. A young, wealthy white woman, she says that she supports the 

president, although war makes her nervous. “I like him better than Clinton, anyway!” She 

doesn’t like protesters, they make her “want to kick some ass.” I let her off at her car, which 
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she had left the night before outside a bar on Polk street.

21 and 22. Trolling slowly along Polk and then out California, I finally get a flag on the 

corner of Fillmore in Pacific Heights. An older Jewish woman and a young man, who is 

perhaps her grandson, are heading to the Mission. They both oppose war and support the 

protests. They hadn’t gone to the protests but had considered it. 

23. Dropping them off on Twentieth street, I wander through the Mission streets and along 

Sixteenth into the Castro. At Castro and Market I find a street hailer; he is a young Filipino 

man heading to his job in a restaurant by Fisherman’s Wharf. He does not support the war but

is “trying to rationalize it.” He does not really support the protesters, and was a bit annoyed 

by them “being out there.” 

24 and 25. An older, white tourist couple, visiting from South Carolina, flag me down in 

North Beach and head over the hill to Union Square. They adamantly support the war, are 

against the protesters, and most certainly did not attend the protests.

26. Gravitating westward again, I end up sitting at the blood bank once more. Competition is 

fierce for the few orders that are coming over the radio, and I take some notes on the 

dispatcher’s technique of revealing bits and pieces of information at a time, in order to keep 

control of the radio discourse. After some time I take a radio call in the Lower Haight, a 
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young white man heading to the Tenderloin. He is definitely against war, but didn’t go to the 

protests, not because he thinks they can’t achieve anything, but because he just doesn’t like 

being in crowds; “That doesn’t sound like my idea of fun.”

27. In the Tenderloin I get a street corner flag heading a few blocks up to the top of Nob Hill. 

A middle-aged black man, he doesn’t seem to want to give a straight answer in support of or 

against the war or the protests. He’s not especially supportive of the war or of the 

administration, but feels that we all support war anyway by going about our daily lives, “and 

that’s what all we can do, really.” As for the protests, “that’s good, that’s their opinion, if they

want to do that.” He didn’t go to the protests, yet he feels protests can do good, “maybe not 

this time, but next time, they can stop the next war, if they are able to give people pause.”

28. The afternoon is getting on, and I scramble to find a few more short fares before my cab 

is due back at the garage at four o’clock. At California and Gough a young white man flags 

me down and asks to go to the inner Sunset near Golden Gate Park. He says he opposes war, 

and is “pro demo,” he didn’t get to the demonstration this time but wants to go next time. 

“They’ll be out on Monday—I’ll go then.” He is very much against Bush and the war.

29. Cruising back along Haight, I get flagged by a middle aged white man who tells me he is 

against war, and supports the demonstrations. He didn’t go to them because he was at work, 

though he saw them as they were passing by. He isn’t too keen on people blocking streets, 
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and causing disruption; he had gotten stuck in the ensuing traffic a little on his return home, 

but doesn’t voice too much disapproval. I drop him off in the Mission and head back to the 

cab garage, arriving just in time for the end of my shift.

Summary

What did I learn from this survey? Not enough, I later decided, for inclusion in my 

written thesis. I did learn that the original questions I had posed were too simplistic—many 

passengers were unwilling to commit to pro or con positions regarding the war or the 

protests. As a “survey,” the results were limited by being linked necessarily to my own 

movements through the city, as I selected neighborhoods, and thus users, in accordance with 

my own needs as a cabdriver looking for customers. As a psychogeographical account of one 

day of cabdriving, on the other hand, it is the survey format which limits the range of 

conversational subjects and interactions that occur. In asking each passenger the same 

questions, I transform a day of otherwise disconnected rides into a themed collection of 

vignettes; but unlike the conversations started by Precarias a la Deriva, no further dialogue 

arises out of these brief snippets, except, perhaps, for the sense of movement and interaction 

that is evoked in the narrative I have written into these notes.

This attempt, thus, introduces some of the limitations and possibilities of “research 

for a psychogeographical urbanism” conducted in a taxicab, by a cabdriver. The mundane 

rides alongside the momentous, as this slow day on the periphery of the week carries echoes 

of the epochal events of the days before, and presages the war to come. The line between the 
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privilege of doing “research” and the necessities of “work,” unconsciously reinforced by the 

Situationists but methodically demolished by the Precarias, is erased, at least momentarily. 

Multiple scales of time and space pass through the cab rides. My own movements through 

the city intersect with those of residents coming and going to work and home, or recovering 

from weekend partying; and with the movements of tourists and business travellers (Dave 

Rudman’s “flyers”) in and out of the city. The protests of days before are present through a 

mix of contradictory accounts, based on first-hand experience, media representations, and 

observations from across the city; the future looms, as well, in the anxiety and hope of these 

momentary conversations. 

Which returns us to the mundane. At the garage I joke and talk about the day with 

Seth, Jake, and the other drivers. I count up my bills—I have brought in around two hundred 

and twenty five dollars. Minus fifty-five bucks for the gate fees (hiring the cab for the shift), 

and about forty-five for gas and tips, leaves me with $125 for a ten-hour shift. Not bad for a 

slow day during the slow time of the year. Another driver gives me a ride to Sixth and 

Market. I pick up dinner at Taqueria Cancun—which has the best burritos al pastor in the 

Bay Area—and ride BART back home to Berkeley.
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CHAPTER 5. “WOULD YOU KNOW
THEY CHASE A ROLLING COIN?”

Affective labor and the moral economy of tipping

The practice of tipping for particular services has long puzzled economists and social 

scientists. In many contexts, tipping is related to contradictions which tippers and tippees feel

between, on the one hand, the provision of affective labor (or “emotion work”), and on the 

other, deeply held preconceptions regarding what sorts of work are “productive” and can or 

cannot be recompensed. In this chapter I explore how cabdrivers and passengers in San 

Francisco introduce a moral economy into the tipping transaction as a response to these felt 

contradictions, in a limited, momentary transformation of the depersonalizing logic of the 

money form.

In Don’t Take Me the Long Way, San Francisco cabdriver/rapper MC Mars relates an 

argument with a passenger over the best route through the city:

“Look at this, all these damn traffic lights. Well, there goes your tip.... You’re 
getting exactly what’s on the meter and not a cent more.”

“Fine.” He wanted me to blowup. I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. 
No way I was gonna do that. But still, something slipped out. “As soon as you
opened your mouth, I knew I wasn’t getting a tip.”

“Well, at least you’re right about something.”
... Neither one of us said another word until we reached his place. The 

meter read $5.10. He handed me five, one dollar bills and, before he could get 
too busy rummaging around in his pocket for the inevitable dime, I said, 
“Forget it. I’m giving you a tip.”

“Well, actually you’re not,” he persnicketed. “Had you done it right 
and gone by way of Polk, it would have been $4.65...I know what it costs. I do
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this all the time.”
“Would you like another dollar back?” I said waving the bill over my 

shoulder. But by then, he’d slammed the door and walked off. (Mars 2005: 
161-2).16

Instructively, the conflict—over who knows the city best, and who dominates the 

cabride interaction—comes quickly to a focus on who gives or does not give the other a 

“tip.” These two grown men only give the appearance of squabbling over a minute amount of

money, since the ultimate meaning of the interaction is far more significant to both 

participants than the money exchanged. The passenger knows that the best way to assert 

dominance over the driver is to deny him a tip; the driver in turn seeks to take back control 

by reversing roles and tipping the passenger.

Obviously, this is not a typical exchange; at the end of most cabrides, the passenger is 

expected to, and does, tip the driver. Nevertheless, the underlying rules of the interaction are 

here honored in the breach. Whether it is given or not, the tip is used to assign a meaning to 

an affective interaction in which one of the participants is performing a paid service for the 

other. This can be done, because around the practice of tipping swirls a moral economy, 

which is meant here in two senses: both in the common usage of the term “moral economy” 

(broadly, a set of moral statements and practices regarding economic behavior); and also as 

an economy of moral qualities, a series of exchanges through which these qualities are 

assigned to the actions and persons of those involved. In this chapter I will explore this moral

economy of tipping, specifically as it is represented in the discourse of San Francisco taxi 

16 More of Mars’ writing, music, and videos can be found at http://www.mcmars.net/.

http://www.mcmars.net/
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drivers.17

Theories of Tipping

Why do workers in some occupations receive tips? Standard economic explanations 

can be grouped into two types. On the one hand, tipping can be explained as custom or 

“social norm,” an implicitly irrational form of residual behavior—precisely the sort of 

behavior that traditional economics finds uninteresting, even annoying.18 Alternatively, 

tipping may be explained as a somehow rational, calculative behavior, worthy of Homo 

oeconomicus; the most common such explanation is that tipping is intended to improve 

service, though this has been challenged (Bodvarsson et al. 2003; Lynn 2004; Azar 2007; 

Lynn and Sturman 2010).19

Substantivist perspectives on tipping are provided by a range of studies from 

behavioral economics, social pychology, history, and anthropology (e.g. Segrave 1998; 

Shamir 1984; Suarez 2009; Sutton 2007; Zelizer 1994). Some core lessons that can be 

summarized from this literature are:

1.  The meaningful context of tipping varies from culture to culture;

2.  Political and class discourse on tipping has also changed, sometimes radically, 

over time;

17 This chapter is based on research conducted for my MA thesis (Anderson 2004) and on seven years as a San 
Francisco cabdriver. In addition to a number of ethnographies of the occupation, I draw on the 
autobiographical writings of several San Francisco cabdrivers.

18 Bourdieu compared economists’ treatment of the gift to “Tycho Brahe’s attempt to salvage the Ptolemaic 
model of the universe with conceptual patchwork” (Bourdieu 1997b: 197).

19 Other proposed ends include risk-sharing between customer and server (Holland 2009), and in the particular 
case of taxicabs, promoting public good by subsidizing vacant cabs (Flath 2009).
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3. The meaning of a given tip is influenced by its relationship to other forms of tips, 

and forms of monetary gifting between persons and social classes in that society; and

4. Tipping is often (though not always) associated with affective , personalized 

relations which present problems for standard monetary calculation. It is often also situated 

in a “third space” between the public and the private realms, which problematizes the 

impersonal “public” relations of the transaction. For example, serving food is associated with

intimate sociality, caring, the home, etc. (Sutton 2007).

This final insight is the one to which I will be paying particular attention in this 

chapter, because it is in this case that tipping constitutes a challenge to, or even a subversion 

of, market rationality (Suarez 2009). As Shamir puts it:

Many services, in contrast with the nature of most goods and commodities 
transferred in the economic market, contain elements which cannot be 
standardized and measured; no fixed price can be put on them. A price can be 
fixed on a hotel room, on a meal, or on a distance traveled by taxi or bus, but 
not on the smiles, the friendly gestures, the hospitable attitudes, etc., of the 
service giver. (Shamir 1984: 62)

The tip, added to the payment for the service, is often interpreted (by giver, receiver, 

or both) as a recognition of this “something extra,” this additional quality or contribution to 

the exchange by the service provider which is not included in the price. This leads us directly

to the issue of affective labor, and how it is or is not recognized or recompensed.

Affective Labor and the Work of Interaction

The concept of affective labor is drawn from the intersection of two theoretical 
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strands: Hochschild’s study of emotion work, and the concept of immaterial labor in the 

Marxist tradition.

Hochschild used the concept of “emotion work” to describe the work done by 

workers whose jobs include the need to strictly manage one’s own emotions, or at least the 

display thereof, in the work environment and during interactions, especially with customers; 

as well as the associated work of maintaining a (usually) positive relationship and 

atmosphere in the workplace. Such work involves guiding interaction towards certain 

feelings and/or meanings, which are then associated with the workplace or the service 

performed (Hochschild 1983).

Marx attempted to define the labor process through the relations of material 

production, with the result that labor which was not obviously productive of material goods 

was left as an uncomfortable and uncertain residual category. The term immaterial labor has 

come to describe forms of work which have not traditionally been recognized as productive; 

at the same time, this expands the understanding of just what labor is, shifting the focus from 

the material process of production, to that of social reproduction (Lazzarato 2006). To quote 

one description:

This labor is immaterial, even if it is corporeal and affective, in the sense that 
its products are intangible: a feeling of ease, well-being, satisfaction, 
excitement, passion—even a sense of connectedness or community. (Hardt 
1999: 96)

Drawing on these related traditions, I would like to define affective labor, for the 

specific purposes of this paper, as follows:
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1.  The work of achieving and maintaining the affective and emotional conditions for 

particular forms of social interaction; and

2.  Such work when it is perceived as a form of “labor” which deserves some sort of 

recognition or recompense. Here I am following the simple distinction made by Engels in a 

footnote to Capital between “work” as a qualitative creation of use value, and “labor” as a 

quantitative creation of value for exchange (Marx 1967: 47, 186).20

The first criterion above defines affective labor very broadly; the second, however, 

narrows it considerably. That affective labor be “recognized” as such—not necessarily 

consciously, not necessarily named by interactants, but playing some role in the interaction, 

as a felt presence or obligation—is not a part of most definitions; it suits my purposes here, 

however, for it is precisely the when, why, and how of this recognition which I hope to 

interrogate, along with the moral economy such recognition entails.

Are cabdrivers affective laborers? The concept has usually been applied to work 

which produces some positive affective environment. Hochschild’s classic example was 

flight attendants; waiters and waitresses, teachers and caregivers, or department store retail 

workers would be similarly expected examples. Although many cabdrivers seek to create an 

upbeat or otherwise positive taxi environment for their passengers (see Chapter 13), other 

drivers can be rude, antisocial, uninterested in passengers’ perceptions, uncommunicative, 

etc.; such is indeed a stereotypical image of cabdrivers, at least in the US. In truth, there are a

wide variety of interactional strategies available to those employed in the profession. Do all 

20 This distinction is adopted for practical purposes; there are of course other ways in which the overlapping 
terms can be opposed conceptually (e.g. Arendt 1958).
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of these count equally as “affective labor?”

I raise this question because I can reasonably expect it to be in the minds of readers. 

The answer is “yes”—by definition, of course, because I have just (above) defined affective 

labor broadly enough to include any kind of work impacting the affective conditions of social

interaction. In addition, not a few cabdrivers think of their work as affective, in language 

quite reminiscent of Hochschild—for example:

Tom:  I’m naturally a shy kind of guy, but when you’re driving you get your 
“cabdriver mask.” You say and do things in a way you maybe wouldn’t when 
you’re not driving. You’re more aggressive, less self-conscious. You’re a 
hunter, you’re smart.

After giving this description of cabdriving as facework, Tom goes on to illustrate the 

related Goffmanian concept of a “backstage” to the performance (Goffman 1959):

Tom: So I’d come up with ways to get away from anger... maybe get out of 
the cab and walk around—or even close all the windows and scream for a 
little bit. This works great––I don’t think I’ve done this for a while but I used 
to do it––just close all the windows and scream and then open the windows 
and all that anger would flow out, right out the windows. Then I’d go around 
the corner, and someone would flag me and get in, and I’d be all smiling and 
happy, you know, and little did they know that there’d been a raving lunatic in 
that cab just a few moments ago. 

This consciousness of affective labor amplifies drivers’ investment in the work 

identity, which gives them an interest in giving the interaction meaning beyond the merely 

economic. The metaphorical potential of “investment” can be more than simply an analogy 

with the investment of capital. In the Oxford English Dictionary definition 1 for investment is
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“the act of putting clothes or vestments on,” and definition 3 is “the action of investing or 

fact of being invested with an office, right, or attribute; endowment.” Thus investment means

role identification, such as the assumption of a working identity as a cabdriver, and the 

articulation of affective interactions into a narrative of identity and social status. This is a 

personal and qualitative, rather than quantitative, investment. Such affective investment is 

unlike the traditional image of economic investment, which invokes an enduring, 

independent subject freely deciding whether to deposit or withdraw funds. Instead, the 

subject of affective investment is itself part of the project of self-making, of a self dependent 

on the very negotiations in which it is caught up. It is narratively channeled, always molded 

by pre-existing choices and valuations, and always anticipating future ones. Perhaps it would 

be better to say not that one “invests” but that one “is invested,” not just by oneself, but by 

others, by “society” or “culture,” by the setting and tools through which one is encountered.

For example, a cabdriver is thus invested in the job, not only through his or her own 

decisions, but through investiture (i.e., interpellation), most immediately by passengers, and 

by the cab itself. The taxicab as a site, as a place of work, is deeply involved in this process 

of identification, a process of learning to feel through the prosthesis of the cab, a training of 

attention on the city, its inhabitants, their movements, and the dangers and opportunities they 

provide. The attention given by the driver to the passenger is contextualized by the attention 

directed at the activity of driving, at other cars and people on the streets, on dispatch or other 

communications technology, and on the overall trajectory of the driver’s workday, and 

beyond that, the experience of such work over time and the meaning made of it.
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A quantitative or numerical representation of such investment is metaphorical or 

partial at most. A cabdriver, for instance, may be more invested in the role of cabdriver the 

more years they have “invested” in the occupation; at the same time, for the role 

identification to be meaningful in the immediate interaction itself, this identity has to be 

actively “invested” into the moment and interaction in question. My purpose in using 

“investment” this way is 1) to re-contaminate this economically purified term with its 

qualitative, non-reducible embeddedness in social relations (which, not coincidentally, is 

parallel to what the practice of tipping does to the role of money in exchange); and 2) to 

underline that, for both parties of the tipping exchange, there is more at stake; the interaction 

in the cab is backgrounded by the negotiation of social, political, and personal meaning, for 

which the economic value of the tip can only stand as a token.21

It is necessary to consider the relationship between such kinds of affective investment

and the “forms of capital” elaborated by Bourdieu. Bourdieu defines capital as “accumulated 

labor (in its materialized form or its ‘incorporated,’ embodied form) which, when 

appropriated on a private, i.e., exclusive, basis by agents or groups of agents, enables them to

appropriate social energy in the form of reified or living labor” (Bourdieu 1997a: 46). Such 

capital can take three common forms:

as economic capital, which is immediately and directly convertible into 
money and may be institutionalized in the form of property rights; as cultural 
capital, which is convertible, on certain conditions, into economic capital and 
may be institutionalized in the form of educational qualifications; and as 
social capital, made up of social obligations (‘connections’), which is 
convertible, in certain conditions, into economic capital and may be 

21 For a more psychoanalytically informed discussion of affect and investment, see Grossberg 1992: 81ff.
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institutionalized in the form of a title of nobility. (ad loc.)

By extending the meaning of “capital” beyond the strictly economic, to refer to all 

forms of symbolic or material wealth, Bourdieu seeks to correct what he argues is the 

economist error of dismissing “non-economic” investments and exchanges as irrational, and 

so failing to grasp the true extent of economic calculation in other fields of activity which are

not recognized as such (Bourdieu 1977: 178). Nevertheless, for his various forms of capital 

to operate as capital, they must be convertible into one another, and ultimately into economic

capital, which forms the bedrock of enduring social inequality. Bourdieu thus seeks to “carry 

out in full what economism does only partially,” by delineating a complete “accountancy of 

symbolic exchanges” that takes into account the various forms capital can take, and the 

means by which they are converted back into economic capital. At the same time, for these 

specific forms of capital to have value in the specific fields in which they are deployed, 

social actors must “misrecognize” the relationship between the different forms of capital—

cultural capital (e.g., an appreciation for the opera) would lose real value if it were 

recognized as merely economic capital (developed specifically as a means of career 

advancement). Such misrecognition (méconnaissance) is made easier by dispositions 

(unreflective patterns of interpretation and action) that interactants from similar cultural 

and/or class backgrounds share, inculcated from an early age through the habitus.

Because communication is central to the accumulation, transmission, and 

convertibility of these forms of capital, Bourdieu further describes symbolic capital as capital

represented symbolically (Bourdieu 1997a: 56). Symbolic capital is produced by symbolic 
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labor and recognized in the form of credit granted to individuals by social groups (Bourdieu 

1977: 181). Crucially, one of the key uses to which symbolic labor and capital are put is the 

concealment of the economic calculation underlying displays and exchanges of capital in its 

non-economic (“cultural” and “social”) forms.22 This is particularly clear in gift exchanges, 

which Bourdieu describes as “collectively concerted make-believe” in which givers and 

receivers conspire to obscure the underlying economic relations of their exchange (ibid.: 

173).

Thus: a passenger takes a ride in a taxicab, and at the end of the trip happens to pay 

the driver more than the fare, as a “gift;” the driver thanks the passenger for this “gift.” From 

Bourdieu’s perspective, the tip money has been transmuted from mere economic capital into 

cultural capital, by which the passenger expresses (and accumulates) their class privilege and 

dominance over the driver; the driver, entrapped by economic need, has no choice but to 

accept the money, although this reinforces the driver’s subordinate economic position. 

Bourdieu argues that “the [symbolic] labour required to conceal the function of the 

exchanges is as important an element as the labour needed to carry out the function” (ibid.: 

171); thus, both parties work to conceal the real exchange involved in the tip, which is that of

economic capital (given up by the passenger, gained by the driver) for cultural capital (gained

by the passenger, surrendered by the driver).

A limitation of Bourdieu’s approach is that it assumes, rather than explains, the fixing 

of the product of symbolic labor into an objectified, translatable form: i.e., capital. Although 

22 “Symbolic capital, a transformed and thereby disguised form of physical ‘economic’ capital, produces its 
proper effect inasmuch, and only inasmuch, as it conceals the fact that it originates in ‘material’ forms of 
capital which are also, in the last analysis, the source of its effects” (Bourdieu 1977: 183).
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sufficient, perhaps, for an insight into the many, many occasions on which the tipping 

interaction goes smoothly and unproblematically—all interactants playing their expected 

parts—Bourdieu’s system of symbolic accounting is less well-tuned for occasions when 

meanings are contested or when misunderstandings (as in failures to communicate, rather 

than “misrecognition”) arise. Bourdieu’s approach is useful for describing the ways in which 

social structure is reinforced through apparently meaningless, fleeting interactions; however, 

it is less useful for engaging with the actual peril meanings, structures, and identities face in 

the moment of encounter, which makes their negotiation and fixing through ritual all the 

more important. Symbolic—and affective—labor does more than obscure the presence of the 

social structure in interactions; it is necessary for the reproduction of the social, of identities, 

of beliefs and values, etc., in all of the repeated, mundane, marked or unmarked rituals 

through which this takes place in everyday life.

As the example at the beginning of the chapter shows, in which MC Mars bickers 

with his passenger, the outcome of this symboling work is not necessarily recuperable as 

“capital.” Although, to both MC Mars and his passenger, the issue of who “wins” the 

argument by “tipping” the other is of great significance as far as face-saving in the immediate

micropolitical context is concerned, neither can hope to benefit from this outside this taxicab 

ride, or in relations with any other person.23 More broadly, investment (as I have been using 

the term) in a low-status occupation like cabdriving makes no sense as an economic strategy 

for building cultural or symbolic capital; such investment, not quantifiable or transferable, 

23 Mars does capitalize on the event through the later action of retelling the story; on his motive for doing so, 
see below.
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occurs at a more basic level than, and forms the precondition for, the forms of capital which 

Bourdieu describes.

A better metaphor than quantity for such investment is depth, as in the “deep play” 

used by Geertz to describe the stakes in Balinese cockfights—that depth being the social 

gravity which is behind the quantity of bets, and is in fact their target or attractor, what 

motivates them, so that the quantity itself is a secondary phenomemon, not a measurement 

of, but an effect of depth. As Geertz puts it, “in such play, money is less a measure of utility, 

had or expected, than it is a symbol of moral import, perceived or imposed” (Geertz 1973: 

433).

In the taxicab encounter, as in the Balinese cockfight, enduring social and cultural 

values, identities, and categories are renewed or challenged through contact with the fleeting 

and aleatory, the generative potential of the affective event-space (Massumi 2002). Through 

the course of interaction this potential is constrained, channeled into an interpretable, 

articulable outcome; nevertheless, to be meaningful, the articulating values, beliefs, 

identities, and ideologies of social order must also be brought into “play,” staked on the 

outcome of the interaction. Interactants almost always process this challenge fairly smoothly 

through established rituals—in this case, through the expected roles and behavior of cab 

driver and passenger. But things do not always go smoothly, not least due to conflicts 

between the depths interactants have invested in their own roles and gestures, seeking 

perhaps conflicting outcomes, or at least readings, of the interaction itself.
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The Problem of Money

Money may pose problems for affective interaction for a variety of reasons, tied both 

to its effects on social relations, and to ideological beliefs about its meaning. For present 

purposes, money can be defined as a symbolic representation of value for means of 

exchange, by means of which any form of “value” (e.g., use value, emotional value) can be 

translated (with all the loss of situated meaning which that entails) into exchange value. This 

means that, in principle and in practice, the use of money for exchange establishes 

relationships of universal equivalence between otherwise unlike products, services, etc. 

Ideologically, the exchange of money “quits” participants in an economic transaction from 

further obligations, and it effectively draws the line between that which is monetarily 

calculable and that which is not calculated, including which forms of labor are compensated 

or not. Nevertheless, when expansions to the calculable frame are negotiated, it is often 

money which is called upon to translate the previously unquantifiable into calculable 

economic terms (Callon 1998).

Payment of a tip thus places a monetary value on the non-monetary element of an 

economic transaction—something not “quit” by the explicitly stated price. Both tips and the 

affective labor to which they respond are examples of Mauss’s gift economy, in that they 

must be freely given while being at the same time obligatory; an apparent paradox which the 

participants themselves will or may not recognize (Mauss 1970; Bourdieu 1997b). This 

exchange identifies both participants in the interaction (i.e., both tipper and tippee) as playing

established roles which Mauss referred to as moral persons—that is, social roles with 
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particular ethical obligations and qualities (Mauss 1970: 3).

In this regard, there is an affective harm (such as shame, guilt, or loss of status) which

participants can suffer if they betray the unspoken rules of the gift economy: for drivers if 

they explicitly ask for the tip (because it is meant to be freely given); and for passengers if, 

without arguably good cause, they do not tip or tip poorly (because tipping is obligatory). I 

use the term “harm” rather than “cost” to avoid a semantic slide into the language of cost-

benefit analysis, according to which interactants “weigh” economic and affective “costs” 

against each other. Such cost-benefit analysis implies a stable subject making calculated 

choices between options; I want rather to suggest that the choices involved necessitate 

subjective repositioning between possible interactional identities, between identities 

constructed in the interaction.

The position I am trying to outline is indebted to, but distinct from, that taken by 

Bourdieu. To quote from his writings on the gift:

The gift economy, in contrast to the economy in which equivalent values are 
exchanged, is based on a denial of the economic (in the narrow sense), on a 
refusal of the logic of the maximization of economic profit, that is to say, of 
the spirit of calculation and the exclusive pursuit of material (as opposed to 
symbolic) interest, a refusal that is inscribed in the objectivity of institutions 
and in dispositions. It is organized with a view to the accumulation of 
symbolic capital (a capital of recognition, honour, nobility, etc.) which is 
brought about in particular through the transmutation of economic capital 
achieved through the alchemy of symbolic exchanges (exchange of gifts, 
words, challenges and ripostes, murders, etc.) and only available to agents 
endowed with dispositions adjusted to the logic of ‘disinterestedness.’ 
(Bourdieu 1997b: 195)

Bourdieu rightly emphasizes how gifts involve a rejection of the “logic of the 
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maximization of economic profit,” a sacrifice of economic gain for other values; yet simply 

shifting the emphasis from the accumulation of money, to the accumulation of “symbolic 

capital,” preserves the sense of pre-existing, enduring subjects, though “endowed” with the 

needed disposition of “disinterestedness” in place of the knee-jerk rational calculation of the 

“theoretical monster” of mainstream economics (ibid.: 194). My argument is that more is at 

stake in these encounters than the acting out of dispositions. To get at this it is necessary to 

move away from quantitative (or quantifiable, hence “accumulable”) metaphors such as 

symbolic “capital” or “symbolic goods” (ibid.: 193) to the qualities which adhere to, or are 

taken to inhere in, the subjects involved in the interaction. Bourdieu’s explanation of the gift 

through an appeal to disposition reveals a necessary but not sufficient underpinning of the 

actual forms that giving, receiving, rejecting, and complaining take in action. The meaning 

which is made of affective labor as investment cannot be attributed to mere disposition. It is 

found through a more situational and negotiated, a more active and perilous process, which is

better understood as ritual.

Like other rituals, tipping is subject to an evaluative discourse. Speakers use this 

discourse to seek to fix, articulate, or repair the meaning and effect of tipping once 

performed; as well as to influence its meaning and practice in the future. This discourse 

constructs tipping as part of a moral economy in the sense that refers to moral discourse and 

practices regarding what sort of claims on one’s product are tolerable or intolerable (Scott 

1976) and the social norms and obligations adhering to parties in an economic exchange 

(Thompson 1991). At the same time, this is a “moral economy” not only in the sense of a set 
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of moral statements and practices regarding economic behavior; it is also an economy of 

moral qualities, a series of exchanges through which these qualities are assigned to the 

actions and persons of those involved. Tipping behavior is judged, not as the result of choice,

but as the veridiction of inner character.

The Taxicab Encounter:  “Driver” and “Passenger” as problems of identity

As an intimate, mobile, liminal space, the taxicab shapes the responses of both drivers

and passengers to the interactions that take place within it. The affective qualities of the 

interaction, as in any interaction, are the result of the “work” done by all parties involved—

whether passenger or driver. However, in the context of the taxicab ride, the passenger is 

paying the driver for a service, which results in an unequal relationship between the two. 

Further, the interactants invest their affective work into the received identities of “driver” and

“passenger,” respectively.24 A taxicab is a doubly political space as far as the articulation of 

identity is concerned: first, as an automobile, the roles of passenger and driver are heavily 

overdetermined by ideologies of gender, labor, race, and class; second, as a mobile fragment 

of public space moving through the city, the cab ride can become fraught with struggles over 

who can lay claim to signifiers of urban (i.e., urbane) knowledge and comportment. Thus, it 

is not only the received roles of “passenger” and “driver” which passengers and drivers must 

play out in the interaction; in addition, interactants seek to claim and assign a variety of 

moral qualities, such as good or bad, wise or foolish, polite or rude, etc., which situate the 

interactional role played within the cab ride in relation to more enduring narratives of identity
24 On the interactional basis of “driving and passengering,” see Laurier et al 2008.
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in each individual’s life outside the cab. For drivers, of course, a bit more is typically at stake

than for passengers.

Among ethnographic and sociological accounts of taxi driving can be found several 

treatments of the importance of tipping (e.g., Davis 1959; Henslin 1967a; Karen 1962; Trojan

1976).25 In the work of Fred Davis and James Henslin, the lack of control drivers experience 

over their daily trajectory drives their attempts to exert control over interactions with 

passengers, particularly by predicting or influencing the amount tipped. In other words, an 

interactional “sense of control” articulates wider issues of identity, competence, and social 

status. The “sense of control” or feeling of being “in control” sought after by drivers refers to

a setting in which passengers follow expected norms of behavior and do not challenge 

drivers’ competence, performance, or status during the ride.

An interactional stance drivers can call on to protect themselves psychically, and to 

exert a form of control over their interactions, is a form of the blasé attitude described by 

Georg Simmel—an interactional strategy which focuses on the monetary aspect of any 

relationship: “it asks for the exchange value, it reduces all quality and individuality to the 

question: How Much?” (Simmel 1950: 410). For Simmel, the blasé attitude reflected a 

mentality in which the calculating logic of the money economy has been “completely 

internalized” (ibid.: 412) as a replacement for more personalized, pre-urban forms of 

sociality which he thought to be impossible in the city. In regard to interaction in the taxicab 

it is best seen as a strategy adopted by drivers to maintain a detachment from the interaction, 

as well as a sense of control. The calculating approach, which reduces each passenger to a 
25 An overview of this literature can be found in Anderson 2004: 114ff.
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“fare,” a monetary amount plus a tip, allows drivers to evaluate and judge passengers 

according to “how much” they profit the driver, a reckoning in which all other qualities of 

both the individual and the interaction are pushed to the back. Whatever happens during the 

ride, the exchange of money at the end quits both parties of any further obligations; for the 

driver, this enables a sense of control during the ride as all interaction is considered to be part

of a process leading to payment. The driver attempts to select profitable passengers and to 

influence the amount of their tip (Davis 1959); passengers can be retroactively classified 

according to what amount of money the driver ended up making off them—a seven dollar 

fare, a twelve dollar fare, a thirty dollar fare, etc. In that sum the whole worth of the 

passenger to the driver—and thus in the cab interaction—is expressed. To the extent that 

drivers are willing and able to maintain this calculating stance, they are freed from personal 

involvement in the vicissitudes of cab interaction, concerned only that they get paid in the 

end.

The importance of the blasé attitude and the focus on influencing tipping was first 

noted by cabdriving sociologist Fred Davis, who saw these as responses to “the 

impersonality, the fleetingness, and the inconsequentiality of the cabdriver-fare relationship” 

(Davis 1974: 315). Davis argued that cabdriving is in fact so uncertain that drivers’ attempts 

to develop a “sense of control” are doomed to failure; nevertheless, the strategies drivers 

develop to influence tips do allow them to engage in “intellectual play” to relieve the 

drudgery of the job, as well as providing an illusion of control and comprehensibility to a 

situation in which neither is possible (Davis 1959: 164).
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Davis is correct to point out that drivers’ attempts to gain a “sense of control” are not 

necessarily successful at achieving actual control—nevertheless, I would add that what 

drivers are often trying to achieve is not just literal “control” of the passenger’s behavior, but 

what could be called a control of sense, a control over the meaning of the interaction as it is 

revealed through the tipping ritual. There is more than “intellectual play” at stake; driver’s 

responses to tipping reflect their affective investment in the work identity, the significance 

they assign to the propriety of the interaction, and to the tip amount itself as a convention.

The interactant who takes on the role of the passenger spends only a fleeting portion 

of their day as such. For few if any passengers is this role likely to assume any importance 

beyond the boundaries of the vehicle, and, due to the routinized character of cab riding, by 

becoming a passenger they are not likely to problematize any other identities—work, class, 

status, etc.—which they may also lay claim to. The identity of passenger is created by 

engaging the taxi driver for a ride, and on an explicit level this is all that is provided—

transportation from point A to point B. On an implicit level this gets complicated by 

additional concerns, most importantly the fact that the driver and passenger(s) share the 

interior of the cab for the duration of the ride.

Taxicab passengers, for their part, also experience a loss of control in the cab, as they 

must temporarily cede control over their own movement to the driver. Depending on the 

individual passenger, and on the driver, additional concerns may complicate the relationship, 

such as ideological expectations regarding gender, race, class, and labor. One common source

of friction is the strong masculine gendering of automobile driving in the US, with the result 
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that some male passengers feel threatened when ceding automotive control to another man. 

This may be further complicated by racial and ethnic difference, or if the driver is a woman.

Another complication is class anxiety in an ideologically “classless” democracy. In 

San Francisco, taxicab passengers are often of a higher economic status than their drivers. 

For some, the loss of vehicular control to a lower-class person may be experienced as 

problematic; yet the democratic veneer of social interaction demands that all be treated as 

equals. Passengers may respond to this in a variety of ways; some will try to reassert their 

dominance over the drivers, while others will actively perform their down-to-earthness and 

egalitarian spirit.  

Like their drivers, motivated to maintain a sense of control, passengers deploy a 

variety of interactional tactics during the course of the ride. Thus, enlarging on the insights of

Davis (1959), James Henslin constructs a chart of four interactional styles available to 

passengers based on the variables of whether they interact more than minimally with the 

driver, and whether they accept the driver as a “person,” rather than as an extension of the 

steering wheel; these are “full person treatment” (interaction, acceptance); “partial person 

treatment” (acceptance, but no interaction); “rejection of person treatment” (interaction 

without acceptance); and “non-person treatment” (neither interaction nor acceptance) 

(Henslin 1967a: 195-202). 

Kalle Toiskallio delves further into the driver-passenger interaction. His scheme is 

based on Simmel’s metropolitan socialization strategies: intellectualization, the blasé 

attitude, reservedness, and individual distinction (Toiskallio 2000: 6). Based on the interplay 
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of these strategies as adopted by drivers and passengers, Toiskallio delineates his own four-

part typology: compensatory equality, the benevolent faking of equality, urban aesthetics, and

ideal equality. The first two involve the passenger of either high or low status attempting to 

engage the driver on an equal level. The third involves driver and passenger unifying in 

taking the city through which they move as an object of discussion. The fourth type 

Toiskallio considers ideal in that it preserves distinct realms of control for both driver and 

passenger. The fare is the “King” and the driver is the “Captain:” thus, the passenger is 

accorded the proper status of privileged customer, and the driver retains unquestioned control

of the vehicle (ibid.: 15-8) 

The institution of tipping, however, also allows the passenger, if so inclined, to 

develop their own tactics for asserting control over the exchange. For most, this sense of 

control comes through knowing that at the end of the trip, they have the choice of whether or 

how much they will tip, facts which the driver can only speculate at. The passenger then has 

the opportunity to pass judgment on the cab interaction.

Tipping in Practice

Below, I will further explore the moral economy of tipping in taxicabs, with particular

attention to three practices: 1) the ways drivers seek to increase the tip; 2) the ways 

passengers seek to decrease or avoid tipping; 3) the ways drivers seek to punish or “teach” 

non-tippers.

 Drivers use a variety of methods and interactional strategies to influence the size of 
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the tip, as well as the overall character and meaning of the tipping transaction. The concerns 

of drivers in playing out these strategies include protecting the interactional status of one’s 

self and one’s work; exerting “control” in the driver-passenger relationship; and avoiding 

asking directly for the tip.

One notable strategy involves the intentional dramatic performance of the expected 

“cabdriver” role: Drivers may, for instance, attempt to demonstrate that the job involves 

driving and navigational skills not possessed by non-cabdrivers. They may try to show this 

through their driving style, by making comments during the course of the trip on relevant 

subjects like city geography and traffic patterns; or relating cabdriving adventure stories. 

How well the driver’s “competence” is communicated to the passenger, however, depends at 

least in part on what expectations the passenger has of the qualities shown by a “competent” 

cabdriver. Some will expect the driver to employ the language and mannerisms used to mark 

“courteous” service in other occupations; others will expect cabdrivers to be gruff and 

outspoken, and will enjoy the ride more and tip better in response to such a performance. 

Young passengers out on the town for a Friday evening may be thrilled by a wild, daring 

joyride26; older passengers on the way home from work expect more safe, dependable 

service.

Thus it behooves the driver to distinguish among different types of passengers with 

different expectations and preferences. Besides the all-important distinction between 

26 It can be assumed that on any given day in San Francisco n taxicab passengers will make reference to the 
1970s tv series Streets of San Francisco and ask whether the taxicab ever “catches air” while speeding over 
the city’s hills; a subset of n will ask the cabdriver to demonstrate this phenomenon. For the record, at least 
one of the stunt drivers in the series (Chuck Hollom) was an actual San Francisco cabdriver (Plummer 
1989).
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“regulars” and “non-regulars” noted above, the literature on cabdriving features several 

instances of more or less explicit typologies elaborated by drivers for the purposes of 

distinguishing between different kinds of passengers, most importantly for the purpose of 

predicting whether and how well they will tip, and what sort of performance they will expect 

from the driver in return (Davis 1959: 162-3; Henslin 1967a: 176-7; Stannard 1971: 45). 

Armed with such knowledge, a driver can perform a different, apparently personalized 

service and personality for different kinds of passengers, whether these be tourists, 

businesspeople, shoppers, partiers, commuters, etc. Drivers may also try to bridge the 

otherwise impersonal character of the interaction, seeking to establish stronger social ties of 

at least superficial friendship or familiarity with the passenger. Davis (1959: 163-4) gave the 

“hard luck story” as one method used by some drivers to achieve this familiarity with their 

passengers.

Drivers may manipulate material elements of the tipping exchange to influence the 

tip. Business and convention passengers, for instance, regularly ask for a receipt so that their 

cabfare can be reimbursed or charged to an expense account; a driver may respond by pulling

out a receipt and a pen and asking, “How much should I make it out for?”—in effect asking 

(without explicitly asking) for the passenger to add the tip into the receipt amount.27 

Alternatively, as Davis notes, “the driver can fumble about in his pockets for change, or make

change in such denominations as often to embarrass a fare into giving a larger tip than he had

intended” (Davis 1959: 163).

27 The point being that the passenger can only get reimbursed for the amount the driver writes onto the receipt. 
In addition, many such passengers will ask for blank receipts which they will fill out to claim additional 
money from their employers; the savvy driver only hands these out after a sufficient tip has been given.
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Davis notes that the success of this strategy depends on the “determination and 

staying power of the fare;” another technique to actively erode this staying power is 

illustrated in the following fictional account of a London cabdriver (none other than Will 

Self’s Dave Rudman):

“Seven-eighty, guv.” The fare handed over a tenner, and there was a moment 
during which Dave’s long face looked at him, a graven image before which it 
was customary to lay quantifiable offerings. Then at last: “Keep the change, 
cabbie.” (Self 2006: 104)

Passengers and tipping

Passengers adopt a number of different practices when it comes to tipping and 

navigating the tipping relationship. This involves not only the amount of the tip itself, but 

whether and to what extent the passenger engages in metacommentary on the tipping process 

itself. Many “regular” riders either are explicitly calculative (calculating the tip percentage, 

as is done in restaurant tipping), or give a rote amount, such as a dollar per trip. Such 

passengers may match the driver in the adoption of a blasé, calculative attitude, sufficient for 

handling a large number of interactions while avoiding personal investment. A passenger 

concerned with giving a more “stylish” performance avoids any monetary reference or 

concern with the concept of “expense” during the trip, making no reference to the tip or the 

cost of the trip; then at the end of the trip, the passenger tips well, even very well, again with 

no overt reference whatsoever to the subject. It is common among those employed in tipped 

professions to tip well; passengers may even make reference to this while tipping, such as “I 

rely on tips myself so I always take care of my drivers.”
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There are a number of common strategies passengers may adopt to avoid tipping, or 

to decrease the amount involved. While they may be motivated to decrease the monetary cost

of the tip, they must at the same time seek to avoid the affective harm for breaking tipping 

rules, and the possible negative evaluative response by the driver. One way to do this is to 

promise or mention the tip during the ride. The drivers’ point of view on this practice is 

related by San Francisco driver/novelist Mike Weiss:

As I was shooting out Geary past the darkened theaters he said, “We’re in a 
rush, fella. Get us there fast and I’ll take good care of you.” His wife giggled 
inexplicably. The ones who say they’ll take care of you are all stiffs, but 
maybe he’d be an exception. (Weiss 1987: 8-9)

These fares seek to achieve the recognition the tip would produce after the ride, 

during it. Having enjoyed their status as one who is going to tip, they have less incentive to 

actually do so when the time comes. A similar strategy involves demonstrating personal 

worth in some other realm than tipping, for instance in being on the way to or from a church 

service, or some other worthy social endeavor, such as a political rally or protest. Failing this,

the fare may proselytize the driver, or at the very least offer a blessing, as in the following 

example:

Jay:  The Tenth Street was an old blind black guy to Turk and Laguna... He 
got out at the park, made me rip paratransit, it was six ninety, I took seven and
told him I took seven—that was that! Cause he said, as many people do who 
don’t tip, “God Bless!” The blessing substitutes for the tip...

This is a complex example, so it bears some exposition. The blind passenger has 
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handed the driver a book of paratransit vouchers—this, along with his destination, being a 

sign of the passenger’s poverty—trusting the driver to rip out no more than the appropriate 

amount. Neither this gesture of trust, nor the fact that it is actually illegal (though not 

uncommon) for passengers to tip using paratransit, make any impact on the coldly Simmelian

perspective of the driver, for whom the overriding concern is the lack of a tip, compounded 

by the perceived insult of a blessing in its place.

Passengers may also void the tip by provoking the driver into “blowing” or 

sacrificing the tip,28 or by passing some arbitrary judgment on the driver or the ride, in the 

opinion of the following driver:

Jake: And then some guys deliberately say something to make you blow the 
tip. You know, they’ll say “Oh, you’re driving too fast,” or “You didn’t go the 
way I want you to go, and just for that I’m gonna,” you know, they don’t tip 
you. Or right at the last couple a blocks they decide that they didn’t enjoy the 
ride, he says, “You’re the rudest cab driver I ever had!” And sometimes by 
being rude, their definition of being rude is you didn’t even say a word to 
them. Because they didn’t talk to you!

The manipulation of change to affect the tip is not engaged in solely by drivers. A 

common technique for passengers is to tell the driver apologetically that, although they have 

just enough to cover the fare, they can’t tip unless the driver can change a large bill:

Jake: How many times have you had people go up the hill, and all they say is,
“Oh, I’m sorry, I only got five dollars here, um, I got all big bills.” [laughs] 
Four-ninety on the meter, they give you five, they says, “Sorry, I got all big 
bills on me, except for the five.” But he could have took out the big bill and 
said, you got change?”

28 On “tip sacrificing” see Gatta 2002; also Sutton 2007.
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Jay:  I call it playing the Old Maid. Those big bills, fifties and a hundreds, 
why does anybody carry those things? You can’t spend them anywhere! You 
just got them so you can flash them around, make everyone think you’re rich, 
make people scramble and bow cause they can’t make change for your big 
fucking bill.

One long-standing criticism of tipping is that it reinforces social inequality (Segrave 

1998). A contemporary articulation of this is provided by Daniele Archibugi, who argues that 

tipping is incompatible with democratic ideals. She particularly criticizes the tippee’s actions 

seeking to influence the tip, by performing additional, affective work, which “have nothing to

do with the quality of the service provided. Personal sympathy, charm, flirtation, and attitude 

are all factors that can contribute to the size of a tip” (Archibugi 2004: 61). “Tips deter social 

relations,” she argues, because of the compulsion of tippees to perform affective labor in the 

hope of being tipped; she contrasts Italian and American wine servers, arguing that the 

importance of tipping in U.S. society makes servers incapable of interacting with their 

customers as equals:

To think that these human relations take place in the hope of receiving a more 
generous tip makes genuine dialogue difficult, if not impossible. I enjoy 
talking about food and wines with food servers and find it amusing to engage 
in heated debates. But when I dine in the United States I cannot avoid thinking
that 80 percent of the income of my interlocutors is dependant on my tip. Is it 
even possible for them to contradict me when I argue that an Italian red wine 
is superior to a French red wine? The discussion is inevitably forced, with my 
interlocutors doing everything they can to please me. Their lack of freedom 
reduces mine. (Archibugi 2004: 61-2).

Do tips reinforce social inequality, and compel wokers in tipped professions to adopt 
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subservient behavior? The answer is neither yes or no; what is happening is rather more 

subtle. Tipping is like the cockfight, which, Geertz argues, neither overturns nor merely 

reinforces the values of Balinese society, but rather brings them into “play” through the 

social metacommentary of the game, which brings into view aspects of Balinese life which 

are normally obscured, while still “doing nothing” to change social relations (Geertz 1973: 

443). So in the US, the ritual of tipping brings into play the values of democratic equality, 

which have been systematically put into peril by real inequality in the service interaction; the 

tipper is compelled to recognize and return the gift of the tippee’s affective labor; the tippee 

is compelled to accept this not as payment, but as a gift. Tipping is often uncomfortable, for 

both parties, because it opens up this “well-obscured” contradiction between social values 

and social reality; as ritual veridiction, the acts of tipping and receiving reveal the qualities, 

as moral persons, of the interactants through their articulation with and response to this 

contradiction. Whether, in the outcome, social inequality is reinforced, redressed, or swept 

under the rug, depends on the actions and interpretations of those interacting and interpreting.

Tipping, being a form of ritual, does not have a fixed or predetermined meaning; there is 

always the peril of things going wrong.

This can be made clear when things do go wrong—from the driver’s point of view, 

when the passenger fails to tip. As will be shown below, the failure of the passenger to tip 

relieves the driver of the obligation to refrain from mentioning the tip or from treating it as an

obligation. When drivers go to the extent of punishing non-tippers, or even of teaching them 

proper tipping behavior, they do anything but act in a servile or subservient manner. It 
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becomes no longer a matter of receiving the tip, but of repairing the social expectation that a 

tip is obligatory, that it matters—as a gesture which “does nothing,” but means everything.

Drivers “Teaching” or “Punishing” Fares for not Tipping

Drivers employ a variety of methods for “punishing” fares who do not tip, or for 

“teaching” proper behavior to tippers. Depending on the circumstances, such reactions may 

be implicit, to retain the taboo on referring explicitly to the tip, or they may take the form of 

explicit, metapragmatic, evaluative discourse.

Before exploring this subject further it is worth noting that not all non-tippers are 

equally liable to be subjected to punishment. Recall the above quote in which a driver 

complained about the “old blind black guy” who failed to tip. Although the driver was upset 

with the lack of a tip, and complained about it later, he did not apparently say anything at the 

time to the passenger, perhaps out of deference to the elderly or the disabled; in any event, 

due to the taboo against asking for or referring to the tip in the first place, only certain 

categories of passenger become subject to punishment by the driver. The following drivers, in

recounting stories of times when they had punished non-tipping passengers, offered these 

justifications for their actions:

Lotta: That’s another thing, the tipping business, you know, some people get 
you so mad when they’re stingy and you know they don’t have to be.

Seth: She was young, she was white, she was American, she spoke English—
she had no excuse! It’s not like she didn’t know...
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Thus, those with money are expected to tip, and can be punished for not doing so; the 

white, American, English-speaking woman is expected to be familiar with mainstream 

tipping practices and thus has “no excuse” for not conforming. In contrast, extreme poverty 

or living on a fixed income excuse the passenger from having to tip, or rather from being 

punished for not tipping; “not knowing” on account of being foreign or otherwise outside the 

mainstream of local culture would excuse the passenger from the need to be taught a lesson.29

One favorite way to punish the non-tipper who asks for change is to hand them back 

the whole dollar, with an apology for not having change. Such reverse tipping, in that the 

driver is “tipping” the passenger, is an overt role reversal and so is intended to shame the 

passenger into tipping, while still not making a direct request. The driver can, if desired, twist

the knife in a little deeper with an added punchline, such as “get yourself a cup of coffee,” 

“buy some smokes,” “put it in the bank for a rainy day,” etc.30

If the driver has provided a special or personalized service, the lack of a tip is 

perceived as particularly rude, which in turn absolves the driver from the obligation to avoid 

mentioning the tip. In the following example, the driver lectures the passenger on the 

propriety of tipping after he has helped with her groceries:

Seth:  I just gave some woman a lecture about tipping ... it was from the 
Safeway in the Richmond, and she only went a couple blocks, and I loaded 
everything for her, and then she asked me if I would help her take them in, so 

29 Davis (1959: 164) includes the story of a “yokel” who is charged extra by his cabdriver because he is not 
expected to tip (“where’s he’s from, they never heard of tipping”). The tip money is extracted from the 
ignorant passenger in this case, but no attempt is made to shame or lecture him. See also Lynn 2006 on 
“geodemographic” variation in tipping norms in the US.

30 Helen Potrebenko, who drove in Vancouver in the early 1970s, tells of offering a rude passenger a tip if he 
would “smile real nice” (Potrebenko 1975: 146). For the restaurant equivalent, cf. Sutton (2007: 195).



132

I did. Then it was five-seventy on the meter, and she gave me six bucks! ... I 
just flat out told her, “What’s the idea? Don’t you think that when you ask 
somebody to help you, and they do, that you should tip them? When you go to
restaurants, do you not tip your waiters? Are you crazy?”

In the following story, the passengers are wealthy (they are “yuppies” on their way to 

a prestigious hotel). When they ask for special service and then refuse to tip, the driver gives 

them a public shaming:

Lotta:  Like these two yuppies that I got from the airport... the plane had 
already come in late, they had to make a meeting at the Fairmont, and I said 
just sit back and relax, don’t complain or anything, I get you there. And I did 
all kinds of maneuvering through the freeways and streets and stuff, and I got 
em there, and they didn’t tip me, and I said, “What gives?” And they said, 
“We’ve never had such a bumpy ride in all our lives!” And I said, “But I got 
you here on time!” ... So I cursed em out in front of the entrance of the hotel, 
you know, for stiffing me, and then the doorman said, “No no no, you can’t do
that!” I said, “Well, you don’t know the whole story!”

Public shaming may not always work on the object of scorn, but in the following 

example does get a reaction from the non-tipper’s wife:

Lotta: And then I had a couple when I was driving nights that went to the 
Blue Fox, the most expensive restaurant in town at the time, where they don’t 
even print the prices on the menu. And so the guy stiffs me, you know it was 
like, it was like two twenty-five, and that’s what I got. And I said, “You gonna
stiff the waiter, too?” And he said, “Yeah, I don’t tip anybody.” [laughs] He 
went in, the wife said, “I’m sorry about my husband, he’s drunk, and he’s like 
that when he gets drunk.” So she gave me a tip.

Openly lecturing the passenger, or asking for a tip when none is given, is nevertheless

degrading for the driver as well. Thus, the driver may need some way to repair this damage to
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interactional status, as Seth does in the conclusion to his story about groceries in the 

Richmond:

Seth:  She started getting some more money out of her wallet, and I just 
turned away and left. I just left. I think I made an impression.

Having one’s money refused can be a powerful insult. The following driver knows 

how to make it at once less direct and more potent:

Jake:  My first fare of the day, and the lady didn’t tip me! So I had to give the 
money back to her, I gave her back the whole thing, she says, “What’s that, I 
didn’t tip you,” I said “I know!” She said, “Well that’s for the fare,” and I told 
her “Look, lady, you don’t know how it works. This is a free ride. You’re my 
first fare of the day and you didn’t tip me. That’s bad luck! If I take your 
money, my whole day will turn out bad. But if I don’t take your money, if I 
give you a free ride, then you’re not my first fare and your bad luck won’t ruin
my whole day!”

Jake is invoking what is known as the “ice-breaker” in cab lore (cf. Schlosberg 1980: 

40). In this example the belief that the first fare determines the rest of the day plays the role 

not only of a “superstition” held by the cabdriver, but of a way for the driver to shame his 

customer by contextualizing their otherwise fleeting interaction. That the driver is clearly 

using the folk belief as an interactional resource is underlined by another driver’s reaction 

when overhearing the story:

Rod: You really laid that shit on her?

Finally, the driver may drop or even throw the change:
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Lotta: Sometimes even when you do a trip and they give you like fifty cents 
for the, you know, which is totally not enough, I would say, “Excuse me, you 
forgot something!” And then I hold the coins, and they hold out their hand, 
and I drop them. And would you know that they bend down and chase a 
rolling coin!

This act turns the tables, as it is now the passenger, rather than the driver, who is 

shown to care about such a small amount of money. Sutton (2007: 200) notes how the 

“sensory and material properties of money” play an important communicative role in 

restaurant tipping, in the way it may be stacked neatly or scattered crudely across a table, or 

hurled after an insulting customer. I can think of no better illustration than Lotta’s account, or 

the similar tale of another driver, who told of how he waited in the car with the motor running

while his customer came around to the driver’s window to ask how much the fare was. “Six 

eighty,” the driver replied, holding out his palm, into which the passenger placed six dollar 

bills, then carefully counted out eighty cents in change, adding a final “Thank you.” After a 

brief pause, with his hand still out the window, the driver released the brakes, and as the cab 

started to pull away, (carefully closing his thumb over the bills) he turned his hand over and 

dumped the stack of coins onto the street, just as he stepped on the gas and the cab peeled 

away. Telling the story later, he laughed about the expression on the passenger’s face, and 

how everyone on the street stared as he sped away, leaving the coins bouncing and flashing 

on the pavement in his wake.
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Discussion

Each of the sets of discourses and practices explored above—of drivers seeking to 

increase the tip, of passengers seeking to decrease or avoid tipping, and of drivers choosing to

punish or “teach” non-tippers—reveals the role tipping plays in assigning a meaning to the 

interaction, and an identity to the participants.

To begin with, the strategies drivers use to influence the size of the tip could be 

grouped into two types. The first of these is the performance of a particular reading of the 

“cabdriver” role, based on the skilled reading of the passenger’s likely preferences and 

expectations by the driver (in some cases accompanied by an attempt to introduce a degree of

“familiarity” into the cabride). Above all, such strategies show the driver’s emotional 

investment in the job and the occupational identity, and their willingness or ability to predict 

and respond to passenger expectations. The driver adopts an overt role, the “moral person” of 

the cabdriver, with the expectation that the passenger (also as moral person) will be 

compelled to tip in response.

Second, we have strategies based on the manipulation of interactional timing and of 

the material elements of the exchange, with the intent of directing the passenger’s responses 

to the micropolitical nuances of the interaction as it takes place. Such strategies rely on the 

driver being aware of the passenger’s affective investment in coming across well in the 

ultimate meaning assigned to the exchange, as this emerges from moment to moment. 

Whereas the first, dramaturgical, type of strategy has to do with expectations of how people 

should act, in other words with moral economy as a moral discourse, the second, more 



136

micropolitically (or micro-micropolitically) focused type is about the actual economy of 

exchanges, how these are negotiated directly from moment to moment of the interaction, and 

relies not on given rules and expectations, but on the subtle effects of referencing the unsaid, 

of playing on the implications of timing and manner.

Among passengers we can find a similar distinction, although the examples above 

focused not on those performing the expected role of the tipper, but on those seeking to avoid 

it by playing on the micropolitics of the interaction and the affective investments of the 

drivers. In addition, the use of metacommentary is a weapon which passengers are much 

more free to turn to than drivers, for whom the tip is a taboo subject. Passengers who don’t 

tip, or are cheap, may not be typical of all passengers, but nevertheless are useful for 

showing, in the conflict they expose, what is at stake in the tipping exchange, more clearly 

than do smooth, unproblematic interactions.

The same goes for the stories told by drivers about occasions when they “taught” 

passengers lessons about tipping. Here it is all about the importance for drivers of getting the 

last word in, to establish the ultimate meaning of the exchange—which is about far more than

money, but also about the exchange of signs, and the test of willpower. This shows that for 

drivers this is all about their status in the interaction, and that the driver’s calculative strategy,

the reduction of the fare to a monetary amount, is in the end not only a rationality of 

monetary calculation, but also a tool for achieving recognition for their affective labor.
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Coda: Getting the Last Word

A crucial part of any ritual is the evaluative discourse through which its meaning is 

situated and interpreted. Such discourse may continue long after the event which it 

references; it may take new forms, and even be turned to new purposes. One good way to get 

in the last word on an interaction is to retell it as a story; or even better, to publish it in a 

book. Along the way from interaction, to story told and retold, to written text, the moral of 

the story may evolve, even as the subject-position of the narrator shifts in relation to new 

contexts, new relationships, new obligations. 

“When I turned HIV+ I got a lot stricter with myself in every way” (Mars 2006: 55). 

So Mars begins the chapter which he ends with the story of the tipping quarrel with which we

began here. In response to being diagnosed HIV positive he develops a fascination with the 

banking term “fiduciary,” which, besides sounding “like an Italian cussword... literally means

‘founded on, or related to, faith or trust’” (ad loc.). The link between money and faith or trust

—which Mars calls “moola metaphysics”—leads him to a preoccupation with the karmic 

relationships expressed through money in everyday life:

In money matters, I became formidably fiduciary—and downright meticulous 
when it came to protecting other people’s loot. For one thing, if I suspected 
someone had over-tipped me by even a dollar, I brought it to his or her 
attention immediately. Same thing with loose change on the seat. Also, when 
arrogant people stiffed me with a nickel or a quarter, I stopped throwing it 
back at them.

As a mobile, interacting urban subject, as a cabdriver, Mars is conscious of the 

“fiduciary” links between everyday behavior in interaction, and the moral economies 
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governing life and death in the city:

I did this because I saw a clear connection between my continuing health and 
how righteously I dealt with the cavalcade of humanity pouring through the 
world of my cab. I was dealing with this illness not just physically, but 
metaphysically. In San Francisco, AIDS was killing people left and right. I 
figured my margin for screwing-up was nil. (ad loc.)

Once Mars makes this commitment to deal “righteously” with his passsengers, fate 

tests him—he finds nine hundred dollars in the back seat of his cab. Struggling with 

temptation, he returns it to its owner, who rewards him by handing back two hundred dollars.

Mars is vindicated: “I felt great—better by far than if I’d made off with the whole enchilada” 

(ibid.: 157). For Mars, a $200 gift easily outvalues $900 in stolen money.

Mars’s “what goes around, comes around” philosophy is challenged, however, by 

subsequent encounters. The rest of the chapter is filled with humorous accounts of 

increasingly rude/obnoxious/arrogant passengers/criminals/other cabdrivers to whom Mars 

returns lost money, only to be thanklessly stiffed. Mars’s faith in his “fiduciary” obligations 

to society are shaken, as he increasingly finds himself “trying to convince myself that I 

wasn’t the stupidest bastard in the world” (ibid.: 160).

An interesting theme, common to many cabdriving memoirs, is illustrated here. 

Although many stories collected in such memoirs center, predictably, on the craziness of 

passengers, or even more predictably on the competent performance of cabdriving sagacity 

by the narrator (often with a tellingly delivered mot juste), it is also common to find the 

cabdriver-narrator playing the role of anti-hero: stumbling foolishly into bad situations, 



139

misinterpreting signs that are obvious in retrospect, missing opportunities, surviving by luck 

rather than wit. What these anti-heroic accounts reveal is the difficulty and unpredictability 

of cabdriving as a self-making project; in Mars’ case, the driver seeks redemption from 

disease by committing to an enlightened moral code, only to be pulled back down into the 

pettiness of everyday life by the actions of others, and by his own responses, which “slip out”

in the moment. Cabdriving memoirs allow the writer to recuperate these moments, to 

capitalize on the symboling and affective work put into them. The author chooses the frame; 

the author chooses the details; and no matter how foolish the author appears as a character in 

the story, as narrator he or she can wisely serve up the moral of the tale. Yet, these lessons 

tend to be self-deprecating, even so. Often, it is not the city or its evil/insane/cruel 

inhabitants, but the narrator’s own pride or arrogance which has to be overcome. Through 

failure one learns submission to a higher order, imperfectly but inevitably inscribed in the 

apparent disorder of the mundane and everyday: what goes around, comes around.

Which brings us to the “coda” of Mars’ chapter, in which he recounts the argument 

with a passenger, which was quoted at the beginning of this chapter. Mars-as-writer 

volunteers some details about his interlocutor: he is on his way home from a Polk street bar, 

and smells like it; he is fat and drunk, “Oliver Hardy in rainbow suspenders” (ibid.: 161). In 

the selection quoted above, the two argue about the correct route from the bar to the 

passenger’s house: the passenger tells the driver he won’t be tipped, to which the driver 

responds by threatening to tip the passenger. The passenger wins this monetary battle by 

storming off before the driver can give him a dollar back. But then Mars notices that the 
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passenger has made an error:

Straightening out the bills and attaching them to my roll, I noticed that, 
instead of five singles, he had given me four singles and a twenty. He was still
within calling distance—huffing and puffing his way up the steps...

It is interesting that Mars—who, after all, just tried to shame the passenger by 

“tipping” him a dollar—does not seem to consider the moral superiority he could 

demonstrate over the cheap passenger by chasing him down and haughtily returning the 

twenty. Instead, it is his “fiduciary” commitment to “protecting other people’s loot” which he

struggles with. In the end, Mars vascillates, and as Oliver Hardy disappears up the steps, he 

surrenders his ethical project, while gaining nineteen dollars (and as narrator, delivering the 

moral of the story):

But I just couldn’t do it. Calling out to tubby seemed like too much trouble, an
unnecessary waste of breath, too much moola metaphysics for me. (ibid.: 162)
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PART 2: MEXICO CITY: CABDRIVING
KNOWLEDGE AND TRANSPORT

STRATIFICATION

CHAPTER 6: MOVING, CHANGING,
IMAGINING MEXICO CITY

The morning begins with an obstreporous rooster. After his blazon peters out, the city 

builds slowly but inevitably in the background, as heard from my apartment in the Escandón 

neighborhood of Mexico City. First are a series of birds whose differing calls layer like a 

development from one motif to another—they continue throughout the morning, forgotten 

with the growth of the general din until occasional lapses bring them back to the fore. Trucks 

and buses rumble in the distance, then are overtaken by the nearer sounds of street traffic and

a growing common plaint of car horns. A dog is put out into its small backyard patio and 

immediately starts barking to be let back in.

A bicycle horn honks repeatedly, bringing to mind a clown’s nose. It is attached to a 

three-wheeled hand-pushed cart, with an umbrella over the top, offering coffee and an open 

wicker platter of pastries. The vendor honks the horn as he pushes the cart along the street 

until he meets with a customer or two, chats with them while he serves them and as they 

blow at their coffee, then resumes pushing his cart, one hand lifting to honk the clown’s nose 
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some more.

Another cart sits parked on a busy streetcorner across from an open market, steaming 

tamales being unwrapped, pots of coffee, atole, and champurrado. Along a neighborhood 

shopping street, sidewalk vendors lay out their wares, and streetside mechanics and cobblers 

set up shop in improvised booths.

The morning rush hour intensifies, as cars ranging from brand-new to antiquated, but 

mostly in between, pile into a narrow neighborhood street, looking for a short-cut between 

two ejes (arterial avenues). Unfortunately everyone, including a tour bus driver, knows this 

shortcut. The smallest disturbance—someone stopping to ask for directions, or to grab a 

newspaper or coffee, someone parking or coming in or out of a garage—brings everything to 

a halt, throwing a chain of gridlock back through at least one or two intersections. Around the

corner, an impeded pesero driver leans on the horn, not for any immediately practical reason, 

perhaps just to enjoy the sound.

Around 8:30, after the traffic has ebbed, a gas truck rumbles up the street. The old 

driver stops and waits with the vehicle while a joven (youth) prowls the block, calling his 

wares. When no takers call down from the neighboring windows, they move down a block 

and can be heard again, and again, increasingly far off each time.

Soon the soundscape has calmed and only surges in noise periodically, or when a 

particularly loud truck or motorcycle passes. The birds have stopped too, or most of them. 

Moving into prominence are the sounds of daily chores, cooking, washing, the opening and 

closing of cabinets, in the apartments around me. An airplane passes over head, drowning out
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all else momentarily. At 9:10, a preschool next door starts blasting playful kid music. A 

marching song, the lyrics, “march in a circle, clap your hands and swing your arms,” in 

English.

 Occasionally through the day, the rooster and the dog both resume their repetitive 

commentary. Ambulatory vendors pass through with distinctive calls or noises to distinguish 

their wares—the tin whistle call of a knife sharpener on a bicycle, the steamboat hoot of a 

steamed yam cart, the jangling bell of a garbage truck. A pickup truck cruises the 

neighborhood with two men in front, tools and supplies in the back, and the recorded voice of

a child or young woman listing possible repairs and odd jobs that could be done. In the early 

afternoon, an advertising truck drifts slowly through the tree-lined streets, blaring loud music

to attract attention to its only advertisement—“disponible” (“this space available”). 

The surrounding sounds of traffic build up into the evening rush hour. These 

neighborhood streets are spared congestion this time around, since the configuration of the 

ejes and the flow of traffic away from the city center are directing the evening spill-over into 

different neighborhoods. At José Marti and Patriotismo a cabdriver makes a tricky left turn, 

pulling up along the right side of the intersection where the stopped cars are waiting at 

Patriotismo’s red light, then heading left on José Marti when the light changes. Further up 

Patriotismo, a driver talking on his cell phone stops at Benjamín Franklin precisely when the 

light turns red—too soon for the drivers behind him, who give him a chorus of horns. He 

chats on his phone, oblivious.

Evening diners start to fill the tables and chairs that spill out of restaurants. White-
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aproned tromperos step out onto the sidewalk to conspicuously sharpen the knives which 

they will use to cut crisp slices of marinated pork al pastor off the trompos (spits) rotating 

prominently before flames, straight into the tortillas. Those are the good places to order al 

pastor. There are other restaurants which also place obligatory trompos of pastor at their 

entrances, but the pork sags, neglected and unappetizing on the spit—the trompo is merely 

for show, no one would think to actually order pastor here.

 As the evening rain threatens (but tonight, does not show) the vendors of chacharas 

(trinkets) spread out on tarps on the median of Avenida Benjamín Franklin load them into 

handcarts and cover the carts with their tarps. They don’t take them far, however, just push 

some behind some bushes, and load others into the back of a tarp-covered truck, permanently

parked on the tree-lined side of the median, which appears to be home. One of the vendors, 

off work, sits in a lawn chair by the open door of the truck, watching the rain fail to arrive.

In the later evening, the roar of the distant city is superceded by the bustle of nearby 

apartments, as people eat food, clean dishes, engage in conversation, watch tv. On the streets,

most of the puestos and restaurants close, but the pan dulce cart with the clown’s nose horn 

returns, and tamale vendors on bicycles circle almost every neighborhood, each one playing 

the same plaintive and mesmerizing recording:

Ya llegaron sus ricos y deliciosos tamales oaxaqueños
Acérquese y pida sus ricos tamales oaxaqueños
Hay tamales oaxaqueños, tamales calientitos
Pida sus ricos tamales oaxaqueños31

31 “Your tasty, hot Oaxacan tamales have arrived. Come and get your tasty Oaxacan tamales. There are 
Oaxacan tamales, hot tamales. Get your tasty Oaxacan tamales.” This recording, familiar to any inhabitant 
of Mexico City, was recorded by tamale vendor Elías Zavaleta about 1992 (Ramírez 2009).
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As the nearby sounds of tv sets, voices, and domestic activities diminish, one 

apartment a few buildings away begins blasting music and will continue late into the night, 

beginning with American pop songs, then segueing into seventies rhythm and blues, before 

finishing with Mexican standards (and a boisterous sing-a-long) around two or three in the 

morning. In the middle of the night, there are occasional patches of silence—twenty or even 

thirty minutes in length—here in the midst of twenty-one million people.

City in Motion

Kevin Lynch wrote about the legibility of the city, an attribute of city form that makes

cities comprehensible to their inhabitants:

Obviously a clear image enables one to move about easily and quickly: to find
a friend’s house or a policeman or a button store. But an ordered environment 
can do more than this; it may serve as a broad frame of reference, an organizer
of activity or belief or knowledge. … Like any good framework, such a 
structure gives the individual a possibility of choice and a starting-point for 
the acquisition of further information. A clear image of the surroundings is 
thus a useful basis for individual growth. (Lynch 1960: 5)

San Francisco, with its small size, confined space, and hills looking onto one another, 

is a relatively legible city. If Mexico City is legible, it is in a very different way. The city is 

too vast for the mind to take in—“demasiado” (too much) as one taxi driver called it, or 

“bastante” (enough) as another said with humorous understatement. Nevertheless it has a 

defined center, and “orillas” (peripheries), and comprehensible—or at least, imaginable—
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districts.32 At the same time, it is dense and changeable, a text that always demands new 

interpretation with each passage and so can be both fascinating and exhausting to travel 

through. It can be, as another driver called it, “un monstruo” (a monster).

The psychogeographers would have loved Mexico City, for the very ways in which it 

exceeds legibility and predictability with its surprising encounters and liveliness. Ruined 

pyramids rise, swarming with tourists at the city center, or half-forgotten beneath freeway 

intersections. Streets are architectural montages, lined with buildings from the past, present, 

and (to all appearances) the future. A saxophonist plays, strolling down a neighborhood street

while his friends ring doorbells and shake cans along the sidewalk, accepting tips lowered 

from upper-story windows in baskets. Here and there, the city explodes periodically with the 

firecrackers and drumming of saints-day festivals, and dancers in indigenous uniforms. 

“Each stoplight is a theater” (García Canclini and Mantecón 1996: 82)33 where vendors of 

trinkets and newspapers rush between the cars, competing with jugglers tossing burning 

wands or plunging bare-chested onto tarps spread out with shards of glass. In the city center, 

almost constantly occupied by demonstrators for numerous causes, blocking streets, 

performing street theater, and marching, a raucous, shouting crowd nears; when it arrives, it 

turns out to be thousands of Harry Potter fans, dressed as wizards, witches, and Hogwarts 

students, celebrating the release of the final movie of the series. A hybrid of the urban 

traditions of both Mesoamerica and the Mediterranean, Mexico City feels simultaneously 

32 Suárez and Delgado 2009 characterize Mexico City as a hybrid monocentric metropolis with polycentric 
qualities.

33 “Cada semáforo es un teatro” is a quote from one of the participants in García Canclini and Mantecón’s 
study of urban travellers in Mexico City (see below).
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more European and more American than any US city.

This complicated hybridity, this rich, multi-layered diversity, is deeply entangled with

the nationalist mythos of the Mexican state, which has attempted to orchestrate these 

commingling Spanish and indigenous cultural elements into a harmonious image of 

mestizaje, as a unified racial and cultural identity for modern Mexican citizens (Alonso 

2005). This project can be experienced almost anywhere in downtown Mexico City, where 

monument after monument, often linked by line of sight down long boulevards, juxtapose the

modern with the ancient while citing the iconic heritages of both the Old and New Worlds; 

but especially at the Zócalo, the great plaza situated on the location of the ancient Aztec 

Plaza Mayor. Here, in close quarters, stand the colonial-era Palacio Nacional, from the 

balcony of which the President delivers the yearly Grito, the great interpellation of Mexican 

national identity; the majestic Cathedral, built from the stones of the greatest Aztec pyramid, 

the Templo Mayor; and the half-sunken ruins of the Templo Mayor itself, rising out of a 

permanent excavation in the corner of the Zócalo, and capped with a modern museum. Street 

vendors, traditional and modern dancers, healers, protesters, and spectators throng the vibrant

space of this “exemplary center” (Alonso 2004). “For all the soldiers and police that mobilize

and protect the intangible Presidency,” writes Carlos Monsiváis, “the Zócalo does not 

discriminate” (Monsiváis 2009: 164; my translation), and this “Balcony of the Republic” 

(Lomnitz 2001) is seized periodically by diverse groups, to be rearticulated into “dissident 

cartographies” of political, religious, indigenous, or pop-cultural opposition (Monsiváis 

2009: 131ff). The “hybridized discourse” that emerges through the juxtaposition, citation, 
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contestation, and appropriation of these diverse images and connections is as productive of 

poignant contradictions as of unifying narrative, and as a result is not necessarily 

“authoritative” nor “contestatory,” but can be turned to either, or conflicting, ends (Alonso 

2004).

Mexico City has a vibrant tradition of scholarship and popular discourse on the 

traffic, speed, and size of the city, and on the troubles and strategies of urban travelers (e.g. 

García Canclini et al. 1996, Monsiváis 1995, Aguilar et al. 2001; Gallo 2004). There is a long

tradition of ethnographies of neighborhoods and immigrant communities in Mexico City (e.g.

Lewis 1961, Díaz Barriga 1996, Gutmann 1996; Gigengack 1999, Oehmichen 2002, Portal 

2004); to these have been added in recent years several mobility-conscious ethnographies of 

street culture and urban travellers, such as prostitutes, demonstrators, and subway users 

(Lamas 2002, Cruz Guzmán and Tamayo 2004, Domínguez Prieto 2004, García Meraz 

2004). To paraphrase Angela Giglia (1998: 91-2), Mexico City and other megacities pose a 

challenge to social science to rethink the ways in which space and the social can be studied. I

feel that a timely and proper answer to this challenge lies in the approach outlined in this 

study; that is, the ethnographic exploration of the practices and knowledges involved in urban

mobility.

A psychogeographic sensibility, a fascination with the experience and difficulty of 

moving through this diverse landscape, is deeply embedded in writings and films that take 

Mexico City as their subject. Mexico City’s completely justified self-fascination has been 

enunciated by generations of cronistas, from Artemio de Valle Arizpe’s collections of stories 
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and legends of the city’s streets, to Carlos Monsivais’ Situationist-inspired explorations of 

popular culture and urban alienation (e.g. de Valle Arizpe 1999; Monsivaís 1995, 2009). 

Gustavo Sainz’s Fantasmas Aztecas slips far and wide in the stream of consciousness of a 

narrator sitting in a taxi, stuck in traffic, interminably making the turn around the Zócalo in 

front of archaeological excavations in the process of uncovering the Templo Mayor (Sainz 

1982). Mexico City’s films portray the city as a place both uniting and fragmenting—as both 

unifier and separator (Ruvalcaba 2011). Batalla en el Cielo (2005) juxtaposes the sharply 

contrasting lifestyles of rich and poor, following them from home to workplace, through 

starkly different modes of commute (chauffeured car, versus crowded pesero or Metro), 

interspersed with sped-up footage of cars pouring down freeways and around glorietas (large 

traffic circles); from the windows of an apartment of unlikely lovers, a camera pans over the 

rooftops, drawing together the multiple, multilayered, porous lived spaces of the city into a 

single vision. Amores perros (2000) also follows the lives of characters radically separated by

lifestyle and class, whose story lines are brought together by a car crash; but also by the 

shared experience of the city, for instance in a series of short takes in which the camera cuts 

from the homes of one character to the next, each living out radically different plot lines in 

radically different spaces, yet unified by the distant call, playing across all of these scenes, of 

a street vendor:  “ricos... y deliciosos... tamales.... oaxaqueños...”

In La Ciudad de los Viajeros (City of Travellers), a group of scholars led by Néstor 

García Canclini take up Lynch’s question of the legibility of the city to those who move 

through it (García Canclini et al, 1996; García Canclini 1997). Yet unlike Lynch, whose 
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project implicitly valorizes a transcendental, unified “image of the city,” the Viajeros scholars

focus more on the fragmentary experiences of travellers who move through Mexico City 

using the provisional, situated “tactics” described by de Certeau (de Certeau 1984; 

Brooksbank-Jones 2005). From these fragmented and greatly differing perspectives, the 

question is not whether the city’s inhabitants can “read” a unified “image of the city”—an 

impossible feat, it is implied—but to what extent they share an urban imagination that 

transcends their own interests and limited experience, to compose a space that takes into 

account the great diversity of human life and experience in the city.

To explore this, García Canclini and Mantecón put together focus groups of selected 

kinds of urban traveller—working class occupations which require moving through the city 

(delivery driver, street vendor, taxi driver, and transit police), and middle and upper class 

commuters who move through the city for school or for work (García Canclini and Mantecón

1996: 65). Each group viewed selected historic photographs and film clips showing aspects 

of life in Mexico City, and were asked to select those which were most iconic or 

representative of the experience of travel in the city. As García Canclini and Mantecón were 

most interested in whether the results would show a shared urban imaginary, their discussion 

of the results focuses primarily on which images were chosen by all groups, and which were 

chosen only by some groups, and why. For the present purposes one of the most interesting 

findings was the difference in how groups described the work of travelling in the city, in 

particular when making obligatory trips for work rather than for pleasure. For the study’s taxi

drivers in particular, the experience of driving through the city was as much a subject of 
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delight as of difficulty (García Canclini and Mantecón 1996: 82).

The extent to which a lack of easy urban legibility is seen as problematic, or as 

potentially delightful, seems to lie in whether the city is approached normatively, in terms of 

how it should be, or agonistically, as a space of possibility. The normative attempt to imagine

the city as if it could be “legible” in Lynch’s sense leads to frustration. The agonistic 

approach can produce frustration or pleasure, or both. Fredric Jameson extended Lynch’s 

argument about geographic sensibilities into a theory of political engagement, distinguishing 

between essentially apolitical “precartographic operations whose results traditionally are 

described as itineraries rather than as maps” and political consciousness which roots the self 

in relation to a vision of the whole, which, following Lynch, he calls “cognitive mapping” 

(Jameson 1990: 51,52). Anny Brooksbank-Jones, commenting on the Viajeros study, notes 

that Garcia Canclini and his interlocutors shy away from claiming cognitive mapping as their

project, and are in general more interested in the “pre-cartographic” view-from-within:

… taxi drivers and delivery people tended to see travel as a succession of 
more or less random complications and problems to be overcome: they drive 
through red lights, for example, to compensate for blockages elsewhere and 
park on pavements when nowhere else is available or convenient. They do not
attempt to change or explicitly challenge rules. Rather they invent new, 
tactical ways of getting by. (Brooksbank-Jones 2005: 103).

In Tim Ingold’s terminology, these urban movers are not navigators, that is, users of 

maps, but wayfinders, engaged in a process of “mapping” that is not dependent on, nor 

results in, the concrete reification of a “map,” but is instead a continuous, ongoing process of 

increasing one’s familiarity with a landscape (Ingold 2000: 230-234). Maps, whether 
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physical or mental, are the product not of “mapping” in Ingold’s sense, but of “mapmaking.” 

Whereas mapping is provisional and always a product of movement,

mapmaking suppresses, or ‘brackets out’, both the movements of people as they
come and go between places (wayfinding), and the re-enactment of those 
movements in inscriptive gesture (mapping). It thereby creates the appearance 
that the structure of the map springs directly from the structure of the world, as 
though the mapmaker served merely to mediate a transcription from one to the 
other. I call this the cartographic illusion. (Ingold 2000: 234)

There are three lessons to be drawn from this opposition. One is that a project of 

looking for maps “in the mind” is not only a search for the supplement-at-the-source (Derrida

1976) but a misrecognition of the role the cartographic illusion plays in devaluing local, 

situated knowledge and the process by which people gain familiarity with a city. It is 

mistaken to seek to replace the partial, “precartographic” knowledges of urban wayfarers 

with some transcendent “political” awareness, because the opposition between these forms of

knowledge is political already. Second, the struggle over the hierarchization of knowledge, 

and the devaluation of the local and situated in favor of the transcendent, will necessarily 

frame the discourse on knowledge about urban space. While agonistic urban wayfinders call 

upon their situated tactics and ingenuity to get by, the cartographic illusion will be called 

upon to restore a normative sensibility to the urban imagination.34 Third, insofar as the 

project of rhythmanalysis (and more broadly, of psychogeography) is one of gaining a sense 

of broader relations, of one’s place within the social, without losing sight of the situated 

movements and local knowledges that produce these relations, it will necessarilly be a project

34 As the assumed given-ness of mappable space, this “cartographic illusion” is thus linked to what, in an 
earlier chapter, was called the “taxi fallacy,” or the assumed given-ness of the autonomous, mobile subject.
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of mapping, and cannot become one of mapmaking without losing sight of its goal.

As a project of mapping rather than mapmaking, rhythmanalysis emphasizes 

connaissance over savoir. Focusing on agonistic movement and relation rather than 

stable, normative relationships, it focuses on the connections between spatial practice 

and representational spaces, and uses these connections to problematize representations

of space. 

Stratification and Urban Mobility

Graham and Marvin (2001) detail the rise and decline of the “integrated ideal” of 

modern urbanism, the vision of the city as a unified, integrated space to be rationally 

controlled and improved through enlightened scientific methods. This project, which is 

clearly closely related to Lynch’s vision of a unified understanding of a city as held by its 

inhabitants, developed from the 19th to 20th Centuries alongside that of cities as spaces of 

controlled circulation, as the emerging bourgeoisie reinvented the urban form in their own 

image, and to their own ends (Harvey 1985). Nevertheless, the unified space of the integrated

ideal also formed the basis of progressive projects seeking equal access to infrastructure, 

health provision, and economic opportunity for all urban inhabitants. Graham and Marvin 

detail the contemporary forces leading to the dissolution of the integrated ideal, which they 

term “splintering urbanism” (see Chapter 10).

The integrated ideal was never perfectly achieved in the wealthy core nations of 

Europe and North America; its application in the rest of the world was even spottier. In a 
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semi-peripheral capital like Mexico City, the influence of the integrated ideal still makes 

itself felt, though with some resemblence to the “tattered ruins” of the great one-to-one scale 

map Borges attributed to an ancient empire (Borges 1989). The 19th Century saw the planning

of the great Paseo de la Reforma, a French-inspired boulevard lined with statuary and 

spreading elegantly north-east from the end of Chapultepec Park (Dixon 2009); the 20th 

Century saw the design of the great cross-cutting thoroughfares of the ejes viales, the 

freeway system known as the Anillo Periférico (“peripheral ring”), and the great city-wide 

monument to democratic transportation, the Metro underground train network (Ward 1998; 

Navarro Benítez 1993).

The spectacular growth of the city during the second half of the Twentieth Century, 

however, occured largely beyond the control of urban planners. As population grew rapidly 

from 3 million to over 20 million people, more than half of the physical territory of the city 

was formed by informal settlements, built by squatters on public land or ejidos (community 

farmland) (Platt 2010). City and national governments wavered from policies of toleration, to

crackdowns, to regularization of these colonias populares, while inadequate infrastructure 

and mobility options for residents of these marginal communities inscribed social inequality 

into the very landscape (Ward 1998: 240).35 Such inscription is even more stark when it is the

result of the “self-segregation” of wealthy neighborhoods from the surrounding city, through 

the development of gated communities, or the closing of city streets to all but residents by 

neighborhood associations (Giglia 2008). The inequalities reinforced by the segregation of 

35 For detailed histories of specific informally settled districts, see Castillo Palma 2012, Platt 2010, and Wigle 
2010.
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poor and wealthy neighborhoods from mainstream infrastructure and/or flows of mobility 

further undermine the success of the integrated ideal’s implementation in Mexico City, and 

contribute to a context in which planners are seen as playing a reactive role to developments 

largely originating in the informal sector.

While the research for this study was being conducted, the office of Jefe de Gobierno 

(“chief of government,” loosely equivalent to “mayor” or “governor” of the Federal District) 

was occupied by Marcel Ebrard, the PRD (Partido de la Revolución Democrática) candidate 

who succeeded López Obrador in 2006 and held office until 2012. Ebrard’s administration, 

seeking to present a liberal alternative to the conservative PAN (Partido Acción Nacional) 

national government, instituted many reformist projects of moderate, business friendly 

character (Osorno 2012). Adopting the motto, “Ciudad en Movimiento” (“City in Motion”) 

Ebrard initiated an overhaul of public space in the city, for instance through limitations on the

use of sidewalks and parks by street vendors, the licensing of franeleros (informal parking 

space attendants), and an attempted crackdown on drivers who block key intersections 

(Becker and Müller 2013; Davis 2013). Key to stimulating the “city in motion” was the 

development of new infrastructure in the form of extensions to the underground Metro 

system and the creation of a new above-ground Metrobus system on key routes. Each of 

these projects stirred controversy, in particular the Metrobus for creating havoc with 

construction, and for being relatively expensive to ride compared to the existing bus and 

pesero lines which it displaced. Another controversy centered on the Supervía Poniente, a toll

freeway that was perceived as being built for the benefit of residents of the wealthy Santa Fe 
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neighborhood, allowing them to bypass the city center on routes to the south. To add insult to

injury, the freeway route ran through, and required the destruction of, impoverished 

informally built neighborhoods which had no legal title to the lands they had been built on. 

The situation came to a head when the inhabitants of the La Malinche neighborhood 

physically blocked bulldozers from destroying their homes. Construction came to a halt, 

though it later resumed, and the confrontation became a national issue, and a black eye to the 

Ebrard administration (Alfie 2013).

Another key part of the “Ciudad en movimiento” project was an overhaul of the city’s 

byzantine taxi system. This involved a reform of taxi regulations and fare structure, along 

with the regularization of thousands of informal but tolerated taxis piratas (see Chapter 7). At

the same time, the city attempted to improve the image of the city’s taxi system in the wake 

of years of bad press following a rise in taxi kidnappings in the late 1990s (Donnelly 1999), 

and an improvement of vehicle standards based on the recognition that the city’s aging taxi 

fleet was contributing substantially to pollution (Navarro Benítez 2004). Part of the proposed 

solution to the image problem was the implementation of a new taxi licensing system, and a 

complete transformation of the city-imposed color scheme from green and white (which had 

become iconic over the past two decades) to a new red and gold (or candy-y-dorado) color 

scheme. Further, better emissions standards were pursued by putting stricter limits on the age

of taxi vehicles, and instituting a phasing out of the city’s iconic, but highly inefficient and 

polluting, “vocho” (Volkswagen “Beetle”) taxis. These moves were largely unpopular with 

drivers, who had to bear the expenses of the higher vehicle standards and the required new 
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paint job. Ironically, during the time I was doing research (mostly after the color scheme 

change, and while all but a handful of the old vocho taxis had disappeared from the streets), 

the logo of the Secretary of Transportation (SETRAVI) taxi division remained a cartoon of a 

green-and-white vocho taxi.

Spatial Work and Value

To understand the spatial work done by taxi drivers, it is necessary to consider the 

value they create as they move, and help their passengers move, through the city. The 

traditional Marxian understanding of value is based on the much more static model of a wage

worker in a factory working a set amount of hours to produce a given commodity. For this to 

be profitable for the capitalist (the one who owns the means of production), the worker must 

be paid less than the value of the product s/he produces in a day. The difference between the 

total labor performed and the remunerated labor-time is surplus labor, or, from the capitalist’s

point of view, surplus value. This surplus value, Marx argues, is the basis of capital (Marx 

1967: 177ff).

To increase the rate of surplus value, capitalists can do one of two things. They can 

increase the amount of unpaid time in relation to paid time, for instance by increasing the 

length of the working day while keeping wages the same:  this increases absolute surplus 

value. Alternatively, they can seek ways to make the production process more efficient, so 

that, even as the workers continue to receive the same proportion of the value of the product, 

the capitalist sees an increase of relative surplus value (Marx 1967: 508ff). Investing in 
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technological improvements in a factory increases relative surplus value; closing the factory 

and opening a new one in a country with low wages increases absolute surplus value. 

Increasing absolute surplus value puts heavy demands on workers and interferes with the 

ability of labor to reproduce itself; thus, it tends to be associated with conditions in which 

there is a large and desperate labor surplus, or in which part of the cost of social reproduction

can be borne otherwise than through wages, for instance by extended family support or 

small-scale agriculture for personal consumption; or by workers taking on multiple jobs to 

make ends meet. Relative surplus value, on the other hand, may require the availability of 

fairly large amounts of capital to be invested in place, in infrastructure or in technological 

research and development which may be some time in paying off. Thus, the two kinds of 

strategies for pursuing increased surplus value can be tied to two kinds of spatiotemporal fix.

Yet surplus value also plays a key role in rendering these fixes necessary in the first 

place. To make a profit, capitalists must sell their commodities; but because workers are paid 

less than the value of their labor, they cannot afford to buy back and consume the surplus 

commodities produced. The capitalist class can consume some of the surplus, but not all, and 

must additionally save some for investment. The problem becomes where these surplus 

commodities and investments are to go; the history of imperialism has been read as a 

demonstration of the need for capital to look outwards for solutions to this crisis of 

overaccumulation. In this context Rosa Luxemburg noted that while on the one hand, 

capitalism is dependent on the maintenance of an outside, a non-capitalist realm in which to 

dispose of surpluses and to contribute to the reproduction of labor; on the other hand, 
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capitalism grows by devouring this realm. In this sense, Luxemburg argues that primitive 

accumulation, which the classical economists as well as Marx associated with the beginning 

stages of capitalism, is in fact an ongoing process, a permanent feature of capitalism 

(Luxemburg 1951: 364-6). Yet primitive accumulation and the expansion of capital do not 

take place merely at the colonial fringes, as Luxemburg imagined, but at any conceivable or 

colonizable social frontier; through the creation of new markets by the inculcation of desire 

through marketing; through the commodification of social relations; through the enclosure of 

any sort of “commons,” literal or figurative; or even through the cannibalization of capitalist 

class fractions (say, national by transnational) and the destruction of their spatial fixes 

through the imposition of new ones. Thus, ongoing “primitive accumulation” (or 

“accumulation by dispossession”) is part of the processes of deterritorialization and 

reterritorialization by which by spatial fixes are established, or torn down and reestablished 

(Greenberg and Heyman 2012; Harvey 1998). 

Neoliberalism thus makes use of uneven geographical development to enable a 

spatiotemporal fix for overaccumulation in the core countries by using less developed 

countries, for instance Mexico, as sinks for the investment of surplus capital (hence the 

emphasis on opening boundaries to the flow of foreign investment). Making this capital 

productive involves loosening (unfixing) national flows of resources and labor (for instance, 

through privatization and discretization) for integration into the wider global economy 

(Harvey 2003: 115ff). This discretization has the further benefit of enabling future and 

ongoing spatiotemporal fixing.
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In terms of labor, it has been argued above that spatial workers, such as taxi drivers, 

contribute to the workability of spatial fixes by producing connectivity between locations and

by subsidizing and enabling the circulation of other social classes engaged in various 

economic pursuits. Yet at the same time, insofar as taxi drivers and other transport workers 

do not produce a concrete, recognizable commodity per se, there is a long history of debate 

as to whether they do in fact “labor” in Marx’s sense (Papayanis 1993). Marx struggled with 

this distinction between “productive” and “unproductive” labor; his solution was to argue 

that that labor is productive which is “socially determined,” that is, which is situated clearly 

in a relationship between a worker who provides labor power and a capitalist who gains 

surplus value, as envisaged in the labor theory of value, described above (Marx 2002). Yet 

examples from the cab industry indicate that labor and exploitation are also socially 

constructed. Whereas wages in Marx’s model serve to obfuscate the exploitation process by 

assigning a false value to labor power, cabdriving is almost never a waged profession, and 

ironically this results in a much clearer articulation of the difference between work done and 

remuneration received. Other than for self-employed drivers36, driver-owner arrangements (in

the US, Mexico, and elsewhere) tend to be either on commission, in which case the ratio 

between the takes of the worker and the owner could not be more explicit, or by lease, in 

which drivers pay a set fee to the owner for the use of the cab for the shift, taking the rest of 

the income for themselves. Lease drivers in both Mexico City and San Francisco commonly 

36 As “owners,” such drivers enjoy an “independent” or even “bourgeois” status (Russell 1983) which is often 
fictive to the extent that it is characterized by high, often unsustainable, levels of debt (Mathew 2005). 
According to Rivas Tovar and Rocha, 51% of Mexico City drivers own their own vehicles. Of the cabdrivers
interviewed for the present study, few stated that they owned their vehicles outright. A common answer 
when asked “Are you the owner of the car?” was “Estoy pagando” (“I am paying for it”).
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divide their work shifts very clearly along the lines Marx had used in outlining his theory of 

surplus value, distinguishing the time spent working to pay the owner from the time spent 

working for themselves (e.g., “I work for the boss until about 2:00 and after that it’s all 

mine”). However, in taxi leasing the ratio between remunerated and surplus labor is not 

constant but variable, and drivers may in fact go into debt on a given day (i.e., they shoulder 

the temporal risk which would have been the owner’s under typical employment relations).

Part of what makes Marx’s labor theory useful is that it situates the production 

process squarely in social relations, and by siting the creation of value in these relations 

relates them directly to larger economic forces and transformations. Marx’s account of the 

working day unfolds into a theory of the crises faced by capitalism, as contributed to by 

Luxemburg, Harvey, and others. Yet a theory of labor value based on the relatively (spatially)

clear cut example of the factory may not be adequate to a more mobile age, both in terms of 

flows of capital and sites of work. To understand spatial work, a broader understanding of 

“production” is necessary, that includes the work of social reproduction (also understood 

broadly) as well as the work involved in the enabling of circulation, and of sociality. In other 

words, the production of space (Lefebvre 1991).

 Spatial labor relates different spaces of the city, tying them together—or separating 

them—in meaningful ways. There is also a necessary temporal component introduced by the 

fact that this is labor, motivated by the need to make money within certain time constraints, 

in order to pay bills, eat, etc. The psychogeographical practice of the taxi driver is thus 

distinct from that of Baudelaire’s aristocratic flaneur or Debord’s counter-cultural deriviste. 



162

Unlike these, the spatial worker cannot fail to take into account the physical, bodily apsects 

of the work of commuting, moving, and driving. There is a speed imposed on them by the 

need of the job. There is further a set of intentions—centered primarily on finding 

passengers, and on avoiding danger—that focus their interest in and attention to their 

surroundings. Whereas for the flaneur or deriviste the element of surprise and renewed 

wonder in the cityscape is the goal of urban wandering, for the spatial worker such joys are a 

possible side benefit of the job, not the primary objective. A little surprise in the day may 

help you keep invigorated, and addict you to the work. Too much surprise might wear you 

down, even kill you.

Danger—both real and imagined—drives lines of demarcation through social, and 

particularly urban, space. Fear of crime and of the other reinforces economic, cultural, and 

ethnic divisions by limiting opportunities for interaction or cooperation across social lines. 

Trust—which is necessary for social interaction in public space—is the first victim when 

these spaces are poisoned by fear. Furthermore, real risks are imposed differently on different

groups when they must in fact travel through the city.37 Nowhere is this more true than in 

contemporary megacities such as Mexico City. In Mexico City the discourse on mobility, on 

moving through public space, shows how fear of the other divides social groups, and how the

need to travel involves actual risks which are imposed differently on different groups.

Those with means may sequester themselves in guarded or gated environments, or 

when they must travel through the city, find swift and relatively secure means of point-to-

37 See Dunckel-Graglia 2013 on the development of gender-segregated travel modes (which she calls “pink 
transportation”) as a response to violence faced by women travelling in Mexico City.
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point transport. The poor, on the other hand, move with much greater difficulty, often at least 

partially on foot through breaks in transportation (for instance, switching from one bus route 

to another) and through insecure spaces such as the Metro. Above all, there are those who 

must move for their livelihood. Insofar as their work takes them through the city, through 

these spaces divided by both fear and actual violence, this work is spatial in the sense that it 

composes, and recreates, the separation and meaning of these different spaces by the 

particular mode by which they pass through them. The work of moving and connecting 

places is thus part of the work of production of social space.

Subjects for a Taxi Portraitist

The encounters and rhythms, of which urban mobility is composed, reproduce the 

city; they also open up new vistas, new opportunities for imagining the city. Jason Schell, a 

US-born artist based in Mexico City, was looking for a way to create a portrait of the city 

itself:

How does an artist make a portrait of something as big as a supercity? Is a city
its architecture, its location, its inhabitants? Are cities the icons they carry 
with their name or are they created by their citizens? “Citizens” is my answer, 
not icons or monuments, so how does one capture a true demographic of a 
place as big as Mexico City?38

He decided that the best way to portray the city was to portray its inhabitants, and so 

to create a mural of one hundred individual interlocking portraits—the city portrayed as a 

series of face-to-face encounters. How, then to encounter a wide enough variety of 
38 Images of Schell’s project, and his description, can be seen at http://www.jasonschell.net/CienRetratos.html. 

http://www.jasonschell.net/CienRetratos.html
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individuals to represent the whole city? The answer was obvious—take a job driving a taxi. 

In only two weeks of cabdriving, Schell was able to find a hundred passengers, from widely 

varying walks of life, willing to let him take their picture for his mural project. 

What transpired was by no means “taxi driving light”. Some of my passengers
have been dentists, film directors, doctors, lawyers, and students while others 
have been car thieves, prostitutes (both regular and transvestite), drunkards 
and drug dealers. I’ve taken passengers to classy areas like Condesa and 
Polanco, as well as notorious neighborhoods such as Tepito, Colonial 
Industrial, and Santa Lucia (a shanty town on the hills leading up to Santa Fe).

While Schell’s short experience as a taxi driver gives some insight into the 

occupation, his experience was also abnormal. In the first place—as his passengers 

repeatedly pointed out—he was a gringo driving a cab in a city where foreign-born taxi 

drivers are practically unheard of.39 In the second place, as he himself repeatedly told his 

passengers, he was “not really a taxi driver but an artist,” not trying to make a living, but to 

meet people, hear their stories, and get their pictures. In the next chapter I will turn to the 

experiences of working Mexico City cabdrivers, as these are shaped by both the opportunities

for new encounters which Schell highlights in his work, and the constraints imposed on them 

by their occupation.

My research in Mexico City was funded by a grant from the National Science 

Foundation, and conducted in three trips during the summers of 2010, 2011, and 2012, with a 

total of 6 months of residence in Mexico City. In 2010 my wife and two daughters and I lived

39 One cabdriver, whose wife worked in the taxi licensing office, told me the humorous story of a Frenchman 
who had applied for a Mexico City taxi license; the moral of the story being that a foreigner could never 
understand Mexico City well enough to drive a taxi there.
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for three months in an apartment complex in the delegación of Coyoacán; in 2011 I stayed for

a month and a half in a rooftop apartment rented from a host family in the central 

neighborhood of Del Valle; and in 2012 I returned for a final month and a half stay in an 

AirBnB sublet in the Escandón district. My description of taxicab driving in the next chapter 

is based primarily on interviews with 69 Mexico City taxicab drivers, most of which were 

conducted during rides through the city. 
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CHAPTER 7: THE STRUCTURE OF THE
MEXICO CITY TAXI INDUSTRY

Taxi Stratification in Mexico City

In 1904 the San Francisco Call had the following advice for prominent 

Norteamericano businessmen wishing to meet with the Mexican President, Porfirio Díaz:

If you would see Diaz to best advantage I would say go to his office, the little 
room in which all political wires by means of which he rules the country 
converge. It is in the somewhat ungainly, not to say ugly, building that is 
known as the National Palace, and stands in the great open square of Mexico 
City above the ruins of an Aztec shrine. You must be very careful what kind of
a cab you take when you drive to the palace. Pedestrians stand no chance of 
admission and a blue-colored cab is distinguished, a red one is only 
respectable, while a yellow one, lowest in the category, is liable to land you in 
the smallpox hospital and not in the presence of the despot.40

Taxicab stratification in Mexico City is not a new phenomenon, nor can it be 

presumed to be a mere accident.41 Rather, it reflects a long, involved history of competing 

interests and needs in the development of the city’s complex, multimodal transit system. The 

color-coded cab system existing in 1904 reflected the needs and mobility-power of differing 

moving publics, while shaping and reinforcing their distinct movements through pricing and 

the mark of status. Mexico City’s current taxi system is not a copy of, but only the distant 

descendant of the horse-drawn system described by the Call, yet today the rider of a black 

40 “Who Shall Follow Diaz? Limantour or Reyes?” San Francisco Call, 3 January 1904.
41 Some imperfect parallel with the colors of today’s three largest political parties must also spring to mind.
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taxi turistico or limousine rides apart from the crowd, the rider of a white taxi de sitio or 

radio taxi demonstrates (and signifies) their taste and sense, while even the rider of a gold 

and red taxi libre—“lowest in the category”—is set apart from the mere pedestrian and the 

mobs riding “la democratica,” that is, the collective public transit system of buses and metro 

trains. The affective sorting of passengers in terms of status and the meaning assigned to the 

style of their differing movement is every bit as crucial as the effective sorting of moving 

publics in space.

Taxis in Mexico City come in a bewildering variety of subspecies. The primary types,

which I will discuss below, are:

1. taxis de sitio, which wait for fares at designated sitios, or taxi stands;
2. taxis de base, a slightly more ad-hoc form which also waits at stands;
3. taxis de radio, dispatched by radio from stands throughout the city; and
4. taxis libres, “free” taxis which are hailed off the city streets.

This does not in fact exhaust the full range of taxis, formal and informal. Mexico 

City’s international airport is under federal rather than local jurisdiction, and is served by 

airport-only taxi fleets. There are the pink taxis rosas, driven by women for women 

passengers only, operating from select stands through the city. In the city center special 

stands of bicycle taxis, and one stand of expensive all-electric cabs, operate largely for the 

benefit of tourists, as do the black taxis turisticos, or licensed limousines, which wait at 

tourist spots and in front of downtown hotels. Semi-informal taxis ejecutivos (or “executive 

taxis”) range from sleek rides catering (as the name implies) to the executive class, to 

everyday vehicles using the “ejecutivo” label to operate under the radar as less-regulated 
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cabs. Taxis de montaña are taxis with special licenses designed to operate in the Federal 

District’s underserved mountainous periphery, though more than a few are attracted to the 

city center, where more business can be found. Because the actual city spreads well beyond 

its political borders, entire regions are served by taxis de estado, licensed by the State of 

Mexico rather than the Federal District of the capital. In some of the peripheral 

municipalities beyond the DF’s borders, such as Ciudad Neza, bicitaxis, looking much like 

rickshaws pulled by bicycle or (increasingly) motorcycle, operate in dense hillside 

neighborhoods where automobile taxis are hard to find. In all locations, but particularly away

from the city center, the borderline between “licensed” and “unlicensed,” between “formal” 

and “informal,” is a moving target. Licensed drivers, missing a payment or failing an 

inspection, may become informal piratas until they can regain licensed status; unlicensed, 

unplanned operations spring up which regulators may attempt to quash, choose to tolerate, or 

eventually regularize through the granting of new licensing.

Neoliberal Impact on Mexican Labor

In recent decades the Mexican state has undergone a significant reorientation in 

economic strategy, from a corporatist strategy of import substitution under the 

institutionalized PRI party, to neoliberalism under a more volatile electoral system in which 

the helm of the state has so far been held either by a newly neoliberal PRI or by the equally 

neoliberal PAN party. Neoliberal reforms in Mexico have been driven in part by outside 

pressure, notably from the U.S., but some national elites have also welcomed and benefited 
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from aspects of the reforms. The transition from the import substitution regime began after 

the national bankruptcy crisis of 1982, when assistance from the US Treasury, World Bank, 

and IMF came with new, and in that era novel, pressures on the PRI leadership to institute a 

host of neoliberal reforms, including widespread privatization, the opening of the economy to

foreign finance and capital, and the flexibilization of labor markets (Harvey 2005: 99-100).

The move toward privatization has been one of the most obvious and disruptive of the

reforms. The key aspects here, which are directly tied to neoliberal objectives, are 

disinvestment of state resources, removal of social safety nets, and the freeing up of land, 

resources, and opportunities for investment to largely foreign capital, as well as the freeing of

labor formerly engaged in rural non-commercial production. State-owned enterprises, 

significant under the corporatist regime, have been very hard hit: employment in the state 

sector was cut in half between 1988 and 1994, and while in 1982 there were 1100 state-

owned enterprises, by the year 2000 there were only 200 (Harvey 2005: 101).

In the countryside, the amendment in 1992 of Article 17 of the Constitution, leading 

to the parceling out of communal ejido lands among community members, marked a 

significant reversal of what had long been one of the hallmark, if not particularly well-kept, 

promises of the Revolution. Individuated parcelling of village lands, along with the 

withdrawal of state subsidies and traditional government loan programs, rendered local 

communities increasingly vulnerable to the perils of predatory lending and market 

fluctuations, as well as to risks associated with climate and crop failure (McAfee 2003, Eakin

2005, Greenberg 2003). With the advent of the North American Free Trade Agreement local 
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farmers were faced with increased competition from cheap (subsidized industrial) imported 

corn, destabilizing rural producers who had produced largely for non-commercial 

consumption but relied on selling a small surplus for necessary cash. The ruination of 

Mexico’s rural agricultural economy propelled myriads of former rural producers into the 

labor market; whereas neoliberal planners imagined these workers taken up in Mexico’s 

export industry they have in fact been thrown into the informal economy of the cities or into 

transnational labor circuits with the US and Europe (Greenberg and Heyman 2012). 

Greenberg and Heyman (2012) point out that this is part of an “even more 

fundamental process” of the commodification and “discretization” (capitalizing and 

rendering alienable) of social and biophysical resources. The project is one of erasing, as 

much as possible, the local character of spatial organization which interferes with the 

reterritorializing flows of capital, freeing up past investments of resources and labor for the 

creation of new spatial fixes. In the process, many of the resources, not to mention the labor, 

which previously contributed to providing for the Mexican populace now are channeled into 

export.

The transformation of Mexico from a corporatist to a neoliberal economy has led 

inevitably to labor conflicts. Under the PRI, the largest unions, such as the Confederación de 

Trabajadores de México (CTM), had been state-controlled, a setup which limited 

opportunities for worker unrest while channeling electoral support for the ruling party 

(Roman and Velasco 2006). The restucturing of labor contracts in the 1980s brought about 

serious conflicts, with labor struggles strongly suppressed by government intervention, 
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occassionally using federal troops. Resistance was present even among the state-sponsored 

union leadership, but by the Salinas administration these had been replaced with leaders more

amenable to the neoliberal program (Harvey 2005: 100-1). Although neoliberalism as 

ideology envisions a capitalism uncluttered by unionism, neoliberal reforms have not resulted

in the eradication of organized labor in Mexico. Unions have been successful in fighting 

reform on certain issues, such as pension and union reform, even while docilely accepting 

other reforms such as trade liberalization and privatization moves; Madrid (2003) suggests 

that the unions fight hardest and most successfully against changes which impinge most 

directly on their interests, by which is implied the interests of the union structure and 

hierarchy, rather than the interests of workers in general. In the face of labor unrest, attempts 

at rank-and-file organization, and political turmoil in recent elections, the PAN and PRI both 

have kept up old-style preferential arrangements with key unions, “recycling” an old method 

of labor movement control for the purposes of the new economy (Roman and Velasco 2006). 

The taxi industry has been greatly impacted by these national and international trends,

as the cabdrivers in Kathy Taylor's ethnography Through the Rearview Mirror are not 

hesitant to point out (Taylor 1999, 2001). In Mexican small towns and cities such as the one 

where Taylor did her fieldwork, the number of taxis seem to have grown exponentially; this 

is associated with the convenience of the job as a part-time or short-term occupation for 

workers who cycle between locations in Mexico and the United States. Entry into the 

occupation as a driver typically involves low commitment, and thus workers are willing to 

accept the low wages of the industry while biding time or saving money for other ventures. 
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Cabdriving has historically played a role as an occupation that absorbs displaced workers, 

and continues to do so today. As risk-taking and -shouldering workers at the border of 

lumpen and working class, cabdrivers have blurred the line between “formal” and “informal”

economies since long before the latter term was invented; and the distinction between legal 

and illegal taxis is not a given but is rather drawn by the realignment of coalitions and 

divisions among workers, owners, and customers over time, no less in Mexico City than in 

New York City (cf. Mathew 2005). 

With its growth as a primate city, Mexico City’s taxi fleet has grown at a remarkable 

rate as well. Besides the sheer size of the city, this is due also to a number of contributing 

factors, not least the decline of manufacturing jobs and the influx of labor from the 

countryside, as well as high demand due to decreased investment in public transportation 

since the Zedillo administration (ibid.)42 (Ward 1998: 138). Roschlau counted 66,800 taxis in 

Mexico City in 1980, including 17,000 colectivos (shared fixed-route taxis, also called 

peseros, combis, or (in English) jitneys) (Roschlau 1981: 108).43 By 2002 there were reported

to be 104,694 legal (of various types) and an estimated 22,000 unlicensed, informal taxis 

(Rivas Tovar and Rocha 2002).

These unlicensed or “pirata” (pirate) taxis were for years alternately tolerated or 

42 The share of transportation of low-capacity vehicles (including taxicabs) rose from 49% to 74.8% 
(Rodríguez and Navarro 1999: 70).

43 Peseros arose informally as licensed taxi drivers started driving fixed routes, charging one peso per head 
(Roschlau 1981; Suárez 1974: 91). After several decades of operation, pesero associations and their routes 
went through the process of official toleration and regularization that would later be experienced by irregular
taxis in the Ebrard administration (see below). Like other jitney systems, Mexico City’s peseros also grew 
with maturity, from regular sized taxis, to outsize cars, to small and standard sized buses. The peseros of 
today (which cost several pesos at the least) are now considered a distinct industry and service from their 
taxicab cousins.
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harassed by authorities. Taxis toleradas formed protective associations, the most famous of 

which was (and remains) the “Panteras,” or more properly, the Panteras del Frente Popular 

Francisco Villa A.C. (Associacíon Civil). With as many as 13,000 members at their peak, the 

panteras operated by securing amparos (protective agreements) from regulators when 

possible, and by centralizing the payment of bribes to police (Villarino 2010).44 Between 

2007 and 2009, SETRAVI (the Secretariat of Transportation), which regulates taxis in 

Mexico City, regularized as many as 20,000 informal taxis by granting licenses and, in many 

cases, loans for newer vehicles. This move was made in part to exert better control over the 

taxi fleet, though it has also been claimed that this mass regularization was a political favor 

from the city’s ruling PRD (Revolutionary Democratic Party) to pirata organizations like the 

panteras who had backed Mexico City’s governor López Obrador in his 2006 bid for the 

presidency (Lida 2008: 318). The city went on to regularize another seven thousand taxis 

operating in the city’s periphery with special M plates, signifying taxi de montaña, with the 

expectation (not completely upheld) that these would continue to operate in the periphery of 

the city, rather than the center (Narvaez 2011). As of 2011, the number of licensed taxis in 

Mexico City stood at 131,778, with an estimated 30,000 more still operating informally 

(Pogliaghi 2012: 13).45  

 

44 A cabdriver interviewed for García Canclini and and Mantecón’s study recalled how police had once 
indicated bribe amounts wordlessly using their hands – five open fingers signifying a five peso bribe. He 
joked that with inflation, officers would now have to take off their shoes and stick all their limbs out the 
patrol car window to maximize the number of digits (García Canclini and Mantecón 1996: 94). 

45 Added to this are an estimated 60,000 taxis ejecutivos (“executive taxis”) which seek to avoid regulation by 
offering pre-arranged service for a fee calculated without a taximeter (Llanos 2010).
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Crises of Accumulation and Spatial Fixes

With the shift from a manufacturing to a service base, Mexico City went from a 

primarily national focus to a largely international one; one way in which to understand the 

transformation is to suggest that a nationally oriented capitalism was displaced by an 

internationally oriented capitalism focused more on international than on domestic trade and 

identity (Robinson 2003: 39). The changes in Mexico City’s economy, then, are the result of 

changes in its inter/national role; increasingly it is not merely a national capital, but a “world 

city” (Graizbord et al 2003); it has turned “from a national metropolis into a pivot between 

the Mexican and the global economy” (Parnreiter 2002: 147). One of the most pronounced 

effects of neoliberal restructuring in Mexico has been the increased concentration of wealth 

in the hands of a small super elite, with a concomitant increase in terrible poverty for great 

masses of people (Damián 2002: 42-4; Harvey 2005: 104); however, today’s hyper rich do 

not represent a continuation of Mexico’s national capitalist elite so much as the local 

installation of a transnational elite (Sklair 2002; Robinson 2003). In this sense the neoliberal 

experience in Mexico seems to live up to Harvey’s characterization of it as the program of 

“restoration of class power” by the capitalist class at the expense of social and territorial 

investments, particularly state-mediated social programs but also local examples such as the 

ejido, which have been won by other classes through a long history of struggle and 

compromise. This is closely tied to accumulation crises in global capitalism and the turn 

away from strategies which address these by investing in increased capacity for production, 

to strategies of accumulation by dispossession, which is Harvey’s term for a new, intensified 
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stage of primitive accumulation (Harvey 2003).

The transition to accumulation by dispossession also lays bare the tensions between 

the two meanings of spatial fix. On the one hand, this refers to a “fix” for the periodic crises 

of overaccumulation which Marx predicted capitalism would be subject to (and hence also, 

Harvey’s offered solution to the long-running question among Marxists as to why these crises

have not yet led to the failure of capitalism). On the other hand, it refers to the literal “fixing”

in place of capital flows, for instance in factories, or transportation, communication, and 

distribution systems, to make the most of monopolies of place and distribution, invest surplus

capital in a way that nets a return (for instance through infrastructure), and circulate 

commodities and labor in order to spatially diffuse the threat of overaccumulation.46 Yet 

emplaced capital can restrict the establishment of new flows, and become a liability when 

new spatial fixes are needed (Harvey 2003: 98). A series of political and economic crises 

have driven a speedup in the intensity and scale of spatiotemporal fixes since the 1970s 

(Harvey writes of “cascading spatiotemporal fixes” (Harvey 2003: 121)), which have driven 

the turn away from slow moving flows of capital embedded in local production machinery 

and infrastructure, to the relatively quick dispersal of surpluses into non-capitalist economies 

and investment in cheap (because devalued) peripheral economies. 

Like other workers in the transportation of goods, services, and people, taxicab 

drivers play their role in carrying out the spatial work necessary for operationalizing the fixed

capital embedded in transportation systems, and making possible the deployment of 

46 Investment also implies a displacement of surpluses in time, hence spatial fixes are often “spatio-temporal 
fixes” (Harvey 2003: 115ff).
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monopolies of place and distribution. Additionally, by assuming the risk and cost of 

maintaining equipment (cabs) through daily, seasonal, and cyclical fluxes in demand, the cab 

industry subsidizes the urban transportation costs of various social groups who would 

otherwise be dependent, or more dependent, on expensive individually-owned automotive 

travel. These range from those among the rural or urban working class who must travel by 

car but cannot afford to own, or to drive (cf Rosenbloom 1968); to the trans-urban “rootless 

cosmopolitans” of the business class. By filling out the gaps in public transit the cab industry 

bears part of the state’s transportation burden while enabling the role of cities as nodes in the 

movement of differentiated types of labor. By shouldering temporal risk drivers subsidize the

state transportation system, thus playing a role in the spatiotemporal fix which is also 

characterized by “accumulation by dispossession,” in that these drivers must work longer and

harder, while lacking social benefits―Rivas Tovar and Rocha found that 70% of Mexico 

City cabdrivers lack social security, and 58% are not entitled to a pension (Rivas Tovar and 

Rocha 2002).

There are three roles associated with any licensed taxicab in Mexico City. These are 

the concesionario (licensee), who owns the placas (plates), that is, the right to operate a 

licensed taxi; the dueño del coche, or owner of the vehicle, which must conform to 

authorized standards, pass inspections, and have an authorized taximeter, decals, etc.; and the

driver (called chofer, conductor, or taxista.) These roles may be combined in one person, or 

separated between two or three. Thus, many of the drivers I spoke to owned both placas and 

vehicle, and drove for themselves; others rented the vehicle and placas from one or separate 
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owners. This complex work-ownership arrangement allows for flexibility, as would-be 

taxistas can choose from a number of different options (renting versus owning), and provides

an opportunity for advancement in the industry, by giving them the chance to acquire their 

own vehicles and placas over time. At the same time, the division of roles builds inequality 

into the industry, as hired drivers (trabajadores) and owner-drivers will necessarily be taking 

home different incomes for the same work.

To prevent the accumulation of taxi licenses in a few hands, ownership of placas is 

technically limited to five per person. Numerous taxi drivers reported, however, that owners 

often obtain more, up to ten, fifteen, or twenty, by placing additional licenses in the names of 

wives or other family members. The overview below is based on interviews with 69 Mexico 

City taxi drivers conducted, mostly during the course of cab trips, in the summers of 2010, 

2011, and 2012. 

Taxis de sitio

Strictly speaking, a sitio is an official, established, numbered taxi stand, providing 

taxis with a distinct white-based color scheme, higher pricing, and twenty-four hour service. 

Taxis de base, in contrast, usually have the same candy-y-dorado color scheme and pricing as

taxis libres. Nevertheless, this distinction is blurred in practice, not least by the multiple uses 

of the related words sitio (site) and base (base). “Sitio” can refer to both an established cab 

stand and the organization of taxistas serving that stand; the same stand can also be referred 

to as a “base,” and the sitio organization can have multiple bases; additionally, organizations 
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of taxis de base occasionally appropriate the term sitio for their bases or their associations.47 

Organizations of taxis de base can petition SETRAVI for the right to operate as proper sitios, 

with the distinctive color scheme and higher pricing. That said, the most recognizable sitios 

are very well-established stands that have been in operation for decades, if not generations. 

Most of this discussion will draw on interviews with drivers of two of these classic sitios.

Just off a shaded, touristy plaza in the southern neighborhood of San Ángel a group of

white taxis cluster around a small casita from which hangs a sign announcing that “Sitio de 

Taxis 148, ‘San Jacinto’” has provided service in this location since 1937, making it one of 

the oldest sitios in the city. I walk up and ask for a cab, speaking through a grille to a woman 

inside the casita, who looks at a paper and calls out “Once,” (eleven), the number of the next

cab. Once does not answer, so a number of taxistas who are standing around the casita, each 

dressed in white shirt and black slacks, stop chatting and eating take-out to take up the call. 

After a few minutes the woman in the casita rings a loud bell which wakes the driver of once

—sleeping in his cab—with a start.

Armando,48 the driver, has been driving a cab for 19 years. He owns several cabs all 

attached to the sitio, which he inherited from his father-in-law, and which he will pass on to 

his sons, who also drive for the same sitio. He does not live in San Ángel but “very close” in 

the neighboring (and poorer) district of Las Aguilas. Armando describes the history of the 

sitio with some pride, noting that it is a far better job for the driver, and a safer transportation 

option for the customer, than the street taxis. For Armando and his family, owning sitio taxis 

47 In addition, lugar (place) refers to a staging zone where taxis wait when there is no room on a base.
48 All names of Mexico City cabdrivers are pseudonyms, chosen from the list of taxi concesionarios 

maintained at http://www.setravi.df.gob.mx.

http://www.setravi.df.gob.mx/
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is a multigenerational investment and a source of identity.

Another classic sitio sits just off the central plaza in Coyoacán, at the back of the 

colonial-era church of San Juan Bautista, where it has been, as its sign proclaims, “since 

1946 at your service.” Martín has been a driver for thirty years, though not continuously a 

cabdriver—“taxista, pesero, microbus, all the time in transport.” After many years driving a 

taxi libre he had saved enough to start buying his own cabs, and now owns three taxis de 

sitio and one “en la calle” (on the street, a libre). Like Armando, Martín is an older driver, in 

his mid-60s, and takes advantage of the relatively comfortable position of owner to choose 

his own hours. Martín drives one cab on Wednesdays, Thursdays, and Fridays, then drives 

one of his other cabs on Saturdays and Sundays, working about 10 to 12 hours each day, 

depending on the level of business and how he feels. He does not drive at night because his 

eyesight has started troubling him. For his other cars and shifts he must hire drivers.

Both of these sitios are located in busy centers which attract large numbers of tourists;

both are also located in old, established, and quite wealthy neighborhoods. This is reflected in

their range of passengers. The sitios are well located to provide service to wealthy tourists 

and shoppers attracted to the plazas of San Ángel and Coyoacán, who are willing to seek out 

the more expensive taxi de sitio instead of hailing one of the numerous taxis libres which are 

continuously passing in the street. Drivers report that these classic sitios also serve numerous 

local clientele, and have long-term frequent clients who call regularly for service. Each sitio 

has a telephone number which reaches the dispatcher in the casita at the stand; customers can

call and request taxis to pick them up at their own address. Taxis have radios for 
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communication with the dispatcher, to clarify orders and update information on the location 

of cabs; however, these radios are not used to dispatch cabs, as the taxis must be on location 

in a sitio to take an order.

This form of organization and dispatching affects the sort of service which taxis de 

sitio are likely to provide. Because of the price of hire, sitio taxis are less likely to be taken 

on short, incidental trips than the cheaper street cabs. Yet the security and reliability they 

offer attract wealthier passengers who are going on longer trips out of the neighborhood, for 

instance to the airport, or to downtown tourist hotels. Sitio taxis do not accept street hails, 

and after dropping return to their sitio, or to one of the bases controlled by their association.

Sitios are typically organized as asociaciones civiles (civil associations), which 

collectively own the right to provide service at sitio rates from specific, approved locations. 

All authorized sitios are registered with the Secretaría de Transportes y Vialidad (Secretary of

Transport and Roadways), or SETRAVI, which regulates taxicabs in Mexico City. The 

members of the association share the cost of maintaining the sitio, telephone and radio 

system, and employing personnel such as despachadores (dispatchers) to manage orders. The

position of socio (member) of a sitio adds another level to the concesionario-dueño-chofer 

roleset described above. Armando and Martín are both examples of socios who own multiple 

vehicles and the plates as well; other vehicle owners lease plates. Some socios, particularly 

older ones, may simply rent out their vehicles and never drive. Membership in a sitio can 

come through family connections, as it did for Armando, or may be the outcome of a search 

by a patient driver seeking entry, as was the case for Martín. Another sitio driver, Emilio, 
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described a typical process, by which a driver starts out driving a libre taxi to gain 

experience, then searches for a sitio or base association to join:

Emilio: You have to learn more, you have to gain experience. After some time
you search out locations, you start to discover where there are bases where 
there is work.

[How do you join a sitio?]

Emilio: They sell places. You ask where there is an opening, and how much 
they charge. If it works for you, you join our base. It is a search. The good 
locations, are often already full.

To become a socio thus typically requires experience, connections, and money. Martín

pointed out that it is also a matter of having a personality that matches that of the sitio. “In a 

sitio you can’t have someone who isn’t dedicated to the work. They can’t mistreat the taxis. 

Many people seek us for the security,” and the vehicles, as well as the conduct of the drivers, 

need to match up to these expectations. Martín commented that he rarely changes his drivers 

once he has found good, reliable ones who will drive safely and keep the car in good 

condition. Reliability and trackability49 are the key selling points of the classic sitio taxi 

service:

Martin: They go with one that is known, isn’t that the truth? The taxis de 
base, or those off the streets, you don’t know them. They give service, and 
hasta luego, adios, you are not going to see them again. And here in the sitios,
yes.

49 Trackability is the term coined by taxi scholar James Henslin to refer to the cues by which drivers and 
passengers establish relations of trust. Space and time are key elements of this relationship, as each 
participant evaluates the other in terms of “where they seem to be coming from” and “where they seem to be
going” (Henslin 1968: 154).



182

As Emilio points out, this added security pertains to the driver as well as the 

passenger:

Emilio: The base taxis don’t get assaulted because we are in places that the 
robbers don’t work in. In the street, driving around, yes, it is easier for them to
be attacked.

Taxis de base

As noted above, this term is commonly used to refer to taxis operating from a 

recognized stand, much like those of the classic sitio taxis, except that base taxis charge a 

lower fare and typically bear the same color scheme as taxis libres. Yet there is some overlap 

among the terms as they are used in practice, and in fact even classic sitios will occasionally 

be seen with candy-y-dorado taxis mixed into their otherwise white ranks. To add to the 

confusion, the term “taxi de base” is sometimes used to refer to taxis operating at stands in 

Mexico City’s four large bus terminals, which charge a much higher set rate.

As with sitios, the character and clientele of a base stand is determined by its location.

Unlike classic sitios which have endured for decades at one location, bases tend to be more 

transitory, appearing, moving, and disappearing in response to changes in traffic. Bases are 

often located near Metro stations, at the entrances of large stores or hotels, or in commercial 

districts. Guillermo is a socio of a taxi association numbering 100 cabs with two bases in 

western Coyoacán, one at the entrance of a Walmart, and another at a nearby Metro station. 

Guillermo:  I regularly wait in the base or travel around in the street. 
Normally, after leaving a passenger, we return to the base unless we find work
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on the way. We come back here because there is a lot of work here. Many 
people go from the Walmart base to many places, because this Walmart is 
very central. They’re going to work, or to buy all sorts of things, or to their 
homes.... It is convenient to [Walmart] to have us here. We provide service at 
the door so the customers don’t have to go out into the street.

This particular base, Guillermo notes, has been at this location for twenty years; 

however, Walmart is planning to move to a newer, larger store, and the base will move with 

it, to retain access to such a crucial source of business.

The varying character of taxi bases can be illustrated by the example of four separate 

bases in and near the tony neighborhood of Condesa, two of which are directly across the 

street from each other.

Base A. This is the sole base of a small association of about twenty to thirty taxis 

(based on differing numbers reported by drivers) operating at the north entrance to the 

Patriotismo Metro station on Avenida Benjamín Franklin.

Figure 1: Four bases in the Condesa neighborhood. © OpenStreetMap contributors.
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Base B. At the southern entrance to the same Metro station, this is one of many bases 

owned by a large taxi association operating out of the neighboring district of Tacubaya.

These two bases are both alike and different. Drivers reported that there was no 

conflict between the bases despite their proximity, although drivers on both sides stated that 

their stand was a “sitio” while that across the street was a mere “base.” The smaller base on 

the north side serves solely this Metro station, so when drivers drop off their passengers they 

will tend to return, although unlike taxis de sitio, they have the choice of operating as libres 

and taking street hails wherever they find themselves. As Ramón, a driver for Base A, 

explains:

Ramón: For example, when I leave you at your destination, and someone 
hails me (alguien me hace la palabra), I can also provide service, I don’t 
necessarily have to return to the sitio. I may work in the street as well. At my 
destination, when I leave you at your destination, I will head towards the sitio,
I will head towards the sitio but if someone gives me the word, I can take 
them.

During slow periods of the day, Base A would typically have a long line of cabs, 

waiting patiently for fares, while during the morning and afternoon rush hours the stand 

would be empty, with a line of passengers waiting for them to arrive, or hailing passing libres

off the street. Then, in late evening and during the night, the stand would often be effectively 

abandoned. Drivers reported that a large number of their passengers come out of the Metro 

station and take short trips into the Condesa neighborhood, for instance carrying groceries, or

too tired after a long subway commute to walk an additional five or ten blocks home. A 

smaller number of passengers would come out of the Metro or off the street and take longer 



185

trips to other neighborhoods, farther away.

José: About seventy percent [of trips] are short, thirty percent are long.

The base across the street at the other entrance to the Metro was a mirror image of the

first, with a large number of short trips into the Escandón neighborhood on the southern side 

of Avenida Benjamín Franklin, and a smaller number of less predictable longer trips. One 

driver pointed out that savvy customers would take into account the direction the stands face 

and their ease in turning one way or another—so for longer trips to the south or east, the 

southern stand would be preferable, whereas when heading north or west, the northern stand 

was the best choice. Perhaps the most notable difference between bases A and B is that B is 

just one of a large number of stands controlled by the same association, so there were more 

times when it could be observed to be empty of cabs, as drivers were apparently attracted to 

business elsewhere.

Base C sits a few blocks north of base A within, rather than at the edge of, the 

Condesa district. A brand new base, it was only two months old at the time of my visit, one 

of a large number of bases placed strategically throughout the city by a midsized, expanding 

taxi association. It was marked by a movable metal post bearing the word “Sitio Alfonso 

Reyes,” a number of cement-filled buckets used to prevent non-taxis from parking in the 

space appropriated by the stand, and an umbrella-shaded table at which sat a young checador

(checker) with a notebook and cell phone, taking orders and keeping track of cab trips. The 

appearance of this and other bases in the wealthy Condesa neighborhood had been received 
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with controversy, sparking for instance an irate commentary in La Jornada which questioned 

what sort of corrupt practices allowed these taxi associations to “occupy spaces which had 

previously been used by the neighbors and visitors” to the neighborhood (Restrepo 2012). 

Nevertheless the stand had successfully acquired a clientele from the surrounding residential 

district, as well as from visitors attracted to the neighborhood by the nightlife and restaurants.

Thus, the stand frequently generates trips to other wealthy neighborhoods such as Polanco 

and Santa Fé, along with Zona Rosa, Colonia Del Valle, and Coyoacán, or outside Mexico 

City. Passengers call for cabs from residences in the neighborhood, or walk up from the 

businesses along the streets.

Base D is a small stand with space for three or four cars just off of Avenida Nuevo 

León, which cuts diagonally into the Condesa from the south-east. The association has about 

thirty cabs and three bases. Here, the proximity of a large street with shopping, nightlife, and 

bars means that the destinations of passengers are wide-ranging and much less predictable.

The different characters of bases are thus affected by location, which shapes the 

profile of likely passengers, and by the organization of the taxi association, which shapes the 

use of the stand by drivers. Bases do not have the strict requirements of twenty-four hour 

service of proper sitios, and often do not have telephone numbers or casitas in which 

dispatchers are sitting to keep track of orders—though some do. Since taxis de base are not 

as strictly distinguished, by color scheme or tariff rate, from taxis libres as are sitio taxis, 

they have the option of plying for hire, as well:

[Normally, do you wait en base when you don’t have a fare?]
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Fernando: In general, I wait en base. But if the wait grows long, you can go 
out seeking passengers on the street. But always I try to return, and if I don’t 
find anything, I return to the base.

[Do you prefer passengers from the base?]

Fernando: Yes, they are much safer.

Part of the attraction of working for bases or sitios is the added security offered to 

drivers as well as to passengers. The recording of each fare provides a paper trail by which 

both drivers and passengers can be tracked, at least in principle. Thus, drivers of base taxis 

state they are more comfortable picking up passengers from bases than off the street, feeling 

that would-be robbers would be put off by the prospect of having their embarcation noted and

recorded by a witness.

Although a well-located base develops ties with the neighborhood it is located in, this

does not mean that the cabdrivers working there are likely to be drawn from the area around 

the base. None of the drivers I talked to at the four bases in the Condesa lived nearby, instead

living in working class neighborhoods in the western hills and valleys, such as Arbide and 

Colonia Santa Fé, or out east around the airport. Parking their cabs in front of their homes at 

night, these drivers would rise early to commute long distances to sit at their chosen bases in 

the wealthier and busier central neighborhoods.

Taxis de radio

Of all the varieties of taxi found in Mexico City, the radio taxis operate the most like 
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the large taxi companies found in most US cities. At the time of my research, the radio taxi 

business was dominated by two large fleets of three hundred to five hundred cabs each, 

though a number of smaller fleets exist as well. Radio taxi fleets operate much like large 

associations of taxi de base, and are similarly organized as asociaciones civiles. Like taxis de

sitio they offer 24 hour, seven-day-a-week service. Radio taxis divide the city into zones—as 

many as twenty for the larger companies—each of which corresponds to a base at which cabs

wait for orders in that zone. Customers order cabs by calling a central telephone system, 

which then sends a cab from the nearest base. When drivers drop off their passengers they 

proceed to a base of their choice, whether this be the nearest one or one which they know to 

be busy. Drivers typically listen to the dispatch radio while driving, to have an idea of where 

business is and which zones are busy. When there is an order in a zone but no drivers are 

available on a base, drivers may check in for orders directly off the radio. Like taxis de sitio 

or de base, the radio-dispatched system ensures trackability of each encounter between driver

and passenger. Radio taxis also charge a high tarifa which limits the range of passenger they 

typically serve. The trackability, and selectivity, of this dispatch form results, according to 

drivers, in a safer work environment:

Oscar: Before this I drove in the street on my own account, as a libre. Now 
for many years I’ve been working nights [as a radio taxi driver,] and I never 
have a problem. And before, I was held up two times.

Taxis libres

By far the most common and most iconic taxi in Mexico City is the taxi libre, or 



189

street cab. These are recognizable for their candy-y-dorado coloring and often by a sign 

reading “Libre” in the front window, signifying both that the taxi moves freely and that it is 

available for hire. The most proper “Libre” signs are lit with a button controlled by the driver,

who turns the light off when not available. However, not a few drivers lack these lit signs, 

and instead use handwritten cardboard signs affixed to the windshield, which they take down 

to indicate non-availability.

Libre taxis charge the lowest rates of all the licensed cabs in the city, and are also the 

least trackable. Unlike sitio and base taxis, libres are not required to keep waybills listing 

their passengers, and only one of the libre taxi drivers I talked to kept such a list of his own 

volition. Thus, libre taxis are the kind favored for secuestros exprés (express kidnappings) of 

passengers, and are also the kind most often targeted by robbers. Nevertheless, most of the 

libre drivers I spoke to said that they preferred driving a libre taxi and would not want to sit 

around at a sitio or base.

Alejandro:  It is better to be a libre than a taxi de base, you are autonomous, 
you can go pick up wherever you want. Base taxis have to wait there, wait for 
people to come to them.

Jorge: I don’t like to stand like that [points out a sitio we are passing], ten 
cars in line. Take one, they might get a short little trip, for all the time they 
spent waiting. I think I would rather go here, go there...

Javier: Being a libre is cheaper, you don’t have to pay for the dispatcher, or 
the owner of the base, all the things that are at the base, you simply keep 
flying [volando]. Many times I look at those sitios and they are just sitting and
sitting.

Sitio and base taxis do charge a higher fee for service, which makes up for the time 
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waiting and the costs of paying for access to the base; also, waiting cabs use less gasoline 

than libres which are constantly driving. Base drivers, and some libre drivers, insisted that 

there is as much or better money to be made at a well-located base or sitio than in driving the

streets. Several argued that the preference for sitting or moving comes down to the 

personality of the driver, to whether security and belonging to a group, or independence and 

freedom of movement holds the greater attraction.

Like drivers of sitio and base taxis, libre taxis feature a wide variety of working 

arrangements. The largest single group of vehicles are owned by owner-operators, who own 

their own vehicle which they drive themselves full-time, and own or rent placas. In addition 

to this are drivers who lease vehicles by the day or week, working full time, or part time if 

sharing the vehicle with another driver. Most of both kinds of drivers work long shifts of ten 

to fifteen hours per day, six or seven days a week—typically, the only thing preventing a cab 

from being worked every day of the week is Mexico City’s Hoy No Circula (Today Not 

Circulating) rule which mandates that older cars be kept off the road one day a week. Finally,

a smaller number of drivers work turnos (shifts) of eight to twelve hours, splitting a cab with 

another driver.

The freedom of movement possessed by libre taxis results in a variety of driver 

strategies, which can be illustrated with some brief profiles of three drivers: Gustavo, Jaime, 

and Daniel.

Gustavo has been driving a taxi for forty years, since the early 1970s, and has seen 

many changes in the business. He spent many years driving an informal taxi tolerado 
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(“tolerated,” not authorized but overlooked by authorities) and obtained his placas a few 

years ago during a regularization program. He currently lives in the peripheral municipality 

of Chalco, which, though part of the Mexico City metropolitan area, is outside the Distrito 

Federal, in the Estado de México (Mexico State). Yet he drives his taxi daily to the centro 

(downtown, center) of the city, because this is where passengers are most concentrated; and 

indeed, his Mexico City taxi is not licensed to operate in the Estado. He aims to reach the city

center around five in the morning each day, during the madrugada (early morning) which 

provides good business and little traffic. Although he has several regular passengers who he 

picks up at specific times of the day, he spends most of his time driving in the central 

neighborhoods, or returning to them after dropping passengers in las orillas (the outer 

neighborhoods). Around 5 pm he typically turns off his libre sign and heads back to Chalco. 

Sometimes he gives a lift to a friend or acquaintance on his way in or out of the city; he gives

these rides for free, because he is going that way anyway.

Jaime is a new driver, having driven a cab for two years. He owns both his cab and his

placas, having bought them together from a neighbor. I flagged him down just off the central 

plaza of Coyoacán, and asked him to take me to the Zócalo (the main square of Mexico City) 

but he replied that he didn’t know the way. Since I didn’t care where I went—I just wanted to

hire the taxi to ask the driver for an interview—I suggested several other prominent 

downtown destinations, such as Chapultepec Park, or the Ángel de Independencia (statue of 

the Angel of Independence), only to discover that he didn’t know the way to any of these and 

did not feel comfortable driving downtown. He lives in the southern neighborhood of 
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Xochimilco, he explained, and sticks to the southern part of the city, with which he is more 

familiar. I asked if he could get me to San Ángel, and he thought he could, so we settled on 

that. “People take the taxi where they want,” he said, “but I mostly work in Xochimilco, and 

other southern delegaciónes, Magdalena Contreras a little, Álvaro Obregón, and wherever 

people want to go.” He states that his knowledge of the southern districts, Xochimilco in 

particular, allows him to find business there, taking people to work, children to school. He 

only occasionally gets taken into the central districts—for instance, he recently had a fare 

going to Colonia Roma, but his passenger had to direct him on the way, and after dropping, 

he had a hard time finding his way back to familiar ground. “To enter into the centro is very 

hard, and then there is the traffic. I prefer it in Xochimilco.”

Daniel lives even further south, in the mountainous district of Milpa Alta, the name of

which (“High Cornfield”) betrays its agricultural past. A recent immigrant to Mexico City 

from Tamaulipas, he dislikes the big city and describes it as “very ugly.” Nevertheless, he 

spends most of his time driving in the center of the city, because, as he says, that is where the 

business is. Daniel is a turno driver, working a relatively short shift of only eight hours. He 

picks up his cab in the morning at a sitio in Milpa Alta near his home, and starts heading 

downtown, on the lookout for fares, which fortunately tend to be heading in the same 

direction at that hour. At the end of his shift he drops his cab off back at the sitio for the night 

driver.

Gustavo has made a career out of taxi driving; Jaime has made an investment in cab 

and placas and is on his way to do the same. Daniel, on the other hand, accepts the job as a 
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source of income for now, but aspires to escape the “ugliness, the traffic, the crime” of 

Mexico City, by taking the examinations and training to become a Federal Police officer. 

Thus, they illustrate not only the variety of approaches cabdrivers in Mexico City take to 

their daily work, but the variety of overall work trajectories they plan, whether investing in 

the identity of cabdriver, or seeking to escape to another occupation.
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CHAPTER 8: “VOLTEANDO TODO EL
DÍA”: WORK AND THE EXPERIENCE

OF MEXICO CITY CABDRIVERS

Mexico City Taxicab Etiquette

I was standing outside of a supermarket on Avenida Miguel Ángel de Quevedo in the 

delegación of Coyoacán, looking for a taxi. I was looking over each driver before 

approaching them—drivers don’t really like this, they prefer to be the ones doing the 

scrutinizing—but I wasn’t looking for someone to rob, only to interview. Music blared from 

the open windows of a taxi with a young driver; I let him pass, because I didn’t want music 

competing with conversation. Eventually another taxi pulled up to the curb to let out a 

shopper, and I walked up to the window. “Are you free?” I asked the middle-aged driver. He 

caught my eye and gave the slightest of nods.

I opened the back door and, before even sitting down, told him my destination, 

“Doctor Vertiz and Eugenia.” As a former cabdriver, I felt I knew what drivers value—clear, 

specific directions delivered first, conversational niceties second. Such, at least, was the 

priority of the drivers I had known who had worked in the highly kinetic, fast-paced cab 

industry in San Francisco.

But Angel, the driver, turned to me with a patient sort of exasperation and said, “No, 

no.” Adjusting his glasses, he instructed me on Mexico City taxicab etiquette:
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Angel: It is better that you allow me to ask you where you would like to go. 
Where would you like to go?

[Doctor Vertiz and Eugenia, por favor.]

Angel: Do you have a preferred route?

[No, please take whatever route you think is best.]

He nodded approvingly, and we got under way. Angel’s lesson was invaluable: after 

this, I always made sure to greet the driver politely on getting in, and to ask how they were 

doing, then allowing them to ask me where I would like to go. But now, as Angel turned on 

some light music, I thought: well, great. This guy already thinks I’m rude, he won’t want to 

talk. We sat silently as he navigated deftly and aggressively through sidestreets up to 

Division del Norte, which was practically gridlocked. “There is a lot of traffic today, no?” I 

observed.

That proved a successful start. After explaining the problems with traffic (it was 

quincena, or payday, and there would be heavy traffic everywhere) he asked me where I was 

from. I explained that I was a former San Francisco cabdriver doing a study on the work of 

Mexico City cabdrivers. Like many of the drivers I interviewed, Angel grilled me with great 

interest on the cab system in San Francisco—how many hours did they work? Did the drivers

own their own cabs? How much money did they make? He in turn elaborated his working 

costs, talked about his sixteen years driving a cab, twelve hours a day, six days a week, and 

groused about the excessive number of cabs in Mexico City, the highest number in the world,

as he claimed.



196

I asked about taxis ejecutivos, a less-regulated competitor to regular taxicabs, and he 

answered passionately:

Angel: These guys are not really taxis, they charge whatever, they are not 
bound by the meter rate. They don’t have a regular cab [gestures at his own 
and at another cab near us], they can have any car [gestures at a civilian car]. 
They don’t have placas [taxi licenses] and they don’t have seguro [insurance] 
in case of an accident [he takes his insurance papers, a booklet with the HSBC
bank logo on the front, out of his glovebox and shows them to me]. They are 
not really taxis at all... Isn’t it stupid? 

[And the police don’t do anything about this?] 

Angel: It’s a mafia, a mafia is what it is.

Our conversation took place at the intersection of movements—my travel from the 

US to Mexico City in search of drivers like Angel, his travel through the streets of the city in 

search of passengers like me, the flood of other cars pressing forward together up the 

overcrowded street—and was shaped by the circulation of vehicles, bodies, and signs (such 

as the appearance of vehicles, and the truth-telling embodied in taxi plates and insurance 

papers). The meaning of a cab ride, whether left unspoken, or made explicit during the course

of an interview, is framed by multiple other contexts and sites—the interaction between 

driver and passenger, the relation of the cabs with other vehicles and bodies on the street, and

the political and economic contexts in which cabs and their drivers are regulated. Long hours 

of work take their toll; as Carlos, an older driver, put it, describing both his own exhaustion 

and the wear and tear on his vehicle, you can take a lot of abuse while “tumbling about all 

day” (volteando todo el día). Below, I will explore some of the ways in which the 
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rhythmanalytical knowledge of cabdrivers is developed in relation to their points of 

confluence with passengers, the patterns of constraint shaping their work, and the sense of the

city which cabdriving knowledge takes as an object.

“We are not ‘Free,’ we are slaves to the economy!”

With the exception of the rare drivers for whom driving a taxi is a family trade, taxi 

driving is an occupation most take up for lack of other available options. Taking a job as a 

taxi driver often means social mobility—though whether up, down, or sideways, is a matter 

of perspective. When asked what their previous occupations had been before becoming a taxi 

driver, a number of drivers said they had previous experience driving, most commonly as 

truck drivers or delivery drivers, or as drivers of buses or peseros.

Pablo: Before this I was working as a messenger. Many of my friends were 
becoming cabdrivers, so I decided to become one too.

Jesús: Before the cab I was working as a truck driver and we were all being 
laid off, there wasn’t enough work for us. My family complained, “Papa, we 
need money and food!” So I started driving a cab.

Many drivers had previously worked in factories from which they had been laid off.

Ramón: I was working in a textile factory, and they cut the personnel, and 
there was no more work.

Gustavo: I worked in a factory before, but in the Seventies there was trouble 
getting work in factories... With taxis you could make so many pesos a day, 
much more than they paid in the factories. 
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Many drivers had previously travelled to the US to work as undocumented workers. 

Returning to Mexico, they failed to find work, and ended up driving taxis, or took up taxi 

driving as a temporary job while they saved money to head back across the border. 

Enrique: I lived in Sacramento for six years, working in construction. I’ve 
been driving a cab for one year, since I got back to Mexico. There was no 
work in the city, so I had to drive a cab. I liked it better in California.

José, a driver working at Base A (see Chapter 7), has been driving a taxi for twenty 

years, since the age of fifteen. As the oldest son of a large family, it has been his 

responsibility to work and provide for his younger siblings, who went to school. Still, he 

compares his own work favorably to that of his sister, who owns a small tienda de abarrotes, 

or convenience store. She works long hours, and her income barely covers the expenses of 

running the store. In contrast, José believes his work driving the taxi—fourteen to fifteen 

hours a day, six days a week—is easier and more profitable.

Drivers whose previous job was skilled work, or professional or managerial 

employment, tend to express less appreciation for the attractions of cabdriving. Pedro lost his

job in the electrician’s union when President Calderón privatized the public power company 

Luz y Fuerza:

Pedro:  Business is slow in general because Calderon is fucking up the 
country, he is ruining everything with privatization. I have three sons in 
school, who will study for what? What will they do? There won’t be jobs for 
them. The economy is bad. The government is supposed to help the people, 
not fuck them.
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Pedro now rents a taxi with his brother, each working shifts on the same vehicle. He 

does not like driving a taxi, and wishes he had his old job back.

Juan started driving a taxi part-time five years ago when had trouble getting enough 

work in the music industry, and having two jobs remains important to him. He looks forward 

to the day when he can quit driving and go back to his favored profession full-time. In the 

meantime he shares his love of music with passengers. He carries a wide selection of CDs in 

his cab and enjoys trying to choose the right music for each passenger, while on the look out 

for potential connections in radio or band promotion.

Some drivers resist the identity of taxi driver; others embrace it as a career option. 

The open-ended, uncertain character of cabdriving income means the driver bears both the 

risk of failing to make ends meet, and the opportunity of making enough, through enough 

hard work, endurance, and luck, to get ahead over time. Career drivers do this by saving up 

to invest, obtaining a car, then placas (which can be more expensive than the vehicles 

themselves), and eventually aiming to be the operator of multiple taxis. Guillermo has driven 

a cab for thirty-four years, for the last ten of which he has owned his own taxi; he is still 

saving up the ninety thousand pesos required to buy his own placas:

Guillermo: I’m paying for the car, I’m renting placas... I’m adding it up, I’m 
on my way [Me voy, me voy].

He argues that placas may be more expensive than (used) cars but are a better 

investment since their value tends to grow over time—despite the periodic regularization of 
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taxis tolerados, and the fact that used placas can be bought more cheaply on the black market

than can new ones issued by SETRAVI. Several owners stated straightforwardly that they had

obtained their placas in this semi-informal manner. Internet sites where taxis and placas are 

offered for sale give an indication of value—placas run currently from seventy to eighty-five 

thousand pesos, while taxicab-with-license packages are available for 125 to 150 thousand 

pesos.50

One of the attractions which drivers list of driving a taxi is the freedom to choose your

own hours, to put as much or as little effort into a day or week of work as you choose—

though it should be emphasized that for most drivers this translates into long hours on the 

job, and few if any days off. Hector, a fifty-year old base driver, has only driven a taxi for 

one year, though he worked for several decades previously as a commercial driver for three 

separate businesses. He likes being a taxi driver, because he is his own boss, doesn’t have to 

answer to anyone, and gets to pick his own hours: typically, six hours in the morning, with a 

break starting around one in the afternoon, then six more hours in the evening, for a total of 

twelve hours a day. He takes one day off a week (because of Hoy no circula) and takes off 

one Saturday a month to rest. He much prefers driving a taxi over his old driving jobs, which 

were comparatively boring.

Most drivers, whether working days or nights, have more precise starting times than 

ending times for their preferred hours, aiming to start in time to capture a key morning or 

evening rush period, then working until they feel they have made enough income, sometimes 

with specific daily targets in mind, other times taking into account bills or other upcoming 
50 See, for example, http://www.mercadolibre.com.mx/ .

http://www.mercadolibre.com.mx/
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costs.

[How many hours do you work?]

Alfredo: About twelve hours! Depending on how it goes, I don’t know, if it 
goes well for me, I take ten hours, and if it doesn’t go so well, I have to work 
more.

For libres in particular, it is important to keep moving, searching out fares, in an effort

to stay constantly in operation.

Alfredo: Short or long trips are the same, it is best to be constantly and 
continually busy. If it goes well, rápido y rápido! then you are making money.
You see some of these old taxistas, with twenty years driving, they drive very 
slowly, with great patience... How sad! You have to keep moving!

Eduardo, having just discussed with me his time working in Southern California, 

translates his income into dollars for my benefit, and to emphasize how little his pay is now 

compared to when he was an undocumented worker in the US:

Eduardo: I work fifteen hours here, and I take perhaps, seventy dollars, 
eighty dollars, and for fifteen hours, es una maldita! But I don’t quit because 
things are not easy, no?

Owner-operators have to worry about the maintenance of the taxi, and the costs of 

upkeep, repairs, as well as the cost of lost working time while the car is in the shop. There 

are inspections and renewal fees to be paid, and additional fees if the driver is a socio in a 

sitio or driver association. Drivers reported gas costing from one hundred to over two 

hundred pesos daily, depending on the amount of driving.
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Taxi drivers who rent vehicles and placas reported paying around two hundred and 

forty pesos daily. Given the uncertainty of income, this daily cost can be a burden; however, 

some drivers prefer to rent, because it lessens the stress over maintaining the vehicle.

Alejandro: I used to own placas and my own cab, but I got rid of them. It is 
easier to rent like I do now. I pay cuota (lease) daily, every day that I work, 
which is every day of the week. This way I don’t have to worry about the 
repairs, or the car maintenance, I just pay the cuota. The owner is a longtime 
friend of mine. He owns three cabs, and does not drive any of them, he just 
rents them out to drivers.

Drivers who rent from family or friends may also get a break on this daily cost. 

Owners in turn may choose to rent to someone with whom they have a personal connection, 

in order to ensure a smoother working relationship:

Miguel: The owner is a brother-in-law in my family, he charges me less to 
take it. Because I take care of the vehicle. We help each other out. I pay less 
money for the lease, and I take care of the costs of repairs. 

Rogelio: [The owner] is my brother, anyway, I work here because he rents it 
to me cheap. Compared with others, the owners don’t know if the drivers will 
take care of the cars. I think also they charge more rent to other choferes 
because many of these drivers are very argumentative, disputing who pays the 
costs, there is a lot of conflict. 

After paying the costs of vehicle maintenance or the rent for the lease, many 

drivers often find themselves barely scraping by.

Rogelio: I have to work ten hours at least. Ten hours to find for myself two 
hundred and fifty pesos. For food, for living, paying the rent, some drink, a 
home... It is good to be working. When the taxi is occupied, it is good. With a 
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lot of work, that pays very little money. It pays very little, this work.

Many cabdrivers work to support a family. Many of these expressed the willingness 

to put in more hours themselves, in order to release younger family members from the 

obligation of taking similar work, so that they could pursue an education and achieve a 

higher social and economic status:

Alejandro: It is slow today, more or less. Because it is Sunday, and Father’s 
Day. I am a father, but I have to keep working, or there will be no way to pay 
the bills. 

Julian: I have a daughter who is now grown, for many years she was studying
to be a lawyer. This was very expensive for me, I went two years without 
buying new pants! But it was worthwhile.

Felipe: These last twenty years, I’ve become tired. But, I have a son, my little 
boy, though now he is twenty-four years old. He is in school, and when he 
finishes his coursework, he will be an engineer, a computer engineer... With 
respect to employment, I will work in the taxi no more, I’ll retire. It gives me 
a “boost” [in English], an impulse to keep driving, with him getting this 
degree. It will be perhaps eight months, six or eight months and I won’t work 
any more, six or eight months! 

Like taxi drivers almost everywhere, Mexico City’s taxistas are precarious workers, 

with no workplace protections or benefits beyond those they have been able to save for 

themselves. While owner-operators have investments in the form of cars and placas which 

they can liquidate if need be, leasing drivers are at the mercy of the vagaries of daily income.

Jorge: Some days you make money, other days you can’t afford to pay for 
your gas.
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Alejandro: Some days every time you drop off a passenger, you find another 
passenger who waves his hand, says hey, can you take me? [mimes a 
passenger raising their hand to hail a cab] Other times you can go driving 
around two hours without any trips.

Many drivers complained about being at the mercy of government decisions affecting 

their income. The government had recently promised to raise the tarifa rates for taxi fares 

every four months in accordance with the rising price of gasoline, which had been a hard-

won concession brought about through the political pressure and efforts of taxi associations. 

Nevertheless, SETRAVI had fallen behind on the timeframe for these increments. 

Additionally, in the last several years, many government reforms had hit the cab industry 

with new costs, such as the requirement that no vehicles be older than eight years, and that 

the iconic Volkswagen Beetles, or vochos as they are called popularly, be phased out of taxi 

service. Finally, the city government instituted a mandatory change in color scheme in the 

city’s taxicabs, from the green and white colors which had been dominant for many years, to 

the new red and gold. This was much resented by drivers, since it required that cabs be taken 

off the street for up to two weeks for the repainting to be finished. Vehicle owners had to bear

the cost not only of the repainting, but of the lost income from this down time. On top of 

these are the recurring expenses associated with vehicle inspections and renewals of 

licensing.

Gustavo: They say we are “libres,”—no, no, we are not “free,” now we are 
slaves of the economy, because we pay many fees... Nobody can tell when the 
government will impose a new fee.
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“We Move to Survive”

Taxi drivers need to develop a sense of the city they work in. This is important for a 

number of reasons. Finding business, finding one’s way around, and the ability to “read” 

hailers, passengers, places, and situations are crucial for both income and survival as a 

cabdriver. Success as a taxi driver depends on inserting oneself into flows of the city, to 

become part of someone else’s movement, repeatedly. For libre drivers this is most evident, 

as they are “free” to circulate throughout the city, and need to use their own savvy to find 

passengers and evade danger. Drivers who return always to the same sitio are making use of 

a more established point of insertion, one around which flows of traffic (and associated 

values of trust and tradition) have accumulated. In between are those drivers of base and 

radio taxis who have a choice of multiple bases, or between choosing bases and working the 

streets, and thus have a balance of established and on-the-fly modes of attaching themselves 

to the city’s rhythms. This very process of learning the city, of growing familiar with its 

complexity and diversity, is one of the attractions of the job most commonly emphasized by 

drivers.

[Do you like the work?]

Ramón: Yes, I like it, I like driving, I like getting to know the neighborhoods,
the streets, I like it a lot.

[What do you have to know to be a cabdriver in this city?]

Ramón: Well, practically... when I started here, I wasn’t familiar with 
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anything, I didn’t know the colonias (neighborhoods), I started learning. But 
in reality it is very hard, if you don’t know an area, it is tough because you can
get lost. The principal thing to be a taxista is to drive well. In traffic, nobody 
waits for you.

The sheer size of Mexico City means that nobody, no matter how long they have lived

there, is truly familiar with the entire city. Taking the job of a taxi driver means moving 

outside of your own regular, limited set of movements through the city. Learning new ways to

get around is both challenging and rewarding. New drivers learn their routes from passengers,

or at least from those who know where they are going. Passengers, in turn, have often learned

these routes from other cabdrivers, and so play an interesting middleman role in the 

transmission of route knowledge from one driver to another. 

[What does someone need to know or understand (saber o conocer) to be a 
taxista here?]

José: To begin with, you need to understand the city, or have an idea of what 
it is. More or less with the principal avenues, and places that are familiar, no? 
The Ángel de Independencia, the Cibeles fountain, a commercial center, 
number one. Two, that you enjoy it... and also that you have your license and 
papers in order, so that you can get your license to drive without a problem.

[Do you think you know (conoces) the city differently as a taxi driver?]

José: Yes, you know the city. Apart from knowing the streets you know the 
vuelo normal [literally, regular flight, an aeronautical term] of the city, things 
that you might see or experience, you might see but rarely. Or you might 
never see those occasions, no? The beautiful part of the city, and the ugly part,
no? The violent part, the sad part, like you see an accident, or a death. All that,
no?

We get to know it for sure, it’s logical. We’re going to be in the street, 
and we’ll know it. Me, I feel that I’ve come to be familiar with about seventy 
per cent of the city.
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Rogelio is a libre driver who tends to drive a lot in the central district of Mixcoac, 

which he is most familiar with because he lives there. On account of the neighborhood’s 

central location, and convenient access to the freeway and to cross-town thoroughfares, 

Mixcoac makes a good base from which to get to, and learn, other parts of the city. Rogelio 

described the attraction of the job as one of exploration, of uncovering new sights, becoming 

familiar bit by bit with new neighborhoods.

The majority of drivers I talked to said that they did not carry maps of the city, and 

saw no need to. Lida has asserted that “there isn’t much of a map culture in Mexico City,” 

and that most buyers of the iconic Guia Roji city map are foreigners (Lida 2008: 59-61). Part 

of the reason for not using maps has to do with the sheer size of the city, meaning that finding

a location in the map book can be a time-consuming endeavor. When the correct part of the 

map is found, the tiny street names still have to be read (the Guia Roji comes with a 

magnifying glass for this purpose); in the ever-changing peripheries of the city, the map may 

quickly become out of date.

This lack of “map culture” brings to mind the findings of the Viajeros study, that 

Mexico City’s travellers are essentially more wayfinders than map-using navigators; as 

García Canclini puts it, 

… we have something like a controlled aspiration to maps—not to a single 
map covering absolutely everything, but to a set of navigational charts. There 
is no single, infallible methodological approach that will yield reliable results 
each time. We have to use various approximations and see what happens with 
the facts, and what happens to those of us caught in the middle (García 
Canclini, quoted and translated in Brooksbank-Jones 2005: 105).
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García Canclini is trying to describe both the situated, tactical, connaissance-based 

approach to urban wayfinding of his survey participants, and the choice made by himself and 

his fellow scholars not to claim a superior savoir-based “global map” a la Lynch or Jameson. 

At the same time, with his reference to a “controlled aspiration to maps” he is trying to 

articulate the middle ground between the purely local and the transcendent, that in-between 

practice of finding one’s place in the larger context, that Ingold describes with the term 

“mapping” (as opposed to “mapmaking” or “map-using”) and which, for Lefebvre, is the at-

once in-and-out perspective from which rhythmanalysis is possible. 

Mario: I know the colonias but not the streets. If I go into Ixtapalapa, I ask 
somebody on the street where such and such a street is. … I know how to get 
there and how to get out.

The organization of the city also provides an alternative method for getting around, 

without the use of maps. The Federal District is divided into sixteen delegaciones 

(delegations, or boroughs), which are further subdivided into colonias, or neighborhoods. 

Great ejes, or traffic thoroughfares, cross the city from east to west and north to south. To 

find an address you first need to know the colonia it is in, and the delegación as well if this is

a little-known colonia away from the city center. Armed with this knowledge a cabdriver can 

choose the correct route to get most of the way to the destination. Precise knowledge of 

specific streets in out-of-the-way neighborhoods is not necessary, because that can be 

acquired on arrival in the neighborhood.
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Antonio: Ah, the city, it is enormous. It is not possible to learn it fully, never. 
There are quantities of colonias over there, over there [waves in different 
directions]...

[Do you carry a map?]

Antonio: No, I don’t like maps.

[Why?]

Antonio: I’ve never used one, I’ve never used maps. I prefer to find my own 
way.

Gustavo, however, with his forty years experience, always carries a Guia Roji in his 

cab. When I mention that many drivers tell me they never carry maps, he scoffs that this is 

one of those “ridiculous things” that cabdrivers do.

Besides a geographic sense of the city, and techniques for finding one’s way, taxi 

drivers need to be able to size up situations and the people they encounter. In addition, drivers

need to have a sense of the mobility needs of potential passengers, and where these 

passengers are to be found. For libre drivers in particular, this means showing up at the right 

place and time when there are people flagging cabs in the streets. This pertains both to the 

geographical scale (being in the right part of town where the business is) and the more 

immediate situational context—being in the right lane to stop for fares, being aware of which 

people in your vicinity might hail you, so you can stop for them easily.

The situational aspect can be illustrated with a large boulevard such as Avenida 

Miguel Ángel de Quevedo, the main east-west thoroughfare in the delegación of Coyoacán. 

When business is slow, large numbers of empty taxis can be seen coming along Quevedo. 
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Taxi drivers can communicate their availability to potential hailers by their method of 

driving. Thus, occupied taxis are found in the center lanes, away from the sidewalk, 

proceeding at the speed of traffic. Unoccupied cabs troll slowly along the lane closest to the 

sidewalk, seeking to draw the attention of people coming out of restaurants and stores, or 

waiting for buses or peseros. Cabs might slow down to catch a red light on purpose, 

especially if they can gain the best position—first car at the light in the right-hand lane—in 

which the waiting cab would be visible and available to the widest area at the intersection, 

and thus draw the attention of the largest number of potential passengers. If there is already a 

cab in this spot, alternatives would be to gain a front position in another lane further from the 

sidewalk (to capture hailers crossing the street), or a few cars back in the right hand lane 

(where a cab might be in view of a crowd of people waiting at a bus stop). An empty cab 

sitting at a red light, or in front of a bus stop is sending the message “here is a mobility 

option, take it now or it will be gone” to all potential passengers in sight. These tactics, 

however, suit the neighborhood, which is relatively wealthy and a center of commerce; in 

poorer or more dangerous districts, empty cabs are likely to take an opposite approach, 

driving in the center of the street and avoiding red lights. In this case, drivers seek more 

control over the encounter with hailers—time to read the hailer, assess their trustworthiness 

and level of dangerousness, before making the cab physically available by pulling over.

Libre drivers frequently emphasize that they provide service en todos lados (“on all 

sides,” everywhere) and many said that they do not actively try to find passengers going in 

any specific directions, and that such control is not possible. Nevertheless, such choices are 
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evident in the driving methods of taxi drivers. On a major north-south avenue in the Colonia 

Del Valle in the late morning, there are numerous empty cabs heading north, and almost none

heading south; to get a cab towards the south, it is necessary to hail on the north-bound side 

of the street, because no cabs will turn around to pick you up if you hail from the south-

bound side. Indeed, your north-bound driver might still not want take you away from the city 

center, once you give your southern destination.

At 5 pm in the old city center around the Zócalo, I find it almost impossible to get any

of the empty cabs to pick me up. I am finally picked up by an older driver, Felipe, and we 

slowly make our way south through the river of metal in his rattling, groaning old taxi, past 

the sound of honking horns and organ grinders. He explains that my trouble getting picked up

in the centro at this time is because many shop-owners and street merchants are closing up 

shop at this hour, and heading out into peripheral neighborhoods in the Estado; few drivers 

want to take such a time-consuming trip through rush hour traffic, so many taxi drivers will 

not pick up anyone at this place and time. Felipe, however, could tell that, as an obvious 

norteamericano, I was probably heading to one of the central, more touristy or well-to-do 

districts. Drivers answered affirmatively when asked if it is possible to tell where someone is 

going when they hail you on the corner:

Jaime: Well, at times. The appearance of a person, if they are wearing a suit, 
they are going to the centro, or to Insurgentes [a major street and center of 
shopping and business]. It is in the aspect, for certain, if it is an elegant 
person, to Insurgentes, or to a hotel, or somewhere in the centro.

José: Yes, by their look, and where they are, you can tell where they are 
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going. For example in the centro, you encounter a boy with a gorrita [ball-
cap], like this one [points out a youth on the side of the street]. He’ll say, “go 
to Tepito,” or go to some popular neighborhood like that. And if you 
encounter a person, let’s say here [points out someone else] who wears a 
business suit, certainly to Polanco, or certainly to Del Valle, no? But there are 
many ways to tell where people are going.

José goes on to say that he uses this information much more at night than during the 

day. Because the night is so much more dangerous, he has to be aware not only of whether 

his passengers pose a potential threat, but whether they will be leaving him in a dangerous 

neighborhood.

[Are there some kinds of passengers you prefer?]

José: No, it doesn’t matter. A poor person equals a person with a lot of money,
it is the same, the two are going to pay the same. There is no distinction for 
anyone.

Taxi drivers face many everyday dangers in the course of their work. Drivers spoke of

concerns over robbery and assaults, as well as the threat of accidents.

Roberto: When driving a taxi, you need to be prepared. Someone might pay 
you, or they might try to kill you.

In the Nineties and early 2000s Mexico City taxis became infamously associated with

the wave of secuestros exprés, or “express” kidnappings of passengers for purposes of 

robbery and extortion.51 The same omnipresence and routine interaction, the same habitual 

creation of a sense of working trust between strangers, makes cabdrivers themselves the 

51 Lida (2008: 199ff) gives an account of his own experience being kidnapped in a taxi.
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common targets of kidnappings, as Jesús relates:

Jésus: Someone got in the back at a Metro station, they were dressed very 
nicely, very polite, talkative, we talked about sports or traffic or something. 
We drove and picked up their friend, who got in the front, I should have been 
suspicious, it was the way they opened the door and got in... Then they put a 
gun to my neck and said drive, get on the freeway. They made me drive on the
freeway to Querétaro then pull off somewhere, they must have had another 
car. They made me put my head down and don’t look up, for five minutes, or 
we’ll give you a bullet. So I waited there a long time frightened to look up. 
They took everything, my wallet, the taximeter, the tarjeton [driver 
identification], my money.

Jesús describes the common taxi robber tactic of putting the driver at ease through 

conversation, or by getting a foot-in-the-door by hailing the driver with an unthreatening 

passenger (such as an attractive young woman), who then picks up associates (cf. Gambetta 

and Hamill 2005). To stay in the business, drivers who have been subject to such frights have

to shrug it off somehow, or develop tactics to reassure themselves that they have some 

control:

Jesús: There are good and bad people. For this reason, I don’t work at night, 
just from six in the morning to six in the evening.

Taxi robbers, however, prey on the drivers’ need to establish such a sense of control 

and relative security. Carlos describes, with some surprise, being attacked while performing 

the routine act of gassing up his cab:

Carlos: They robbed me. I was parked and I was attacked, at a gas station. 
Pumping gasoline! … A big man, he hit me, took everything from the cab. 
Kidnappings, it’s a risk, it’s part of the job.
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Drivers attempt to avoid robberies by avoiding certain areas at certain times, 

and other areas at all times. Iztapalapa, a poorer neighborhood southeast of the central 

part of the city, was a commonly given example of a neighborhood to be avoided, even

by one driver (Pedro) who lived there:

Pedro: The owner of this very cab was shot in the leg just last week in a 
robbery... I live in Iztapalapa, but it is very ugly over there. So instead I drive 
here, in the centro, in Coyoacán, wherever the business attracts me.

This skill at avoiding dangerous passengers and destinations is of course linked to the 

overall skill of reading street hailers:

Gustavo: You have to look at people, you can tell some people who look 
dangerous. There are zones which are very dangerous, of course, Iztapalapa...

[All of Ixtapalapa, or parts of it?]

Gustavo: All. Well, some special parts are very dangerous.

Gustavo had picked me up at an intersection between the famously crime-ridden 

neighborhood of Tepito and the notorious Nonoalco housing projects. I asked him whether 

this was not a dangerous neighborhood to pick up in, he said no, the criminals here go 

elsewhere to rob people.

For drivers operating in peripheral, often informally settled districts, there is the added

problem of a lack of police presence. In these marginal neighborhoods, captured robbers are 

sporadically lynched by angry crowds, partly out of frustration with the effectivity of the 
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legal justice system. Because of their mobility and street presence, taxi drivers often play a 

role in these street justice interventions, as the following story illustrates. In August of 2010, 

two young men hailed a taxi in San Antonio Tecómitl, a pueblo in the southern district of 

Milpa Alta. Taking the taxi to a remote location, they drew a knife on the driver and stole 400

pesos (the day’s earnings), his shoes, and his vehicle. The taxi driver, after finding his 

abandoned vehicle, used the taxi radio to contact the other drivers of his association, and 

“minutes later,” the perpetrators had been tracked down and identified by the mobile taxi 

fleet. The drivers took their captives back to the plaza of San Antonio Tecómitl where a 

crowd of two hundred vecinos (including forty taxi drivers), gathered, threatening to lynch 

the robbers. After some negotiations, the police were able to gain custody of the suspects, in 

part because of concessions the Federal District government had made two days earlier 

during a similar stand-off in a neighboring colonia, in which another robber (this time of a 

milk delivery truck) had also been tracked down and captured by taxi drivers (Servín Vega 

2010, Viale 2010).

Neighborhood solidarity is not always sufficient protection against the dangers of taxi 

driving. A tragic illustration can be found in the semi-rural south of the Tlalpan district, in the

pueblos of Santo Tomás and San Miguel Ajusco, “an area where the majority of people know 

each other” (Jiménez 2011). For two years, taxi drivers from these communities had been 

disappearing or had been found stabbed to death, stuffed into wells and cisterns. The fact that 

all these drivers had been murdered led police to suspect that the motive was not robbery, but 

vengeance, or crimes of passion. Local drivers feared to pick up strangers, picking up only 
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local, trusted neighbors; but the murders continued. In 2011 authorities tracked down the 

seller of a motor stolen out of one of the murdered drivers’ taxis, only to discover that a gang 

of local teenagers were responsible for at least eight, and up to sixteen killings. The motive 

had been robbery, and the fact that the drivers knew their killers had been, not a protection, 

but the reason for their deaths: as one of the teens admitted, “I killed them because they 

would have recognized me later.”

Despite the dangers posed by picking up strangers and driving exposed through the 

public streets, meeting new people and seeing the city were listed as one of the main 

attractions of the job, although the personalities of passengers could also be a cause for 

trouble.

[Do you enjoy this job?]

Abel: It’s entertaining! Very entertaining. You meet a lot of people. For 
example, people from the United States like yourself, good people. And I take 
people from Africa, people from Europe, last week there was a woman from 
Norway, Turks, Russians, many people. It is entertaining to meet people. You 
learn a lot. And besides, it is fun to drive.

Victor: There are people who tell you their stories, and what they desire, 
some who use drugs...last week there was a woman who told me this horrible 
tale, I was going to cry...

José: I like this work, I like it a lot, because you get to meet people, like you, 
a person from the United States, no? You get to meet a lot of people— 
Columbians, Ecuadorians, Chinese, Japanese, North American, Canadian, 
many people. I talk with them like I talk with you. Apart from that it is good 
to be in the street, no? Moving in the car, moving with people, the weather, 
you’re not encerrado (enclosed), you can eat or take a break at whatever time 
you like, you can go to your house to rest. You go, no problem, nobody is 
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grumbling, this is an aspect which I like very much.

Eduardo: There’s all kinds, eh? There are very nice people, there are people 
who in truth are worried about everything, there are people who are problems,
no? But, you try not to let their problems enter into your business. Never try to
solve the problem of the other person. Because, you commit an error, and you 
crash. Their problem becomes your problem. … There is no point in 
complicating your existence, no?

Rogelio: We meet them all. All people, people who are very friendly, people 
who are bad.

Successful cabdriving requires a body of knowledge, a competence, an 

experience with wayfinding (and navigation when necessary), and a savvy about how 

to act in the streets to make an income while preserving your dignity and your health. 

At the same time, the job requires adaptability, an ability to respond to the unexpected 

and the changeable. Cabdriving performance, then, requires the malleability to apply 

this competence to new and changing circumstances. The experience of competence in 

this role, along with the variety of new and surprising vistas or encounters provided by 

the city, are the key aspects emphasized by drivers when they explain what they like 

about their work.

[Is it good to have trips like this, away from your base?]

José: I like it, at times it is better. You see different panoramas, different 
vistas. There is change.

Jorge: If you work all day, it is good income. Yes, I like it, twenty years 
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driving a taxi. I’m used to it, all the traffic. You have to be tranquil, and have 
patience.

Julian: There is a speed, a rhythm, a pace of life in the city, you can’t get 
elsewhere. Life is a banquet, you have to take it as it comes, enjoy it but with 
caution. After the earthquake, they thought people would move away from the
city, but they didn’t. You get accustomed to it. People from Mexico City 
couldn’t live anywhere else.

Angel: It’s all here, there is everything in this city, from prostitution to 
archaeology, right on the street. To be a taxista is to see everything, you see a 
lot when you are on the street all the time.

Felipe: Yes, it is interesting. When there are many trips, when there are 
enough passengers, the time passes rapidly. Rápido, rápido.

Angel and I chat about the differences between San Francisco and Mexico City as he 

pushes his cab onto Division del Norte and up in heavy traffic, as slow as syrup. At a traffic 

light, the car in front of us holds back so as not to block the intersection; Angel maneuvers 

the cab into the turning lane, then back into the space which the other car had left free, and is 

so able to move ahead when the light changes, leaving the other driver stuck at the red. I 

comment that it looks like rain, and he acknowledges that when it rains the traffic will get 

worse.

Angel: But I don’t care much, it is always like this [gestures at the traffic we 
are stuck in]. As for me, I sit here [gestures at the seat] twelve hours a day. I’m
accustomed to it.

Despite its attractions, cabdriving remains a difficult, low-status occupation, pursued 
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by many who have few or no other options. When asked what is required to become a taxi 

driver in Mexico City, Roberto laughs and answers:

Roberto: To have been born in love with not having money, to have a hunger 
for work, but never have gone to a university. And to be from the streets, let’s 
suppose, born in the streets, here in the streets...

Summary: Cabdriving and Rhythmanalysis

Rhythmanalysis is a matter of intersection—of multiple rhythms, of the here and the 

there, of the “in” and the “out.” Cabdriving rhythmanalysis, as well, takes place both at the 

“here” of situated interaction, and at the “there” of the larger urban context. The above 

discussion has highlighted three aspects of cabdriving as a rhythmanalytical practice: 1) the 

points of confluence, or the geographic mode of intersection or confluence by which drivers 

link up with passengers, as this is formed by the stratified taxi system in place in Mexico 

City; 2) the temporal and monetary patterns of constraint the occupation puts on drivers, 

which affects their rhythmanalytical practice; and 3) the sense of the city which emerges, as 

this is described by drivers.

Taxicab drivers need to predict, join with, and enable the movements of others. Of 

primary importance for any taxi driver is the point of confluence, in which the movements of 

the driver and the passenger are joined together. For standing taxis, this point of congruence 

is moored in the sitio or base itself. A well-located sitio is situated at a point where multiple 

movements come together and encounter breaks—in front of a supermarket, outside of a 

Metro station, in the heart of a shopping district, along the side of a well-attended plaza. Each
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sitio has a catchment zone, enhanced by the addition of a phone line (attracting calls from a 

wider area) or the passage of time (as more and more potential passengers are aware of the 

sitio, or become loyal customers). For Mexico City’s radio taxis, these catchment areas are 

reified as dispatch zones, each corresponding to a base which forms the point of confluence 

from which drivers are sent to pick up fares. Libre taxis must search for their point of 

confluence along the city streets; the catchment zone is enlarged by the movement of the cab,

as the driver makes choices, turning this way or that way, speeding up to hurry to a more 

profitable zone, or lingering to lure potential passengers coming from stores or waiting at bus

stops. Any successful point of confluence must be rhythm-analytic, that is, it must be located 

or take place at the intersection of rhythmic movements, the point where “polyrhythmia 

analyzes itself” (Lefebre 2004: 16), a site where encounters are sparked.

Cabdrivers do not engage in rhythmanalysis with the same self-abandon as 

Situationist intellectuals or, for that matter, academic ethnographers. Their movement is 

shaped by patterns of constraint by which they are locked into their own rhythmic needs, for 

money, food, shelter, companionship, and rest. Further, the character of these constraints 

shape the attention given to, and the use made of, the confluence drivers are able to achieve 

with the movements of their passengers. Social space, like history, is not created under 

conditions freely chosen. One contributes to it, finds one’s place in it, in the midst of the 

rhythms of others, feeding off of, taking advantage of, or evading these motions.

Finally, the sense of the city that emerges from this practice is a commonly-mentioned

source of enjoyment, even pride, for those occupied in this dangerous, difficult, low-paying 
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profession. Not all drivers experience this—particularly those who have not yet mastered the 

work, or who resist, for one reason or another, commiting to the identity of cabdriver. 

Epilogue

I get out of my cab at Insurgentes and Paseo de la Reforma, near the statue of 

Cuahtémoc, the last Aztec ruler to marshall resistance against the Spanish conquest. The 

driver had just pointed out the large new hypermodern senate building. I wander around 

through the complex busy intersection with its thick, slow-moving lanes of traffic. In the 

shade of a tree on the median of Reforma, a man tries to sleep on the concrete, tossing and 

turning, overlooked by rows of greek urns and statues of national heroes. Pedestrians dodge 

and hurry across the street—even the green man on the crosswalk light is running.

At the traffic lights the cars come to a stop reluctantly, almost incredulously, like are 

we expected to take this thing seriously? But other cars surge out from the crossing street, and

this they must respect, so they wait, though after the first surge of cross traffic dies down, 

sometimes a solitary vehicle, usually a motorcycle, will make the leap across the intersection 

against the red.

Different streets have very different traffic issues and behavior. The Spanish word 

carril (lane) carries the somewhat preposterous semantic inference that it corresponds to the 

space for one carro (car); no one takes that seriously, but the premise is ignored more 

consistently in some locations than in others. On Avenida Benjamín Franklin, running east-

to-west between the neighborhoods of Condesa and Escandón, the cars and trucks tend to 
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stay in their lanes as often as not. This is quite different from many other streets in the city, 

where drivers are constantly spilling over the edges of lanes, or squeezing more lanes of cars 

into the space than planners had clearly intended. The locations where drivers spill out of the 

carriles arise through cumulative practice, shaped or influenced not just by a particular 

driving culture, but by the rhythms passing through them, being located where the 

trajectories and speeds of lines of travellers through the city become tangled by geography or

by the built environment.

For instance, any trip by car from the city center to the central part of Coyoacán must 

find its way around the Viveros de Coyoacán park and tree nursery, a green polygon which 

interrupts and distorts the grid of streets delivering vehicles from the north. On Viveros’s 

west side in particular, several large streets’ worth of cars regularly squeeze past, and it is a 

place where drivers clearly differ in skill and experience at making momentary detours into 

side streets, or in pushing their way forward through the press of traffic. Further north and 

east, crossing the Del Valle district toward the Centro Historico, the swift-moving many-

laned one-way streets become impacted as they cross countering, similarly sized avenues, or 

as they pile into the smaller blocks of the city center, as the modern flow of the great ejes 

crashes up against the medieval crawl of the city’s ancient heart. And there is of course the 

complicated mess west of the centro, where the diagonals of Reforma, Insurgentes, and 

others converge towards Chapultepec and the big glorietas—there, at these zones of impact 

and compression from vehicles arriving at different speeds, pouring together into a sea of 

seemingly endless gridlock, the use of street-space becomes once more a matter of strategy 
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and negotiation, rather than free movement.

Despite Mexico City’s reputation, driving through the city is not always or 

everywhere slow, and there are specific interface regions between zones of speed and sloth 

where savvy drivers show their skills of maneuver and evasion. The noise and bustle of the 

city are not everywhere equal, as the diverse, rhythmic movements of its inhabitants create 

sites of intensity and pockets of calm.

Once a river, then a viaduct, now a sunken freeway, the Viaducto cuts across the city 

from east to west like a scar. Cars speed and slalom down it like bubbles entering a drain, or 

like taboggans racing down a chute.

Insurgentes Sur, with its metrobus line like a rigid spine, angles across the city like a 

low ridge along which people and traffic accumulate like wind-driven debris.

In tree-shaded Plaza Santa Caterina, sheltered in the lee of Viveros from the incessant 

storm of the city’s north-south traffic patterns, a woman sits reading on the edge of a planter 

box, while the sun lights up the yellow-orange façade of the church across the small square. 

Here, traffic is reduced to a slow ooze of cars around the park, passing its eastern entrance on

their way north, avoiding Coyoacán’s center and the further complications of Division del 

Norte and Tasqueña to the east. Along Francisco Sosa, once a country lane connecting the 

villages of Coyoacán and San Ángel, ancient, enormous trees overcrowd the sidewalks, 

forcing pedestrians to squeeze against buildings or step out into the cobbled street.

All the sidewalks in Mexico City are a work in progress. Everywhere there are marks 

left by footprints or bicycle tires when the cement was still wet. The sidewalk is always 
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patched, in different layers, remade, changing with wear and tear and reconstruction, damage 

from rain, from cars, from use. It breaks and is remade in parts, cobbled together; there are 

all different colors and textures, the straight lines broken up with blobs of patches, then 

resuming, only to be reinterrupted again further along. Tree roots worm their way underneath

the surface. Unlike in the US, where, when the trees that line sidewalks grow too large for 

their alloted spaces, they are cut back or chopped down to allow the flow of foot traffic in its 

linear and uninterrupted path, sidewalks here almost always make obeisance to the growth of 

trees, allowing their roots to unfurl and their trunks to expand outside their officially 

designated squares.

Eduardo, who used to work and live in Los Angeles, tells me how surprised he was to 

discover that in the United States, drivers stay in their lanes on the roads, one lane to a car. He

found this very stressful, and much prefers driving in Mexico City, where he feels he has 

space to maneuver.
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PART 3: REGULATORY AND
TECHNOLOGICAL CHANGE IN SAN

FRANCISCO

CHAPTER 9: “IT LOOKS LIKE A
CASINO IN THIS TAXI!”

“They Didn’t Drive, They Flew Those Cabs”

In my MA thesis, Playing For Hire, I described the transition which was occuring in 

San Francisco at that time from radio dispatch to computerized dispatch based on GPS 

location. Crucially, each mode of dispatch creates constrained channels of communication 

and interpretation, and imposes divisions between the kinds of information available to the 

personnel in the dispatch office, and to the drivers dispersed throughout the city. These 

channels of communication and lines of interpretation affect the options available to drivers 

and shape the strategies by which they create a profitable trajectory out of their time behind 

the wheel. In the context of an economic downturn in the cab industry following the first 

Dot-Com bust and the attacks of September 11, 2001, the reputation of radio dispatch soured 

as drivers raced and challenged each other in competition for a dwindling amount of orders. 

As one driver told me at the time:
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Seth52: On slow mornings it can be like a flock of pigeons out there.You know
how if you throw [pigeons] a piece of bread, they will all scramble to grab at 
it? But if you throw another piece, they will all rush over to get that one too. 
It’s just rushing around, pure mayhem.

In this context the new GPS-based computerized dispatch was viewed as a calmer, 

safer, and less stressful experience for the driver. As another driver put it:

Rod: Can you imagine that at El Dorado, you check in and the computer gives
it to you, and it’s just you––you can relax, play your music, it’s not this 
catfight like at Ulysses....

I returned to San Francisco to conduct interviews with taxi, limousine, and 

“ridesharing” drivers in June, November, and December of 2012. Most of my interviews with

taxi drivers were obtained by talking to drivers waiting at hotel stands, by hailing cabs off the

street, or by “e-hailing” them through apps, and talking to the drivers while riding across 

town. I introduced myself as a former San Francisco cabdriver who was conducting a study 

on technological change in the cab industry. There was often a reaction when drivers found 

out that I had driven during the radio dispatch era. Experienced drivers, who had driven 

during that time, varied as to whether they recollected it with longing or with dismissal; for 

newer drivers, that time had become the subject of occupational folklore. Ziad, who had been

driving about ten years, commented:

Ziad: You know how it was with the radio, we had these crazy drivers racing 
for orders. It is much calmer with the computers now.

52 The names of both drivers and of cab companies (e.g., El Dorado, Gotham, Ulysses) are pseudonymous.
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Mohammad is a younger driver who has been driving for three years. Although when 

he first started, his company still had a radio, it was replaced with computerized dispatch 

soon after he was hired. He is nevertheless quite adamant about the difference between the 

two, as he has no doubt heard this stated many times by older drivers:

Mohammad: Computer and radio, there is no competition. With the radio, 
you had drivers lying about where they were, and racing for orders. Those 
drivers didn’t drive, they flew those cabs! The dispatcher would give an order, 
and they would say, it’s November Twenty-Five, that’s an airport [trip]! And 
they would race to get the airport, fifteen guys trying to get one fare. With 
business slow now, drivers are getting more aggressive. So its good we have 
these computers, it makes it easier, you know that your fare is yours. 

Nadel, who also had been driving for three years, gave an equally strong opinion of 

the superiority of current technology:

Nadel: Oh, the old ways! Wow, you deserve a prize, for doing that. You 
deserve a medallion, they should give you three medallions. Always picking 
up books, to read in books where the address is—today we just get a call here 
[points to mounted smartphone] and we get the whole thing in less than a 
minute. It takes less than a minute. And you click on this [points to his GPS 
device], this tells you where to go if you don’t know the address. Very easy!

Experienced drivers who missed the old days tended to portray them as an easier time

when things were simpler, “the system worked better,” and, most importantly, there were 

fewer cabs in the city:

Aleks: Back when you drove a cab, you made good money, right? Now, since 
the last three or four years, driving a cab has gotten very hard. We make a 
hundred and fifty to two hundred on a night shift!
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Riad:  That was the old days, I miss the old days. The system worked better. 
We had 665 cab medallions in the city, you remember. We couldn’t make 
money with 665 cabs, imagine how it is now!

Porosity and the Taxicab

Riad is a large man in late middle-age, a bit stout but energetic, with the gruff, witty 

demeanor of a man long accustomed to playing the public role of “cabdriver.” Chatting about

“the old days,” we cruise down Golden Gate to the edge of Market and prepare to turn up 

Leavenworth into the Tenderloin. Turning left with a green light, we are stymied as a crowd 

of five or six people starts moving across the intersection against the red crossing light. Riad 

rolls down his window with a casual flick of the switch and leans out conversationally, 

addressing the nearest jaywalker: “Hey, get off the street, can’t you see there is a red signal?” 

The man apologizes and retreats to the sidewalk, followed by the rest. “They are like cows,” 

Riad observes, gunning the cab up the hill.

A few blocks further up the hill we are stopped at a light again when an electric pizza 

delivery bike pulls up next to us on the driver’s side. The bike is top-heavy with its large 

battery and pizza delivery boxes—the young rider loses control as he tries to stop on the 

incline, and the bike falls over onto the hood of the cab with a thump. Riad hops quickly out 

the door and helps the rider regain balance, while casting an eye over the side of the cab to 

check for damage—there is none. “How are you gonna deal with this?” he asks the delivery 

rider, observing the young man’s attempt to regain composure. Returning to the cab again as 

the light turns green, Riad suggests from the window, “Let’s take a rest, you should take a 
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rest!”

Cabs are a classically liminal site, for a number of reasons. They form an enclosed 

space similar to that of the private automobile; yet this space is open to and exposed to the 

public space of the city which the cab moves through. The interactions between the car and 

the city are made possible by the doors and windows opening onto the street; as illustrated by

Riad’s actions as he opens and closes window and door, moving out onto the street to interact

with a neighboring motorist, then returning to his seat. The cab is furthermore marked as a 

public vehicle, with a distinctive “color scheme” and top light, and various explicit and 

implicit statements that “this is a taxi” cover the vehicle. While private automobility can 

serve as a means of “secession” whereby drivers and their families cordon themselves off 

from the threats and problems of urban space (Henderson 2006), cabs remain necessarily 

exposed to that space in multiple ways. Passengers, usually strangers to the driver, pass 

through the back doors continuously; the cab attracts attention wherever it goes, and the 

driver is frequently drawn into conversation with passersby: street peddlers, lost tourists, 

other cabdrivers. The work of cabdriving requires drivers to be especially attuned to 

interactions on the streets, for sources of income and avoidance of danger. The cabdriver 

works at the intersection of the interior space of the cab and the exterior space of the city 

(Anderson 2004: 99-105), and this meeting between interior and exterior shapes the 

experience of driver and passengers in the cab.

The relation of the taxicab to the city is thus one of what Benjamin and Lacis called 

porosity, the commingling of different spaces, the public and private, the here and the there, 
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mine, yours, theirs, and ours (Benjamin and Lacis 1986). The interior of the taxi is a semi-

private space that has been suffused by the passage of the public. Just as the taxi passes 

through the city, the city is always passing through the taxi, through its windows, through its 

doors, through each of its accumulated communicative technologies—a dispatch radio or 

computer; a radio playing music, the news, or a ball game; the mobile phones drivers and 

passengers spend the ride talking or texting on. The spaces that touch and mingle through 

these interfaces transform and shape each other, and, depending on the design and use of the 

interface, regiment meaning, action, or affect.

Certain interfaces, then—porous interfaces—work by connecting two spaces and 

enabling the reshaping of each space by the other. The presence of a window transforms a 

room, but also transforms the space outside the room, by virtue of all that can pass through 

that window—smells, sounds, gazes both real and imagined. Not all spaces linked through 

such interfaces are linked equally, however. Many porous interfaces thus also play the role of

exposure, the term Virilio used to describe the transformation of urban space and time by 

security, surveillance, and information technologies (Virilio 1991). Through its various 

interfaces the taxicab, and the space of interaction within it, is opened, framed, and/or 

exposed in relation to other spaces—through radios and computer screens, to the 

representational space of company dispatch or of the broadcast news; through the doors and 

windows, to the physical space of the city; through security cameras, electronic trip 

recorders, and payment processing terminals, to the “space of flows” of surveillance, credit, 

and financial systems (Castells et al 2007).
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In talking of windows as interfaces, and of other interfaces which, being porous, are 

window-like, I must deal with some potential objections. Alexander Galloway, for instance, 

derides the limitations of what he calls the “threshold theory of interface:”

A window testifies that it imposes no mode of representation on that which 
passes through it. A doorway says something similar, only it complicates the 
formula slightly by admitting that it may be closed from time to time, 
impeding or even blocking the passengers within. The discourse is thus 
forever trapped in a pointless debate around openness and closedness, around 
perfect transmission and ideological blockages. (Galloway 2012:39-40)

Galloway’s dismissal of the “interfaces are like windows” theory is correct for one 

reason, and mistaken for two reasons. Interfaces are not like windows, simply because a 

window is a kind of interface, with qualities that not all interfaces possess. The error is in 

treating the window or threshold as a metaphor for interface, when it is in fact a subcategory.

Galloway is mistaken in treating the window as inherently insubstantial, as a form that

“testifies” it makes no imposition on that which passes through it. To the contrary, a window 

is not “not there;” it certainly imposes its own shaping effects on the spaces which it 

connects; or rather, it shapes the modes of interaction by which these spaces can impact each 

other. At the very least, a window frames the interaction between spaces; even the simplest 

window constrains and enables action; that is, it conducts conduct.

Surely this is obvious; so why does Galloway insist that windows stand for the 

illusion of non-interference? Ironically, it is because he is insisting, correctly, on the 

complexity of interfaces and on the effects that interfaces have, beyond the “site” of the 

interface device itself, that he unfairly constructs the “window” as a polemic opposition, a 



232

metaphorical stand-in for the illusion of non-interference.

Ironically again (since we are on the subject of taxicabs), Bruno Latour makes a 

similar move with “transportation.” This is worth going into because Latour is describing the 

delegation of agency in socio-technical assemblages, or how action and communication 

flows through links between humans (such as cabdrivers and passengers) and non-humans 

(such as cars, roads, windows, smartphones, etc.). Latour argues that the links in such 

assemblages can be thought of in two very different ways: one, using the concept of 

intermediary (a non-interfering, making no difference to the passage of information or 

action), and second, seeing these as mediators (active, transforming participants). Latour 

wants to argue for the concept of “mediator,” and against seeing non-human devices as 

simple “intermediaries” having no effect on the passage of information and actions 

originating with humans. Instead of picking on windows, he uses the term “transportation” 

for the apparently passive contributions of the intermediary which “transports meaning or 

force without transformation” (Latour 2005: 39). Needless to say, transportation is 

transformative, as the entire micropolitics of the taxicab make clear. To transport is to 

propell, to displace, to move. No doubt, if pressed, Latour would readily admit this point;53 he

is strategically leaving the concept “transportation” as a residual, uncritiqued category, so he 

can use this unproblematized image of “transportation as non-interference” as a metaphor to 

illustrate the concept of “intermediary.” Galloway uses “windows” and “thresholds” in the 

same way, as uncritiqued, residual categories to stand in contrast to the more complex 

53 Latour’s uncritical use of “transportation” is particularly ironic in the wake of his spirited defense of 
“construction” against just such lax misuse (Latour 2005: 88ff).
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interfaces he wants to talk about. His error, however, is in mistaking his own metaphorical 

move for an inherent quality of the thing itself.

Which leads to Galloway’s second mistake regarding windows-as-interfaces: that they

lead to a discourse “forever trapped in a pointless debate around openness and closedness, 

around perfect transmission and ideological blockages.” Surely this discourse of 

“openedness” and “closedness” should not be forced onto all interfaces; yet there are certain 

interfaces for which issues of relative openness and closedness is of vital importance. Take 

for instance, the historical transition in taxi radio dispatch from two-way “open” radio 

communication, by which all cabdrivers in a fleet could be heard equally over the radio, to 

“closed” radio dispatch, which allowed the dispatcher to hear all drivers, but did not allow 

drivers to hear each other. This transition from a more open to a more closed system 

transformed the radio into a less democratic, more hierarchical form of communication 

(Berry 1995). Not only does this issue relate to the ability of interface design to close off 

certain avenues of communication, and to privilege others, it can be seen in the trends by 

which one form of interface technology replaces another—in the case of taxicabs, the 

computerized dispatch mode which has all but replaced radio dispatch has furthered the trend

towards a stricter, more “closed” control over the flow of information (Anderson 2004). The 

same issues rise again with the newest dispatch technology, using smartphones. Although 

each of these successive technologies varies greatly in its actual workings, and though each 

interface represents the interconnected spaces through different means, each one seeks to 

enable and constrain the same set of actions and relations by connecting similarly structured 
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spaces, and so recreates the politics of openness and closedness in their interaction.

I would assert that, contra Galloway, the issue of closedness and openness of porous 

interfaces is not a “trapped discourse” but a very political one. Also, closedness and openness

are not simple opposites, but exist in necessary relation to each other, as possibilities brought 

into existence by the form of the interface in the first place. As Simmel pointed out in his 

discussion of bridges and doors as liminal spaces, to suppose separation presupposes 

connection, and to suppose connection presupposes separation (Simmel 1994: 5).

Another potential objection is to the use of the term “interface” to refer simply to the 

points of contact between spaces, instead of to the array of effects and transformations which 

these interfaces make possible. Galloway thus prefers to speak, not of “interfaces” per se, but 

of “interface effects” (Galloway 2012); Jason Farman, in turn, distinguishes between the 

“interface device” (such as a mobile phone) and the “interface” as the “larger set of social 

relations” within which the device operates (Farman 2012: 64). These arguments in favor of 

thinking of interfaces as existing beyond a simple device or point of contact are well taken, 

but the slipping of terminology away from the concrete object to the surrounding territory 

reminds me of a debate I once had with a sales clerk over whether I needed to buy a “blade” 

for my “razor.” Isn’t a “razor” itself a “blade?” No, I learned—the “razor” is a device which 

holds the “razor blade.” In the interest of simplicity I will use the term “porous interface” to 

refer to specific points of contact—windows, doors, screens—that frame, represent, or filter 

interaction between two spaces. Yet interfaces, especially porous ones, do not exist by 

themselves, and insofar as it is important to remember this I propose referring to the social 
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and physical contexts, interactions, and forces which are drawn into contact with, and shaped 

by these interfaces as the interfacial.

Just as the interfacial is brought into play by the interface, so the actual functioning of 

the interface is dependent on the interfacial. What the interface can do is dependent on what 

users do with it, as well as on the existing social, physical, and technological contexts into 

which it is introduced. The window and door interfaces of the taxi work in the pre-built 

context of the urban street; the liminal function of the taxi itself is enabled by the separation 

of the curb and sidewalk, off which or onto which passengers can step from the taxi door, 

from the automotive flow of the street, into which the taxi can merge. The porosity of a given 

site is not the product of any one of its interfaces, but of the diverse, possibly conflicting 

openings and closings which they provide, and the actions they enable by which denizens of a

site can affect both that site, and other spaces with which it interfaces.

Porosity and Panorama

Porosity is a complex and emergent phenomenon. First applied by Benjamin and 

Lacis to the city of Naples, it is rooted in myriad interpenetrating aspects of the everyday: 

most notably the street-overflowing popular culture of the working classes; the architecture 

which reflects and encourages this culture; the disorientingly multilayered landscape and the 

material affordance of the volcanic rock on which and out of which the city has been formed;

and the markedly particular history of this forming, including the political struggles among 

state, church, and camorra. Porous effects disseminate and reinforce each other. Music, 
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colored paper, ice cream, “pale, aromatic juices,” the process of dilapidation, and the practice

of confession contribute to the “dispersed, porous, commingled” experience of Naples 

(Benjamin and Lacis 1989: 168, 171). For the northerner Benjamin, this is imperatively a 

politics of openness and closedness, and the complex interweaving of those supposed 

opposites; he repeatedly contrasts Neapolitan architecture with “the gloomy box of the 

Nordic house:”

Buildings are used as a popular stage. They are all divided into innumerable, 
simultaneously animated theaters. Balcony, courtyard, window, gateway, 
staircase, roof are at the same time stage and boxes. (Benjamin and Lacis 
1986: 167)

“Building and action interpenetrate” by means of these architectural interfaces, 

producing the “great panorama” of Neapolitan life (ibid.: 165, 167). This architecture 

enables, and is impressed into shape by, the collective performance of this great panorama or 

theater; for Benjamin, the playfulness and unexpectedness of street life is a primary source of

egalitarian democracy (Benjamin 1999: 418).

Porosity works by enabling interconnection and flow, and it is only through 

movement—and immersion—that Benjamin’s “great panorama” can be experienced. It is 

worth contrasting this with the description of “the panoramic” as used by Wolfgang 

Schivelbusch to describe the disorienting effects produced by train travel, due to the 

“projectile”-like speed of the train, and the glass-panelled interface of the train window, 

through which passengers view the passing landscape. Separation and speed of movement 

led to a loss of the perception of spatial depth, which translated, Schivelbusch argues, to a 



237

loss of social depth as well:

The foreground enabled the [pre-industrial] traveler to relate to the landscape 
through which he was moving. He saw himself as part of the foreground, and 
that perception joined him to the landscape, included him in it, regardless of 
all further distant views that the landscape presented. Now velocity dissolved 
the foreground, and the traveler lost that aspect.... As the traveler stepped out 
of that space, it became a stage setting, or a series of such pictures or scenes 
created by the continuously changing perspective. (Schivelbusch 1979: 63-4). 

Part of the difference between Benjamin and Schivelbusch comes down to the 

multiple competing articulations of the cluster of images, words, and associations gathered 

around the concept of “performance” (see Chapter 3). Benjamin values the theatrical aspects 

of Neapolitan life as the basis for a lively democratic “panorama” of rich shared experience; 

for Schivelbusch’s passenger, individualized and alienated by the dissociating technology of 

rapid transportation, the becoming-stage of the passing landscape, or of the urban scene upon

which the passenger is thrust at the journey’s conclusion, is a loss of reality, connection, and 

commitment. For Schivelbusch, the train ride pulls subjects out of their social context and 

repositions them as moving outsiders, whose only means of perceiving the world has become

mediated by the interface of the train window: 

Panoramic perception, in contrast to traditional perception, no longer 
belonged to the same space as the perceived objects: the traveler saw the 
objects, landscapes, etc. through the apparatus which moved him through the 
world. That machine and the motion it created became integrated into his 
visual perception: thus he could only see things in motion... This vision no 
longer experienced evanescence: evanescent reality had become the new 
reality. (ibid.: 64; emphasis in original)



238

For Schivelbusch, the dissociation of speed, and the mediation of the glass 

technology, create two spaces (interior and exterior) where there had once been but one; the 

window-interface shapes the interaction that is possible between inside and outside, and so 

impacts the social relations that can take place between and within each space—the 

passengers in the train car are dissociated from the space through which they travel, in a 

manner that had not been true of previous means of transport; and social interactions within 

the traincar must be reorganized subsequently, as passengers find new objects for their 

attention, such as books for reading (ibid.: 71).

Ironically, both Benjamin’s and Schivelbusch’s perspectives depend on complex 

interacting movements of separation and connection. Porous space is not perfectly “open” 

space, it is both striated and smooth. Separation and mediation shape Benjamin’s democratic 

city, and porosity is enacted by movements between public and private spaces, enabled by a 

multitude of architectural interfaces and everyday objects and practices. Schivelbusch’s 

narrative of displacement and alienation is useful for understanding the social and 

technological changes which took place within the train car, from the spread of the practice 

of reading in public, to the dissemination of upholstery, but are not sufficient as a way of 

understanding how similar technologies of movement and interface shape experience within 

the city. The view of the city through the windows of a taxicab, in particular, partakes of 

Schivelbusch’s “panoramic perception” of displacement and separation, of viewer-as-

consumer of passing scenery, and also of Benjamin’s “great panorama” in which all spaces 

are thrown into mutual relation, and all viewpoints are also stages.



239

Perhaps it is best to think of a continuum, from the panorama to the panoramic, along 

which interactions between a cab’s inhabitants and the city outside can take place. This can 

be illustrated with a cabdriver’s story about taking a passenger from San Francisco’s 

Financial district out to the Marina.

Jay: Sometimes it surprises me how different people have different reactions 
to the same scene. Obviously tourists are wowed just by going over the hills!

But I just took this lady on a crazed ride through Chinatown... Every 
time we turned, we encountered resistance, so I had to find another way to go. 
Because we came up Sutter to Grant, and normally the regular route to the 
Marina is all the way out Sutter to Franklin, but Sutter was closed so we went 
out through the [Stockton] tunnel and up Sacramento, and then Sac was 
screwed up, so we turned on Mason and Mason was screwed up, so we keep 
on making all these turns through Chinatown and over the hills, and the 
scenery is dramatic, the people on the street, everybody agitated and moving, 
and beyond that glimpses of the bay, and I looked back to see what my 
passenger thought of all this scenery we were moving through, and she was 
just reading a book in the back and never even looked up!

It seems strange to me, I guess I’m always focused on what’s going on 
around the cab even if I don’t always appreciate it either, because I’m just 
looking at it for the practical purpose of how to get through, but at least I look 
at it, I don’t know—especially because we couldn’t possibly have been going 
the way she normally goes... I guess she just assumed she’d seen it all before.

In this case, the cabdriver admits to an occupational tendency to view the city outside 

through a practical lens, but in this case this is disabled by the very difficulty he encounters 

in passing through normally open streets; thrown into finding new and unaccustomed routes, 

he becomes more aware and appreciative of the “great panorama” in which he finds himself. 

His passenger, in contrast, habituated to a commuter’s panoramic perspective, assumes the 

scenes outside her window are identical to those she passes everyday, and directs her 
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attention to the prosthetic landscape of the book.54

In this case, the openness or closedness of the cab to the urban panorama through 

which it passes is a function, not only of the windows and doors of the cab, but of the habits 

adopted by those within it. The cab forms part of a transport system and culture which makes

possible, and proliferates, Schivelbusch’s panoramic perspective; at the same time, the view 

from a taxicab is not “panoramic” in the same way as that from a train, because of its slower 

speed and more complex movement, as well as the cab’s recurring reinsertion into the urban 

fabric, being intermediate in this case between the private space of a personal vehicle and the

public space of a bus. Thus, the “panoramic” dissociation from the urban “panorama” may 

not always develop, or having developed, may break down, at least momentarily.

 But just as the loss of a sense of a connection to the passing landscape in train travel 

led to the development of prosthetics such as the novel, so the complex and problematic 

movement of the taxicab leads to the development of corrective devices, each of which is 

meant to fix some problem produced by the taxicab’s mobility and porosity—driver badges 

and vehicle licenses; driver uniforms and caps; the taximeter; the seal on the taximeter to 

prove that it has been inspected; “hot seats” which turned on the meter automatically when 

passengers sat down; security cameras monitoring both the interior and exterior of the 

vehicle; and, of course, any dispatch technology, from radio, to computer terminals, to 

handheld or dash-mounted smartphones. A number of projects motivate the design of these 

54 Contrast this with a story told by San Franciscan taxi memoirist Richard Formentini, who describes taking a 
teenage passenger on a short-cut route through the city’s hills: “Quiet, beautiful homes line the streets, and 
tonight the fog billows and whirls like it does in San Francisco in the summertime.... As we crest the hill at 
Clayton I turn to look at him: he’s sitting back in his seat, mouth open at the surreal fog swirling through his 
window” (Formentini 2011: 45).
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prostheses, among them:

– the opportunity for profit-taking through the control of flows of information;

– the offering of speed or convenience as a commodity, to drivers or to passengers;

– the supplanting of the role of labor and knowledge, or the shifting of their location 

and significance, through delegation to devices, or to the designers of the devices;

– the affective reframing of the interaction and of the significance of roles and 

encounters, and of the cab’s porous relations with the city outside.

Like windows, porous interfaces are frames; framing the exterior (what is seen 

through them), but also palpably affecting the experience of the interior (by letting in, or 

excluding, light, air, noise, or information). The transition of elements and influences through

the interface can be relatively open or closed, controlled or free, and of a two-way or a one-

way nature. To understand the ways in which a site can be controlled and shaped by the 

design of porous interfaces, it is necessary to turn to Virilio’s concept of exposure, which 

refers at once to an opening up of interiors to influences from other spaces, as well as to the 

effect of the speed of “immaterial” technological processes that operate beyond human 

perception, and thus require representational interfaces.

Exposure and Depth

Like Benjamin and Schivelbusch, Virilio’s theory of the city is also premised on the 

speed of movement and the politics of openness and closedness. The principle of exposure in 

Virilio is linked to the decline of former practices of enclosure that protected the medieval 
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fortress city; power in modern cities, in contrast, operates by opening up the spaces of the 

city to the circulation of people, objects, ideas, and communications (Virilio and Lotringer 

1983: 4, 64). For Virilio “exposure” also refers to the capture of images through photographic

technology, creating a new, sped-up time sense which he refers to as the time of exposure 

(Virilio 2000; James 2007: 39). Like the fleeting time-senses championed by the thinkers 

who originated psychogeography and rhythmanalysis—Bachelard’s “instant,” Lefebvre’s 

“moment,” and Debord’s “situation”—Virilio’s “time of exposure” is a phenomenological 

challenge to the Bergsonian concept of duration. However, Virilio’s concept is less a call for 

a more evanescent, immanent time-sense, than a recognition of the historical, technological, 

and above all political process by which time itself comes to be perceived, recorded, and 

colonized in smaller, quicker increments, even surpassing the speed of human perception, a 

process he refers to as chronoscopy. The chronoscopic speed-up that produces the time of 

exposure is inextricable from the process of exposure of the urban to flows of communication

and movement; in other words, both time and space are annihilated. At a tipping point, this 

process of exposure leads to overexposure, by which “the difference between ‘near’ and ‘far’ 

simply ceases to exist, just as the difference between ‘micro’ and ‘macro’ vanished in the 

scanning of the electron microscope” (Virilio 1991: 13).

This overexposure is made possible by the development of electronic, particularly 

computerized technology, which supplants the old analog, physical technologies of the city 

with digitally mediated representation; as Virilio puts it, the city is now entered, not through a

gate, but through an “electronic audience system” (ibid.: 11). From this point on:
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Two procedures confront each other. The first is primarily material, 
constructed of physical elements, walls, thresholds and levels, all precisely 
located. The other is immaterial, and hence its representations, images and 
messages afford neither locale nor stability, since they are the vectors of a 
momentary, instantaneous expression, with all the manipulated meanings and 
misinformation that presupposes. (Virilio 1991: 22)

Virilio’s writings are useful for thinking about the impact of speed and changes in 

technology on the politics of urban space. At the same time, his approach is motivated by a 

humanist perspective (Armitage 1999), which arguably translates, in his writings on 

technological change, to a desparing narrative of loss and the displacement of truly human 

experience by technological mediation, as democracy based in social relations is supplanted 

by dromocracy, the rule by virtue of “technical vectors used as a power over and against the 

social” (Wark 1988). For my purposes here, such a perspective overemphasizes the power of 

technology vis-a-vis the social context of its reception, as well as underestimating the 

complexity of the technological and interfacial ecology into which new technologies are 

inserted.

This is evident when Virilio describes the consequences of urban overexposure. In the

confrontation of the “material” and “immaterial” procedures for controlling space, time, and 

movement, it is the latter which consistently replaces and erases the former: “In terms of 

access, telematics replaces the doorway” (Virilio 1991: 13). This is untrue—simple 

displacement does not capture the complex interaction between material and immaterial 

procedures.55 The rapidly multiplying digital interfaces of the taxicab have not erased the 

55 Leaving aside the fact that not only are telematics of course material, but that the use of doorways also 
involves “immaterial” scripts, practices, etc.
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physical doors and windows, and could not function without them. As will be seen below, 

even changing dispatch technologies—radio, computerized, and smartphone-enabled—have 

not succeeded each other but instead co-exist in a complicated ecology dependent on flows of

investment, regulatory trends, and the choices of the drivers and passengers using them.

Virilio further suggests that, due to technological speed up and the intermediation of 

the social through digital interfaces, “the City” as traditionally experienced “has disappeared 

into the heterogeneity of that regime comprised of the temporality of advanced technologies”

(ibid.: 14). To the contrary, the city has not disappeared, any more than its material substrate; 

after all, cities have long been exposed to multiple time senses through multiple technological

means of transportative and communicative speed. These multiple speeds of movement in 

fact play crucial roles in composing the city, rather than posing its disintegration.

Virilio does add an interesting twist to Schivelbusch’s concerns about the alienating 

effects of speed and interfacial technology on the relationship between moving viewers and 

the landscape. As noted above, Schivelbusch finds the dissociation between the viewer and 

the landscape, as mediated by the speeding motion of the train and the glass interface of the 

window, to create an evacuation of perceptual, and thus of social, depth; passengers thus turn 

away from the social into the seclusion of magazines or other private devices. Virilio, in 

contrast, sees digital technology as producing a new form of depth, though this too supplants 

and erases social depth:

… with the screen interface of computers, television and teleconferences, the 
surface of inscription, hitherto devoid of depth, becomes a kind of ‘distance,’ a
depth of field of a new kind of representation, a visibility without any face-to-
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face encounter in which the vis-à-vis of the ancient streets disappears and is 
erased (Virilio 1991: 12-13).

So does depth disappear, or is a new depth created to displace the old? I would argue 

that both Schivelbusch and Virilio, with these metaphorical images of “depth” and “distance”

through interfaces, are referring in fact to the porosity of these interfaces; that is, their ability 

to connect disparate spaces, and shape the interactions between these spaces. As these 

interactions are realigned or recreated, a sense of “depth” is created or destroyed; this sense 

of depth depends on the extent to which the interface affords (or compels) the user on one 

side to obtain access to, or knowledge about, the realm of the interfacial on the other side. A 

discourse on shallowness and depth, thus, is closely related to that on openness and 

closedness, and relates similarly to the possibilities for interaction through the interface. The 

immaterial depth of the screen interface Virilio describes is thus not an illusion or a 

deception, but an opening up to new possibilities of interaction. Virilio is justified, 

nevertheless, in contrasting this with the “vis-a-vis of the ancient streets,” since these two 

competing realms of interaction do create different political possibilities.

Porous Interfaces in San Francisco Taxicabs

As Jason Farman points out, the term “interface,” from its origin, has referred to any 

zone of contact or exchange between substances (Farman 2012: 63); any surface is an 

interface. What, then, makes certain interfaces “porous?” Part of the reason I have taken a 

different approach to describing these interfaces than that taken by theorists like Farman and 
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Galloway (above) is because I am only interested in describing certain interfaces which have 

this quality, whereas those scholars are seeking language suitable for all interfaces. Porous 

interfaces are thus a subset of designed interfaces which exhibit certain traits:

1. Porous interfaces connect and facilitate exchange of some kind between more than 

one space. “Space” here is used very broadly, but will usually refer to social space, such as a 

space of interaction, or the personal space or “preserve” of an individual, but also to 

representational spaces (e.g. imagined spaces or mental maps), representations of space (such

as the graphical user interface on a computer screen, or an interactive map on a smartphone), 

or the “space of flows” through which currents of information, finance, or electricity are 

channeled. The key element is that some kind of porous connection is facilitated between 

these spaces.

2. The porosity of a site is emergent, and depends on the complex interaction of all 

porous interfaces through which it is connected to other spaces. In light of this, the intended 

effects of a given porous interface are likely to be related to this pre-existing, or presupposed,

porosity. The dispatch interfaces placed in cabs, for instance, would have no purpose if the 

cab was not already a mobile, porous site.

3. The relationship between different porous interfaces acting on the same space may 

be cooperative, conflicting, or indifferent. New interfaces may be introduced with the goal of 

“fixing” or remedying perceived problems or conflicts caused by previous interfaces.

4. There is a politics to any space of interaction, and a politics to any interactions 

between spaces. Different interfaces may inspire or be motivated by widely different goals, 
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but to the extent that they connect similar spaces they are likely to recreate, and to be shaped 

by, similar political relations.

5. Discourses of closedness and openness, or of depth versus the lack of depth, or of 

the hidden versus the visible, are likely to develop as means for users to challenge and/or 

reorient these politics of the interface.

Porous interfaces naturally will tend to share many features with other designed 

interfaces or technical objects. As connectors between social spaces, porous interfaces take 

part in assemblages along which competences and performances are delegated—in other 

words, different interfaces will distribute the available ranges of actions, choices, and 

responsibilities differently among users and devices (Akrich 1992; Latour 1992). Shifting 

delegations are often important in the micropolitics motivating design changes, or shaping 

the context in which new interfaces are received. To some extent delegation might be 

achieved through affordance (making a new distribution of competences possible); at other 

times this may be reinforced by prescription (role adoption) or proscription (formal rules of 

behavior for users) (Akrich and Latour 1992). A clear case in point is the introduction of GPS

devices into for-hire vehicles. Such devices take on the responsibility of wayfinding, which 

was previously one of the more advanced skills acquired by drivers through experience. To 

the extent that GPS is introduced into an existing ecology of devices with similar 

competences (such as maps, guidebooks, or phones used to call up knowledgeable friends for

guidance) the GPS may be treated by the driver as one of many tools the driver “uses” to find

the way, and called on only when needed or convenient. On the other hand, if the use of the 
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GPS device is made mandatory for any paid trip (as is the case for some of the for-profit 

ridesharing services discussed later), then this actively supplants the driver’s responsibility 

for wayfinding, and the driver’s role becomes that of simply following the instructions given 

by the device (see Conclusion). To use Marx’s terminology from the Grundrisse, the same 

device can play the role either of instrument (“which the worker animates and makes into his 

organ with his skill and strength”) or as machine (“which possess skill and strength in place 

of the worker”) (Marx 1993: 693).

A number of porous interfaces are found in contemporary San Francisco taxicabs. 

Below, the most significant will be discussed by type.

Windows and doors, as physical openings and closings, the most traditional and 

simple forms of porous interface, mediate between the interior space of the taxi and the 

exterior space of the city. The windshield in particular has an interesting history. This piece of

glass shields the occupants of the car from the onrushing wind created by the car’s 

movement, and so is the primary element (along with side panels and windows, and roof) 

that creates a sheltered, enclosed space within the vehicle, while allowing occupants to see 

where they are going. It is instructive that the first windshields in taxicabs were placed, not in

front of the driver, but between the driver and the passengers—recreating the spatial 

separation between driver and passenger that had existed in the horse-drawn carriage. By the 

late Twentieth Century this barrier had been gone for some decades (except where replaced 

by a cab “shield”), and in this shared space, the social distinction between driver and 

passenger become more nuanced and complex.56

56 Interestingly, some new purpose-built taxi models, such as the Nissan NV200 Taxi, re-introduce the 
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A car radio opens the taxi, like any other car, to the ideational landscape of imagined 

community created by the shared synchronous experience of forming an audience to mass 

communications (Anderson 1983), at the same time commodifying the attention of the driver 

and passengers as audience (Smythe 1977). In some cabs today this is supplanted by satellite 

or internet-based subscription services such as Sirius or Spotify.

The taximeter measures the distance and the duration of the cab ride, which is 

recorded not merely for the convenience of the driver and passenger, but for the surveillance 

and archival purposes of companies and regulators. Along with waybills, sheets of paper on 

which the driver fills out the time, origin, destination, and fare of each trip, the taximeter 

creates trip data which traditionally would end up in warehoused boxes of paper records. In 

recent years, the San Francisco taxi industry has moved to integrate taximeters with a new “e-

waybill” system to automate the electronic collection of such information, making oversight, 

curation, and data crunching much easier.

A growing constellation of dispatch technologies link the taxi and its driver to the 

communicative space of the dispatch process. Radio dispatch was long dominant and remains

so in a few of the city’s cabs; in others the radio and handset remain as vestiges, used 

occasionally as a side channel for specific communications between driver and dispatcher. As

will be seen below, one of the major technological conflicts today is between integrated 

computerized dispatch systems, which have been developing since the 1980s, and 

smartphone-enabled dispatching (or “e-hailing”) which supplants the more expensive and 

specialized traditional computer dispatch terminal with a dash-mounted smartphone. 

separation of driver and passenger space (Hirsch 2014).
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This does not exhaust the list of interfacial devices found in San Francisco cabs. GPS 

devices—in the form of specialized terminals, or as smartphone apps—connect to wayfinding

services which mediate the driver’s sense of location through spatial representation. Backseat

Passenger Information Monitors (or PIMs) present passengers with touch-screen access to 

information and entertainment networks, the internet, and maps; their primary use, as credit 

card processing terminals, opens both cab and passengers to the financial and credit networks

which monitor and manipulate everyday interactions though the system of tracked, cashless 

payments. Many drivers and passengers carry mobile phones; and some drivers mount 

walky-talkies on their dashes, for group communication with friends who are also driving 

cabs.

At the time of my previous research in the early 2000s, this slew of devices had only 

begun to be inserted into the city’s taxicabs as, after just over two decades of relative neglect,

flows of investment and surveillance were retrained on San Francisco’s taxicab industry. 

When I lean over from the back seat to talk to Rajiv while he is driving down Bush, I have to 

bat away the rear seat PIM with its television screen showing advertisements. When I try to 

step into the front passenger seat of Abdo’s cab for a trip to Noe Valley, I find it a tight fit due

to the computer dispatch terminal, credit card terminal, and GPS unit that are wedged in 

between driver and passenger. Getting into Ziad’s cab, I comment on the number of screens, 

and he laughs and counts them: “One, two, three, four, five!” As I get into the backseat of 

Mohammad’s cab outside the Edinburgh Castle there is a screen in my face, which quickly 

scrolls some message about controlling the volume, then launches into a commercial. I hit the
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mute right away, and ask the driver’s opinion about all the technology.

Mohammad: This is a good idea, but it can be too much. It takes away from 
the human being.

Together we count the number of devices in his cab. The total comes to:

1. The taximeter;

2. The dispatch radio, used only for special communications between driver and 

dispatcher;

3. The computer dispatch terminal, integrated with the new e-waybill system;

4. A front credit card reader, to be operated by the driver;

5. A backseat credit card reader, or PIM, to be operated by passengers; the screen for 

which is also used to deliver advertisements;

6. A GPS navigation device;

7. A company-supplied smartphone mounted sideways on the dash, providing access 

to a company-supported e-hailing service;

8. The driver’s private smartphone, mounted above the other, for personal use, and 

supplied with additional e-hailing apps which the driver has downloaded;

9. And looking down over all, the security camera.

Nadel: Someone got in my cab the other day and said, ‘It looks like a casino 
in this taxi!’ Because there are all these screens. I have the GPS, taximeter, the
[e-hail] phone, the touch screen to access the waybill, the card swipe. The e-
waybill is not yet working, but it is already installed.
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Just as the blinking lights and noises of a casino’s screens entice and fascinate 

patrons, while at the same time overseeing and channeling the flow of cash in a cacaphony of

ludic transactions in which, in the end, the house always wins, so does the conglomeration of 

screens in the taxicab fulfill a similar set of purposes, by drawing attention, enabling certain 

moves by passengers and drivers, and channelling flows of information and of money. As 

porous interfaces the screens of taxicabs and casinos do similar work in exposing their 

relative sites to a broader, more abstract space of flows, mediated and made more or less 

legible, or obscured, through the screen (or lens, or audio) interface.

Each new device inserted into the taxicab is put there to alter or transform some 

aspect of the in-cab interaction, and is thus political. Drivers vary in their responses to the 

individual technologies that have been adopted over the last decade. Elsewhere (Anderson 

2012) I have described the process by which surveillance cameras were introduced into San 

Francisco taxicabs. Although there were flare-ups of controversy over mission creep, the 

spread of surveillance cameras into so many other parts of society, and the introduction of so 

many other devices into the taxicab, seems to have rendered the presence of cameras in taxis 

largely naturalized and taken for granted.

Nam: I don’t really know anything about the cameras, the cameras are good 
in case there’s an accident. 

Kanle: Cameras? That doesn’t affect me, it is up to the passenger

[What do you mean?]

Kanle: If they don’t like it, if they feel it violates their privacy.
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[So you mean you can turn them off?]

Kanle: No no no, you can’t touch it.

Another change since my previous research is a new requirement that all cabs in San 

Francisco accept credit cards as payment. When I had been driving a cab, very few cabs 

accepted these, and it was up to individual drivers to supply their own credit card-reading 

devices if they so wished. The mandatory installation of credit-card readers into taxis was 

unpopular with drivers, because the credit processing companies charge a fee per transaction, 

which the cab companies pass on to the drivers.

Tim is resting in line in a hotel cabstand on Drumm street when he agrees to talk to 

me about the different kinds of devices in his cab:

[How do you feel about this new technology, the cameras, electric waybills, 
etc.?]

Tim: I could live without it!

He points out the two credit card readers in his cab as a case in point. “I prefer to see 

cash,” he asserts. He claims that his cab company charges drivers a 5% fee per transaction, 

which is over the 3.5% fee which the MTA has supposedly limited companies to charging. 

The presence of two credit card readers, one in the front seat and one in the back, means that 

the act of swiping credit cards can either be in the hands of the driver or of the passenger. Tim

finds it preferable to use the front terminal, because things are less likely to go wrong—there 

are too many potential pitfalls with the back terminal, such as the terminal failing to work 
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(and the time-consuming process then having to be repeated with the front terminal), or the 

passenger not operating the terminal correctly, due to inexperience, drunkenness, or any 

number of possible reasons.

I’m flagging down a cab at Haight and Divisadero for a trip to the Outer Parkside, and

since it is a long trip, I need to use a credit card. I flag down Ali and he ask if he takes credit 

cards, which he says he does; but just as soon as I hop into the cab I see that he has a 

cardboard sign next to his front-seat credit card reader, reading: “Please consider paying with 

cash—we are charged 5% for all credit card payments.” I apologize, he laughs, and we have a

great discussion about changes in the industry. At the end he has me pay through the front 

terminal, since the back one doesn’t work reliably, and also because I need a little guidance 

through the process, and can complete it faster with his help.

A third key piece of new technology is the electronic waybill system, or “e-waybill.” 

Paper waybills or trip sheets have been filled out by San Francisco cabdrivers since the 19th 

Century, providing (in principle) a record of all transactions, and all locations at which the 

driver has picked up or dropped off passengers over the course of the shift. Waybills are 

sometimes used in police matters to prove or disprove the presence of a cab at a certain place 

or time; they are used to track down lost items. In previous decades, when taxicab drivers 

paid a commission, or percentage of the cab’s income, to the company for each shift, waybills

were used to record the total take of the cab, which the driver and the company would split. 

Of course, drivers have not always filled out their waybills completely or correctly. In the 

mid-Twentieth Century, when cabdrivers and companies split the cab’s daily take by 
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percentage, drivers left entries off the waybills in order to withhold income for themselves 

instead of sharing it with the cab company. In the contemporary leasing system, cabdrivers 

pay a set “gate” fee per shift, and do not have an economic incentive to under-report their 

trips; however, it is not infrequent for drivers to still fail to complete their waybills, due either

to laziness, or to the fact that stopping to write down a fare may be a distraction during a busy

period of driving, picking up, and dropping off passengers.

In the best of cases, paper waybills create archives of hard-to-retrieve information. 

Cabs generate at least two waybills per day, resulting in over seven hundred waybills per cab 

per year. Storing these and retrieving data from them can be difficult, even if they are 

correctly filled out. The concept of the electronic waybill, actually a system integrated with 

the taximeter and dispatch computer that records the same sort of information automatically 

which used to be recorded manually, arose to do away with the problems created by the paper

technology. The benefits of this can be clearly seen by regulators and company management, 

but drivers have tended to be skeptical. A manager at one of the large fleets describes his use 

of the new technology:

Manager: I look at “electronic waybills” daily. There are two main uses. One 
is to identify which driver was involved in a complaint. The other is to 
vindicate drivers when they get parking tickets and need to demonstrate that 
they were picking up or dropping off. I can almost always generate a printout 
for a driver showing that the meter went on or off at the location within a 
minute of the time on the citation. 

...I am in the middle of a back-and-forth with the local regulator about 
their desire to have the new electronic data put into a format that mimics the 
old paper waybills. How do I explain to them that it is like forcing an HDTV 
to mimic an AM radio?

...The new technology does the work of the old paper waybill and does
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it much better. More importantly it gives access to data that was previously 
too difficult to retrieve. So far we mainly use it to track down complaints. One
of these days we will start mining the data for more fundamental business 
information.

For instance, what do drivers earn? It’s a big mystery with the answers 
based entirely on anecdotes. A few weeks ago I chose one of the cabs and 
retrieved fare info for one month, then went through it to correct for things 
like days when the cab was out of service, etc., and crunched the results. The 
result is for our eyes only but I can tell you that the drivers of that cab in that 
month made WAY more money than anyone would have guessed.

Now, what do we do with that insight?

Not surprisingly, many drivers are suspicious of a technology that places so much 

more potential knowledge in the hands of management and regulators. When in 2011 the 

MTA moved to make the shift to e-waybills mandatory, they exacerbated this distrust by 

bundling the e-waybill requirement with the installation of the unpopular credit-card 

processing fee and backseat terminals. Drivers responded with massive strikes and protests in

May and June of 2011 (Gruberg 2011; Han 2011). In response, the MTA disentangled e-

waybills from the credit card and backseat terminal issues, suspended the deadline for 

compliance with e-waybills, and granted assurances to drivers regarding limits to data 

collection and access (cf. Anderson 2012: 163). .

Yet this rare and sporadic example of cabdrivers uniting to shape cab regulation in 

their favor is undermined by the insensible process of day-to-day change, whereby promises 

fade, limitations shift, and the purposes to which technologies are put broaden. As new 

technologies are naturalized, resistance to them comes to be seen as pointless or impossible.

Kanle: Electric waybills—well, we tried to oppose it, but we don’t know, it’s 
up to them. We’ll see what they do. We protested, but we don’t know if it’s 
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going to have any effect.

Nam: E-waybills? [shrugs] They’ll do what they do, it doesn’t really matter, I 
don’t really have an opinion about that. That’s just how it is.

At the time of my interviews, some of the larger companies had working e-waybill 

systems; many of the smaller companies did not; others had the technology installed but had 

not yet started collecting and storing data. Many times I would get into a cab and see that the 

e-waybill screen was recording my trip, though the driver would be filling out a paper 

waybill, still being required to do so by regulations. When Riad asked me to write down 

some information for him, he handed me a stack of folded waybills to write on. I asked him, 

do you still need to keep paper waybills? He told me that even with the electronic waybill 

being collected and stored by the company, it was good to have a paper record of your own, 

in case of disputes:

Riad: It is for the police. They are assholes, and you never know what they 
will try to get you for. They will try and get you for anything, they will make 
things up. 

The Politics of Dispatch Technologies

Radio dispatch was introduced to San Francisco taxicabs in the 1940s and played an 

important role through the end of the century. Before in-cab radios, all dispatch was stand-

based; drivers communicated with dispatchers through telephone call boxes located at 

company cabstands throughout the city. The presence of a radio receiver and microphone in 

each cab freed communications from these fixed locations, enabling mobile, on the fly 
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contact between drivers and dispatcher. Radios were first used simply to make stand-based 

dispatch easier, but over time mobile dispatch displaced stand-based dispatch, and the use of 

stands eroded as drivers began to check in with their location (cross-streets) instead of by 

stands. An example of radio-stand dispatch discourse is provided in Psathas and Henslin’s 

study of radio dispatching in St. Louis, Missouri in the 1960s:

Dispatcher: Delmar Loop (calling the stand) (no answer)
Dispatcher: Wabash (the next closest stand is called) (no answer)
Dispatcher: Delmar Loop open (the order is declared available to any driver 
who is ‘close’ to the order and in the area of the stand called)
Driver: Two thirteen Hamilton and Delmar (the driver of cab number 213 
gives his location)
Dispatcher: Where are you two thirteen? (asks for repetition of location)
Driver: Hamilton and Delmar (repeats location)
Dispatcher: O.K. two thirteen. Go up to eighty three twenty seven Olive Street
Road and get a package for Sorrento’s. (this order involves picking up a 
package at one location and delivering it to a second location)
Driver: (indicates receipt and understanding of the order)

(Psathas and Henslin 1967: 429).

This passage illustrates both the typical exchange of information used in radio 

dispatch, and the process by which radio-stand dispatch broke down into, and was supplanted

by mobile radio dispatch.57 In the selection above, the dispatcher first calls an order by the 

closest stand; when finding no drivers on that stand, he calls the next nearest stand; when no 

drivers are there either, he declares the order “open” to check in by drivers on the move.58 

The growth and speed of taxi business over the later Twentieth Century rendered sitting 

around on stands obsolete most of the time; at the same time, mobile dispatching also makes 

57 Also known as “open” or “call and response” radio dispatch (Santee 1989: 89).
58 As noted above (see Chapter 7) this is the same system used by present-day radio taxis in Mexico City.
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better use of the technological capabilities of the dispatch radio. In other words, radio 

dispatch was at first hampered by being used on the model of telephone-stand dispatch, and 

only grew into its potential over time.59

Early radio dispatch in taxicabs used two-way radios in which all drivers could hear, 

and communicate with, each other along with the dispatcher. The relatively democratic 

communicative space this created was done away with with the switch to “closed” radio 

systems in which the dispatcher could hear all drivers, but the drivers could only hear the 

dispatcher. As explained by Toronto taxi ethnographer Kimberly Berry:

The [closed] radios prevent drivers from engaging in social chatter, such as 
arranging where to meet for coffee or joking with and teasing each other. 
Situations such as getting lost or running out of gas would have provoked 
considerable comment from other drivers. It also increases tension and anxiety
for drivers when difficult situations arise. (Berry 1995)

The switch from open two-way to closed radio systems thus reinforced the dispatch 

office’s control over the flow of information over the radio. Nevertheless, the radio system 

allowed drivers a good deal of opportunities to interpret and challenge the dispatcher’s 

control, and removing or lessening this opportunity for challenge was one of the motivations 

for companies to switch from radio to computerized dispatch. The earliest computerized 

dispatch system in San Francisco was adopted in the late 1980s, using a zone-based system 

that recreated the old stand-based dispatch system—the computer zones in fact covered the 

same territory as the stands that company had previously used (Davis 1990: 83).

This older, pre-GPS computerized dispatch system is not typically remembered 
59 This process is described in more detail in Anderson 2004: 50-54.
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fondly by drivers. A common allegation was that the company that used it, which was the 

largest cab company in the city, used the increased control and obfuscation over the dispatch 

process which the computer gave it to intentionally ruin dispatch. Poorer cab dispatch would 

make it more difficult for the public to get cabs, which would result in calls for more cab 

medallions to be approved; since this company was the largest in the city, many of these 

profitable new cabs would have fallen into their hands:

Eddy: Then just around the time of the [1989] earthquake, they switched to 
computer, and the bottom fell out. They ruined the radio business. Gotham 
[Cab] would have room for seven phone operators on a Friday night, but they 
would have only two, and one would be taking a smoke break.

[Could it have been a bottleneck thing? Like, even if they had more people 
answering phones, there wouldn’t be cabs taking dispatch calls on a busy 
night?]

Eddy: No, I have plenty of examples. Like I’d be waiting in a zone forty-five 
minutes, and I’d pick up a lady who said she’d been waiting thirty minutes. 
Now how could that be? If I’d been sitting there forty-five minutes, the order 
should have been put out long ago. That’s not an isolated example. So they 
intentionally ruined their dispatch, so they could call for more cabs.

By the time of my previous research in the early 2000s, both radio dispatch and the 

older zone-based computer dispatch were being replaced with a new GPS-based form of 

computerized dispatch. This process, and the micropolitics involved, is explained in some 

detail in my Master’s Thesis. Here, I will discuss the form the contest between radio and 

computerized dispatch had taken by the time of my revisit to San Francisco in 2012.

At the time of this research, the MTA had ordered all cab companies still using radio 

dispatch to begin the switch to a GPS-based computerized dispatch system. Only one sizable 
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taxi radio network remained in operation, which many smaller cab companies subscribed to 

as part of their legal obligation to provide a dispatch service for their taxis. I could quickly 

tell, from listening to this dispatch radio in a number of cabs, that the rapid-fire heyday of 

radio dispatch—when passengers would often compare dispatchers to “auctioneers” due to 

the fast pace at which they spoke and gave out orders—was long past. By 2012, the dispatch 

radio was a slow-paced and occasional thing. While I could hear other drivers checking in for

radio fares, none of the radio-dispatched drivers I rode with paid much attention to the radio.

Vladimir: To tell you the truth, we don’t have a very good radio. I actually 
know two owners who left the company recently for that very reason. But I 
don’t mind, mostly, every now and then, I keep it on the whole time, every 
now and then I get a fare with it, but typically, my business is off the street.

Vladimir’s company had in fact just switched from radio to computer, which perhaps 

in part accounts for his habitual persistence (above) in referring to the radio in the present 

tense. He prefers the computerized dispatch system, but still does not rely heavily on it:

Vladimir: I prefer the GPS [dispatch] to the radio dispatch, because it just 
gives you the fare, it goes to the closest person. But again, it’s a slow dispatch 
because there are so few orders [i.e., few people call this small company for 
cabs]. Every now and then one just pops up... it’s not primarily what I depend 
on.

The cab industry in San Francisco has long been divided between large and small 

companies. While the large companies invest in the latest dispatch technology, and cultivate 

business for their drivers, the smaller companies have historically tended not to invest in 

technology, and to leave their drivers to find their own fares. For the drivers of these 
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companies, the switch from radio to computerized dispatch has not made much of an impact, 

because they are accustomed to relying on street hails or hotels for their business.

Bijan: Mostly I just take street fares. You can use those computer things if 
you have a phone, but I prefer just fares, pickups.

I have already, at the beginning of this chapter, given an account of the discourse of 

contemporary computer-dispatched drivers on the superiority of the modern computerized 

system over the radio dispatch of the past. Another sample:

Kanle: I’ve been working as a cabdriver for twenty-two years, with all the 
different kinds of dispatch. Radio, zone, and GPS. My favorite is GPS.

[Why?]

Kanle: Because it catches the closest cab. And there’s no favoritism, you can’t
stretch.60

As I have indicated, much of the “superiority” of this system is based on the way it 

reorganizes the flow of information and the opportunities drivers have to challenge the 

dispatcher’s control of the dispatch process, or even to be aware of how that control operates.

Nevertheless, Ali, an experienced driver who had used radio dispatch, along with both the 

old zone-based computer dispatch and the new GPS-based computer dispatch, felt that the 

new GPS system was every bit as corrupt, and at the mercy of the dispatcher, as the previous 

systems:

Ali: I never use the [GPS] dispatch system, because it’s corrupt. I don’t like to
60 “Stretching” means lying about one’s location on the old radio dispatch (cf. Anderson 2004: 225-228).
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have to pay for it, you know they take all the good airports out, all the good 
rides out. The dispatchers ask the callers where they’re going, and if its a good
ride they sell them to their friends for five bucks a piece over the phone. Five 
bucks, to their friends, and they never get put into the system. They might 
throw some in [to the regular dispatch] to make it not look so bad, but mostly 
they don’t... it’s very rare to get an airport off the computer. So I don’t really 
like the computer, I don’t use it much. I mostly stay downtown, that’s the best 
place to get airports, off the streets and from the hotels.

Today, the GPS-based computer dispatch system which came to prominence in the 

last ten years is being challenged by the spread of smartphone-enabled dispatching, 

commonly known as “e-hailing.” E-hailing services for taxis come in two kinds: a) 

companies which contract with existing fleets and provide e-hailing services to the entire 

company fleet; and b) companies that contract with taxi drivers individually, bypassing 

company control and often operating without the knowledge of the cab company. In San 

Francisco, at the time of my research, there were two taxi e-hailing services contracting with 

company fleets, and three contracting with individual drivers. Because taxi companies that 

contract with e-hailing services also use standard computerized dispatch, cabs for such 

companies have two, dual dispatch systems. Individual drivers who subscribe to additional, 

driver-contracting e-hailing services can supplement these with up to two or three further 

lines of dispatch.

Besides e-hailing for taxis, e-hailing services have developed to offer on-demand 

taxi-like services for limousines and unlicensed “ridesharing” vehicles. These will be 

discussed in more detail in later chapters. Often multiple such services are provided by the 

same e-hailing company. At the time of my research, the e-hailing services available in San 
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Francisco were (pseudonymously):

Gyro – one of the oldest, San Francisco-based e-hailing services, providing dispatch 

for licensed taxis only. Originally a driver-contracting e-hailer, Gyro had switched to a fleet-

contracting service just before the time of my research.

Taxi Wizard – A national taxi e-hailer originating on the East coast. Taxi Wizard 

contracts with company fleets. The parent company offers a similar service for limousine 

dispatch, known as Sedan Wizard.

Vaunt – Vaunt is a large and aggressively growing e-hailing corporation which started 

in San Francisco (though like almost all the e-hailing companies listed here, incorporated in 

Delaware) and has since spread internationally. Vaunt began as a limousine e-hailing service 

(Vaunt Black) and has since branched into e-hailing services for taxis (Vaunt Taxi) and 

“ridesharing” (Vaunt Lite).

Taxi Haste – Another startup originating in San Francisco, Taxi Haste began as a 

driver-contracting taxi e-hailing service, but has since spread into “ridesharing.”

Voodoo Taxi – Yet another San Francisco-headquartered startup, Voodoo Taxi is a 

driver-contracting taxi e-hailer.

Mool, Hocus, and Egress are three San Francisco-based e-hailers for unlicensed 

“ridesharing” vehicles. They will be discussed in later chapters.

One of the key advantages of smartphone e-hailing is the speed with which it 

operates. Riding with Aleks from Noe Valley to Japantown, I noticed that his radio was 

mostly silent, with only a few calls now and then, and only once was there a “run” in which 
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the dispatcher called a number of orders in a row. His e-hailing app, however, on a dash-

mounted smartphone, went off almost constantly, making a k-ching sound—he would look at

each order and decline it, because he was too far away and still had a passsenger. Aleks 

explained that he felt the technology was both “good and bad:”

Aleks: These apps have ruined the [regular] dispatching, because they are so 
much quicker. See, I can accept one of these in a second. With the [radio] 
dispatch, he [the dispatcher] has to call the orders, go through the cycle.

Ziad said much the same:

Ziad: People call the radio less. It used to be the only ways you could get a 
cab were by calling on the phone, and by hailing it on the street. Now they 
have these cell phone apps and everything, people don’t want to call the 
dispatcher, who will take two minutes to answer the phone, and then tell you 
to wait some more.

Of course, the extent to which e-hailing dispatch interferes with or competes with the 

traditional computerized dispatch depends on whether the two forms are integrated or 

working through distinct devices. Rajiv, a driver for the large El Dorado cab company, 

showed me how his Taxi Wizard was integrated into the pre-existing driver terminal, a 

conglomeration of screens and boxes mounted between the driver and the front passenger’s 

seat. Next to the standard computer-dispatch terminal, the GPS navigation screen, the 

taximeter, and the front-seat credit card reader, the e-hail screen was just another of many 

interconnected and interlinked screens. Taxi Wizard’s pricing system is integrated with the 

taximeter and the new e-waybill system, and payment for such rides can thus be taken 
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through the same credit card system as any other ride.

As Abdo, who drives for the same company, explains, the integrated e-hailing system 

has benefits while imposing some limitations on the driver. As long as the taximeter is on—

and a ride is in progress—neither the computer nor the e-hailing service will provide him 

with a future fare. He explains that this is company policy, to prevent drivers from “stacking”

orders, and also an effect of the way the systems are integrated. When I had ordered this cab 

through Taxi Wizard, a computerized woman’s voice called to confirm that one was on the 

way. I asked Abdo why he had not called me himself, which had been my experience with 

different apps. He explained that it is company policy again, for the driver not to have the 

passenger’s phone number; in addition, the automated calling system relieved him of the 

chore of calling to confirm with each passenger, which he suggested is a safety issue, as he 

should properly be focused on driving. Abdo does not use any of the other e-hailing apps, 

and is not interested in them, as he finds his company’s provided dispatch to be satisfactory.

Riad, who is yet another El Dorado driver, has a very different perspective. He 

dismisses the company-provided dispatch and instead relies on a downloaded Vaunt Taxi 

app:

Riad: I use Vaunt Taxi—I’m just looking out for myself! With Vaunt I’m 
independent, they don’t tell me what to do. Not like with the company, there is
no one you have to pay off for an order, or for a cab. I’m doing it for my own 
interests, nobody else will! I’m doing this for me.

Dave, who I hailed with Gyro, echoed the sentiment:
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Dave: Drivers use these apps because we want to be independent. The 
company knows nothing about what happens on the apps. It is just between 
the driver and the passenger.

Nadel stated likewise:

Nadel: The cab company, they don’t know nothing about this. What comes 
over it, who gets it, where they go, they know nothing about it.

Nadel supplements the radio dispatch at the small cab company he works for with 

both Gyro and Vaunt Taxi. Although he feels that small companies like his are generally 

supportive of drivers, he explains how the larger companies, which he has worked for in the 

past, treat their drivers poorly and are driving them to adopt the e-hailing apps as a form of 

resistance.

Nadel: The thing is, the cab companies do not care for the drivers. The 
unfortunate thing is that 99.9% of drivers are immigrants and the bosses do 
not care about them, they do not treat them like human beings. You hear about
how mean these managers are from all the drivers, like at El Dorado 
-------------, and another guy, ------------, they are very mean.... It is because 
the cab companies do not care about the cabdrivers that they turn around and 
say, screw you, we will use Vaunt, we will use all these....

When someone is bad to you, when they disrespect you, you cannot stay
in business with them. You cannot stay in business.

Aleks showed me how the orders popped up on his Gyro app, each time with a cash-

register k-ching sound to alert the driver (and wittingly or not, emphasizing the casino-like 

atmosphere of the cab). The message simply showed, in text, the cross-streets where the 

passenger was hailing from, and Aleks had a few seconds to accept or reject the offer. The 
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frequency by which calls pop up, and the distance of these offers from his own location, 

gives Aleks a sense of how busy demand is in the area he is driving through. From this he 

can evaluate whether or not to accept the call, based on how likely he feels he is to get 

another order closer or easier, and how likely the caller may be to have disappeared by the 

time he arrives. Aleks had taken my call while he was still on the way to drop off his 

previous passenger, which is allowed by Gyro. He judged that I was his best bet for a quick 

fare in the semiperipheral neighborhood of Noe Valley. On the Gyro map I could watch the 

icon for his cab coming down Castro and passing me, heading several blocks to the south, 

then turning around and coming back up towards my location. When he was a few blocks 

away, I received an automated message telling me to be ready. Aleks showed me later how he

sends this message with a button on the app screen; he can also call passengers directly, but 

often uses the recorded message to save time.

Using multiple apps does demand some extra work and attention from drivers to these

multiple lines of potential income. There is the possibility of having to decide between calls 

coming in from different sources at the same time, and this is complicated by the fact that 

some e-hailing services punish drivers for rejecting too many calls, or for accepting and then 

cancelling orders, by booting them from the system temporarily. Thus, turning down an 

inconvenient or risky call, or missing a call on one app while responding to another, can hurt 

the driver’s chances for income later in the day. Thus, many drivers develop strategies for 

switching between apps.

Nadel, for instance, took my hail through Vaunt Taxi, which would not give him any 
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additional rides until he had dropped off. To keep new orders coming during this time, he 

could turn on Gyro, but he preferred to do this only when he is close to dropping off his 

passenger.

Nadel: Otherwise you don’t know if they will be there. I would rather take 
someone from the corner. It happened earlier today when I was heading to the 
Sunset [district], there was a call in Golden Gate Park. I knew there was a race
today and traffic would be bad, there would be other cabs, who knows if he 
would be there when I got there. So I didn’t take the call, but went out and 
dropped, and when I was coming back he hailed again [with the app] and I 
picked him up. 

Mohammad has Taxi Wizard through the company dispatch; on his own dash-

mounted phone he had Taxi Haste, Voodoo Taxi, and Vaunt Taxi. He had previously used 

Gyro but had dropped it when it started working with fleets instead of with drivers. His 

favorite e-hailing app is Voodoo Taxi, which has a reputation system which gives points to 

drivers, allowing highly rated drivers to be given more fares than lower rated drivers. Voodoo

Taxi also lets passengers prepay fares—to assure the drivers that they will not leave in a 

different cab.

Mohammad: If you call for an airport, you can give, say, forty dollars 
prepaid, and that call will go first to the most experienced driver with the best 
record. Say it goes to me, then I have ten minutes to get there—as long as I 
am there in ten minutes, that forty dollars is mine. If the fare comes to forty-
five you can give me another five when I drop you off, and you can tip. But if 
you aren’t there when I come to pick you up, I still get the forty dollars. Every
time I pick up a passenger I get five out of five stars. So I can build them up.

He had just started using Vaunt Taxi to see what people thought about it, and to have 
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another dispatch line because business was getting slow.

Mohammad: Vaunt is very smart, but they have a set, prepaid 20% tip, out of 
which Vaunt takes 10%, so the driver only gets a 10% tip with them. They are 
the most expensive app for the driver. If you use Vaunt on a busy night, you 
are losing money, because in San Francisco people like to tip well, 25 or even 
30%. If you use them on a slow night, it can be okay.

Mohammad’s complaint is that Vaunt does not allow passengers to tip, except for a 

standard 20% which is added on to every fare. At the time of this interview, Vaunt charged 

drivers a fee of ten percent for each fare, so the driver effectively recieved only a ten percent 

tip on each Vaunt fare.61 Vaunt is well advertised, and has a lot of business, so is a useful 

option for the driver when business is slow; but when business is brisk and the smaller apps 

are also busy, Mohammad finds it better to turn Vaunt off and rely on the other apps, which 

charge much less to the driver (as little as one dollar a shift for some), in order to make more 

money.

Mohammad comments that many, if not all apps, seem to be designed and run by 

people with little or no direct experience in the taxi industry, and that they are more 

interested in their own gain than in getting the cab industry to work well.

Mohammad: The problem with this is it is private people who are doing this 
[running these apps]. The city, the MTA, they should be doing this.

61 Vaunt later raised their fee to the entire 20%. Their percentage has since waxed and waned due to 
competition for drivers with other e-hailing companies. A class action lawsuit was filed by drivers against 
the company for collecting tips from passengers, but not distributing them to drivers.
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Conclusion

The discussion above has focused on the ways cabdrivers in San Francisco use, and 

respond to, the multiple and proliferating porous interfaces in their cabs. As is shown in 

particular by the discussion of the competing dispatch services drivers use, often 

simultaneously, the porosity of the cab (as an index of its openness to other spaces) is not 

controlled by any one interface, but emerges from the manifold effects of these interfaces, 

and from the choices and reactions of their users.

In a previous study on the gestures used in cab hailing (Anderson 2014b), I analyzed 

the cab-hailing encounter as an example of what Goffman called the “loose coupling” of the 

interaction order and the social order (Goffman 1983); drivers evaluated the gestures made 

by hailers in terms of both the immediate interactional context, and the structural politics of 

the social order. The analogy of “loose coupling” works as well for the relationships between 

the taxi and the multiple other spaces to which it is coupled through porous interfaces. In 

particular, drivers receive and use each of these technologies in terms of a) the relation 

between the cab and the city, for instance, the mobility options enabled by the dispatch 

technology, how it shapes or affects driver knowledge through its representation of the city; 

b) political relations with other parties connected through the interfaces, such as the relation 

established between the cabdriver and those in control of a dispatch service; and c) the 

framing effects of the technology on in-cab interaction and the micropolitics of delegation.

Cabdrivers make money by finding passengers and taking them through the city, so 

the relationship between the cab and its urban field of operation is all-important. Each 
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dispatch technology represents the city by different means—aurally as in radio dispatch, or 

by maps on the screens of computer terminals and smartphones. Such representations are 

carefully designed to provide and withhold different kinds of information; each technology 

actively shapes the driver’s experience of, and movements through, the city. Drivers evaluate 

each technology (or variety thereof) through the opportunities and frustrations created in its 

design. Text or radio-based dispatch services, for instance, depend on the driver’s wayfinding

abilities, while those with built-in maps may delegate this skill out of the driver’s hands.

Interfaces which connect cabs electronically for the sharing or collecting of 

information also enter the drivers into political relations with those who control or operate 

the service. This is the source of much of the politics surrounding the adoption of security 

cameras and credit card readers in cabs. A history of friction between drivers and the 

operators (cab companies and dispatchers) of older taxi dispatch technology provides a 

motivation for drivers to switch to newer smartphone-based dispatching in the hopes that 

these will allow them to be more independent; in the end, however, these drivers are not 

getting rid of their “bosses,” but entering into, and juggling, relations with multiple bosses.62 

The development of each new dispatch technology—from radio, to computerized, to 

smartphone-based—has followed a trend towards the increased obfuscation of top-down 

control and a greater sense of driver “independence;” yet, this obfuscation results in less 

direct conflict between drivers and controllers, and a more seamless, less stressful experience

for the user.

The effects of porous interfaces on in-cab interaction are, in many cases, easily 
62 cf. Standing (2011: 34) on employment “triangulation.”
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recognized. A driver may point out the security camera to the passenger, to head off a 

suspected confrontation; the backseat credit card swiper allows passengers to pay while 

interacting with a screen instead of the cabdriver, while the backseat monitor, greeting each 

customer with a recorded message, can supplant the conversation or local knowledge which 

might once have been provided by the driver. An additional tool used by many e-hailing 

services for regimenting in-cab affective interaction—five-star ratings systems by which 

drivers and passengers rate each other—will be discussed in a future chapter. 

This study was conducted at a historical cusp, a point at which many possibilities 

were presenting themselves, and multiple visions of what a cab, and a cabdriver, should or 

could be were competing, coexisting, and mingling. It is likely that this situation is 

temporary, that one or a few of these services will become dominant, or that all will be swept 

away by the advent of yet another technology. In the meantime, the accretion of technologies 

meant that drivers possessed an unusual freedom to choose between multiple services, each 

offering different representations of the city and linking drivers to different hailing publics; 

though drivers also experienced some compulsion to keep themselves and their cabs open to 

multiple channels. Their choices and strategies for selecting, combining, or refusing services 

shows their power, within the multiply porous space of the multiply interfaced cab, to affect 

those other spaces with which the cab interfaces. At the same time, these porous interfaces 

also expose cab and driver to powerful interests seeking to track, influence, profit from, and 

regulate their movements and interactions.
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CHAPTER 10: A CASE OF ADVANCED
LIBERALISM: THE

MARKETIZATION OF TAXICAB
MEDALLIONS IN SAN FRANCISCO

Good Drivers, Bad Drivers

Among the first mentions of cabs for hire in San Francisco was a glowing newspaper 

article of 1853: 

None of the public carriages of this city are shabby, and they are considered to
be superior as a general rule, to those of any other city in the world. There 
may be a very few finer carriages in London, Paris, or New York than any we 
have here, but the great majority of their public carriages can not be compared
to those of San Francisco.63

A year later, the same paper had changed its tune:

The abominable outrages and extortions practised by hackmen in this city... 
[are] on the increase. How much longer are these land pirates to be allowed to 
continue their depredations?64

This two-sided discourse65 has characterized the cab industry in San Francisco (as 

elsewhere) ever since, both in media representations of the industry and in the actions and 

statements of regulators—indeed, the second article was contemporaneous with one of the 

63 “The Carriages of San Francisco” Daily Alta California, 31 August 31 1853.
64 “More Hack Extortions,” Daily Alta California. 27 November 1854.
65 This instructive juxtaposition was first pointed out in Kirby (2001).
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first attempts to regulate hack rates of fare in San Francisco.66 One the one hand, cabs 

metonymically signify urbanity and urban progress and prosperity, and their drivers are 

hailed as “ambassadors” for the city. On the other hand, cabdrivers are portrayed as a 

mobile, implicitly untrustworthy group, careening through the city in dangerous vehicles. 

These visions at once resonate with and contradict each other, and both have long shaped the

governance of taxis and their drivers.67

The space created by this opposition between the “good” and “bad” qualities of 

drivers is that within which the subjectivity of taxi drivers is produced as an object of 

disciplinary concern and control. This is but a particular instantiation of the way in which the

more widespread productive ambivalence of Enlightenment thought—one might say, its 

“blackmail”—posits subjects as capable of responsibility, while remaining within a self-

imposed condition of needing to be taught to be responsible (Foucault 1984). For this 

productive ambivalence to be maintained, governmental rationality within the era of 

liberalism takes the form of a critique of itself, as a discourse on its own necessary 

limitations (Foucault 2008: 29). Liberal governments thus seek legitimation, not as forms of 

domination, but of liberation. The fact that this goal of liberation necessitates the continued 

dominating presence of government is a problem which the liberal state can never leave 

behind. Part of liberalism’s success as a governmental rationality lies in the readiness with 

which it has elaborated and switched between multiple, even competing solutions to this 

contradiction.

66 “Hack Fares,” Daily Alta California, 7 December 1854.
67 For examples in other cities see Berry (2006), Hodges (2007), Hickey (2010).
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This chapter will look at recent “reforms” in taxicab regulation in the city of San 

Francisco. Historically, regulation of the taxicab industry has been undertaken in the name of

a pastoral governmentality, for the purpose of protecting citizens, workers, and property, and

in the name of social goals such as health, safety, and equity. In the late Twentieth century, 

neoliberal critiques of the industry urged the removal of these controls in order to liberate a 

market rationality which, it was argued, would better serve the interests of both the industry 

and its customers. This led regulators in the progressive city of San Francisco to marketize 

the city’s taxicab medallions by invoking the tools and justifications of neoliberal theory, 

while at the same time preserving the pastoral stance of governmentality in the name of 

social welfare. Specifically, I will seek to describe how and why this hybrid project came 

about, arguing that it is best understood as an instantiation of “advanced liberalism.”

“Neoliberalism” and “Advanced Liberalism”

A necessary part of my argument involves drawing a distinction between the terms 

neoliberalism and advanced liberalism. Although some authors treat these as synonyms (e.g.

Rose 1996), Mitchell Dean establishes a distinction between them. Dean treats 

“neoliberalism” as a name for a set of related liberal governmentalities, “modes of 

problematization of the welfare state” which seek “the extension of market rationality to all 

spheres, by the focus on choices of individuals and collectives, and by the establishment of a

culture of enterprise and responsible autonomy” (Dean 2010: 267-8). Foucault (2008) 

described the elaboration of the key elements of this body of theory, including the 
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denaturalization of the market and the recognition that markets are created as an “artefact” 

of human culture and action (in Hayek’s terms)68, as a “game” with “rules” (in Friedman’s 

terms) (Friedman 1982: 25ff). This delinking of markets from a concept of the “natural” 

while preserving their hypostatization as inherently rational and moral “regimes of 

veridiction” is what allows neoliberalism to be performative (cf. Mackenzie et al. 2007)—

that is, to actively construct markets through government action while preserving the idea 

that once constructed these markets can be “free” of governmental interference. Markets do 

not have to be discovered or uncovered, they can be created—anywhere. Here I will use the 

term artifactual market to identify the conscious construction of a market where one did not 

exist previously, for the precise purpose of subordinating a given set of social relations to the

moral and disciplinary effects of a market, as this is conceived in neoliberal theory.

Advanced liberalism, on the other hand, refers (for Dean) to a “number of types of 

government that are assembled from similar elements and resources” (Dean 2010: 266). 

These elements include markets as well as direct and indirect means of regulation, from the 

“individualization of the management of risk” to “paternalistic and coercive measures” (ad 

loc.). Put simply, advanced liberalism is a broader category—the set of tools and rationalities

available to liberal governments in the contemporary era, or “late capitalism” (Jameson 

1990). Neoliberalism is included in this toolkit, and plays a major role; however, advanced 

liberal governments are bricoleurs, and pastoral, social, or authoritarian logics may also be 

68 More specifically, Hayek called “freedom” an “artefact of civilization;” yet the freedom he refers to is 
essentially a freedom to enter into the market, and the market is a prime example of the “abstract order” 
secured by “common abstract rules of conduct” which Hayek calls the “discipline of freedom” (Hayek 1982:
163ff; cf. Dean 2010: 180-187).
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called upon when they suit the purposes of government actors.

The Goals of Taxicab Regulation

Cooper et. al (2010: 15) summarize taxi regulation with the acronym QQE, 

standing for Quantity (number of cabs), Quality (“vehicle and operator fitness 

standards”), and Economic controls (such as the setting of fares). Gilbert and Samuels 

(1982: 72) give a broader list of five primary ways in which taxicabs are regulated: 

1. Entry Controls (limitations on the number of vehicles and/or drivers);

2. Fixed Rates of Fare (to prevent overcharging, and bring clarity to fare 

structures);

3. Financial Responsibility (drivers and/or companies must carry insurance or 

cash reserves for accidents, as well as sufficient funds for vehicle maintenance and 

repair);

4. Vehicle Condition (vehicles for hire are subject to inspections to ensure 

quality); and

5. Assurance of Service (limiting conditions under which drivers may refuse 

passengers; also, assuring geographical coverage).

To this should be added:

6. Spatial and communicative controls (constraints on where and how cabs can stand 

or ply for hire, and to how passengers can be obtained).
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Taken together, these regulatory techniques construct four objects, on which and in 

the name of which regulation acts and is legitimated:

1. Taxi Drivers, (their conduct and behavior)

2. Taxicab Vehicles (through safety regulations, etc; also the cab as an interactional 

space)

3. Taxi Passengers (their experience and safety); and

4. Urban space and sociality (to the extent that this is shaped by the interactions of 

the first three above).

In San Francisco, numerous rules govern the conduct of cabdrivers while 

working, along with their eligibility for a cabdriving permit. Several regulations carry 

the presumption that cabdrivers are inherently unruly and in need of discipline:

(29) No Driver shall threaten, harass, or abuse another person, nor may a 
Driver speak in an obscene, threatening or abusive manner.
(30) Drivers shall not use or attempt to use any physical force against any 
person except proportional, reasonable force necessary for self-defense or 
defense of another. 
(31) Drivers shall be clean in dress and person.
(32) Any Driver who is pulled over by a Peace Officer while the Taximeter is in
operation must turn off the Taximeter from the time the vehicle is pulled over 
until the time that the Peace Officer authorizes the vehicle to depart.
(33) No Driver shall burn any substance, drink, or eat while a passenger is in 
the vehicle.69

Taxicabs in turn are subject to strict insurance requirements and yearly inspections, 

and must be equipped with a long list of required devices, including a tested and sealed 

69 From Section 1108 of the San Francisco Transportation Code, at 
http://www.amlegal.com/library/ca/sfrancisco.shtml.

http://www.amlegal.com/library/ca/sfrancisco.shtml
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taximeter and security camera.70 Passengers are not directly regulated, but several 

assumptions are made about their desires and proclivities. Rules of driver conduct in the 

presence of passengers evoke the behavior of a servant in the presence of a master; drivers 

can, however, refuse service to passengers who fail to “present themselves for transportation 

in a clean, coherent, safe and orderly manner and for a lawful purpose.” 71 Taxicab drivers 

and vehicles—and therefore their passengers—are tracked by a number of surveillance 

devices, from distinct vehicle coloring and numbering, to waybills recording pick up and 

drop off points, to surveillance cameras. An instructive example was provided in 2011, when 

a drawing by Picasso was stolen in broad daylight from a gallery in downtown San 

Francisco; the thief was captured on storefront security cameras getting into a San Francisco 

taxi, and the cabdriver’s testimony, along with the footage from the taxi camera, were 

instrumental in catching the suspect (Dover 2011).

Urban space and sociality are the objects of three out of four of the goals set by the 

San Francisco Municipal Transit Agency’s Strategic Plan:

1. Create a safer transportation experience for everyone.

2. Make transit, walking, bicycling, taxi, ridesharing, and carsharing the 
preferred means of travel.

3. Improve the environment and quality of life in San Francisco.
(SFMTA, 2012a: 7)72

70 cf. Section 1113 of the San Francisco Transportation Code.
71 From Section 1108 of the San Francisco Transportation Code.
72 As befits an enlightened institution, the fourth goal is a self-critique: “Create a workplace that delivers 

outstanding service” (ad loc.).
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As part of these laudable goals, written into the taxi code is the call to “require all 

persons, businesses or corporations holding permits issued pursuant to this Article to take 

steps to improve taxi service to the public.” The cab industry is thus explicitly governed with 

the goal, not of meeting set standards, but of continuous “improvement,” an unending project

worthy of Enlightenment thinking.

San Francisco Taxicab Medallions and Proposition K

Taxicab medallions—permits to operate a vehicle as a taxicab—are one of the 

primary means of taxicab regulation. In addition to serving as a form of tracking and entry 

control for drivers and vehicles, a cap on the number of medallions is used to exert regulatory

control over the industry. Limiting the number of cabs in a given jurisdiction may be 

undertaken with several goals: limiting the impact of cabs on traffic congestion and pollution;

promoting the efficiency of police surveillance of taxis; and protecting the industry from 

ruinous competition (Gilbert and Samuels 1982; Lupkin 2001; Cooper et al. 2010). A 

medallion system (as opposed to an open entry system, or a franchise system) gives 

regulators direct control over individual taxis and their operators by submitting permittees to 

processes of application, renewal, and potentially revocation. Limiting the supply of 

medallions increases their value, which means that city governments can reap a windfall by 

increasing the supply and selling or auctioning the newly created medallions.

Bursts of regulatory interest in the cab industry have been linked to economic 

downturns and “abnormal economic conditions” (Gilbert and Samuels 1982: 141). The 
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Depression era, in particular, saw a vast increase in the number of cabs in many US cities, as 

cabs absorbed a wave of newly self-employed workers, while auto companies promoted 

leasing out vehicles as taxicabs to make up for lost revenue from sales (Vidich 1976; Gilbert 

and Samuels 1982: 61-2, 68). The desperate situation led to rate wars as well as to criminality

and out-and-out violence (Cassady 1957; Vidich 1976), and municipalities responded with 

much more extensive regulation and policing of the industry than had been seen previously. 

San Francisco instituted minimum fares in 1931 and followed with a cap on the number of 

cabs in 1932, requiring all new applicants for taxi permits to demonstrate “public 

convenience and necessity” to justify the new medallion. This put a brake on the growth of 

the cab fleet, and new permits were only issued incrementally, accompanied each time with 

much debate, until the late 1970s (Davis 1990: 16ff; cf. von Dioszeghy and Rothmeyer 

1970).

The regulatory regime imposed during the Depression era (and reinforced by a second

round immediately following the Second World War) favored the creation of large company 

fleets, which could assure service through up-to-date dispatching technologies, and take the 

initiative in disciplining drivers (Gilbert and Samuels 1982: ad loc.). Whereas the typical 

horse-driven cab had been leased for the day by a driver with little company supervision, the 

new model of cabdriver was an employee, trained, presumably polite, often in uniform, and 

usually paid by commission, splitting the income recorded by the meter with the company.

Although the commission system was not properly “Fordist” (as it relied on 

commission rather than wage labor), its rise and fall corresponded with that regime of 
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accumulation. The switch to post-Fordism was clearly marked in the taxicab industry by the 

widespread collapse of the commission/employee model in most US cities as well as 

elsewhere, the busting or evisceration of unions, and the development of a new model in 

which the majority of drivers are legally independent contractors hired by the day, week, or 

month. Across the US this change occured between the late 1960s and the mid 1980s; in San 

Francisco the transition began in 1976 when the largest commission-style employer, Yellow 

Cab, went bankrupt, and came to fruition in 1980, when the cabdriver’s local of the 

Teamster’s union was broken (Russell 1985; Davis 1990). The bankruptcy of Yellow Cab put

the majority of the city’s taxi fleet out of service and led to a major mobility crisis in the city. 

This was interpreted as a failure of the market to provide reliable, consistent taxi service. 

This market failure was therefore met with a radical restructuring of the city’s taxi industry in

the form of Proposition K of 1978.

Since the 1930s the value of a taxicab permit had fluctuated wildly with the amount 

of business in the industry. Medallions could be held by anybody: many were held by 

individual owner-drivers, others were held by persons with no relationship to the taxicab 

industry who simply leased out the medallions for the passive income. A significant 

proportion of medallions were held directly by the large companies, which also tended to 

handle the leasing of the non-driver medallions. Proposition K mandated that all taxicab 

medallions should be held by active cabdrivers—this became known as the driving 

requirement: 

No permit shall be issued unless the person applying for the permit shall 
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declare under penalty of oath his or her intention actively and personally to 
engage as permittee driver under any permit issued to him or her for at least 
four hours during any 24 hour period on at least 75% of the business days 
during the calendar year. No more than one permit shall be issued to any one 
person. (from text of Proposition K, in SPUR 2001) 

Furthermore, although issued to individual drivers, the medallions remained the 

property of the city. They could not (legally) be bought, sold, or transfered, and when the 

medallion holder died or was otherwise unable to fulfill the driving requirement, the 

medallion reverted to the city, which then issued it to a new driver. Applicants for medallions 

paid yearly fees to keep their space on a waiting list; their records as working drivers were 

then scrutinized before their permit was issued. The length of time spent on the waiting list 

before receiving a medallion grew to as long as fifteen years.

Proposition K greatly enlarged the number of medallions held by individual drivers, 

creating a new and powerful class of owner-drivers, with whom companies must deal.73 

Instead of having to take out loans to acquire medallions as in other cities,74 San Francisco 

cabdrivers under Proposition K received their medallions in the natural course of their career.

Whereas regular taxi drivers pay the companies for each shift, medallion-holding drivers 

receive monthly checks from the companies, and if unsatisfied are free to take their 

73 Whereas before Prop K one large company dominated the city, since Prop K most cabs have been split 
between three or four large companies. This is arguably the effect of competition to attract medallion 
holders. Interestingly, another response of the city government to the 1970s market failure was to encourage 
taxicab cooperatives as a “responsible” form of organization (Russell 1985: 137). However, San Francisco’s 
cab coops have tended more towards workplace oligarchy than democracy, due in part to the division 
between owning and non-owning drivers, reinforced by Prop K.

74 Predatory loans for permits, targeting immigrant drivers in particular, are a blight on the industry in many 
cities: e.g. Boston (Russell 1983); New York (Lobas 1990); Toronto (Facey 1999); Philadelphia (Russell 
2004).
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medallion (and the right to operate a cab that goes with it) to another company, or to operate 

independently. San Francisco’s unique medallion system thus served as an incentive for 

experienced, skilled drivers to stick with an industry that otherwise offers few opportunities 

for advancement or financial security. 

That said, it also had some less than progressive side effects. The promised status of 

medallion holder was limited by the number of medallions, and so could never be attained by

more than a fraction of the city’s actual cabdrivers. By inserting a large group of “owner-

drivers” into the work hierarchy between “mere” drivers and company owners, Prop K 

created political and social divisions among the cabdrivers. Not truly employer, not truly 

employee; an owner, and at the same time a worker; the owner-driver occupies a confusing 

position in the political economy of the taxicab industry. In a substantial way 1978’s 

Proposition K supplemented the concurrent trend towards the “self-employed” driver in 

defracting and atomizing the consciousness of drivers vis-à-vis the companies they work for, 

and in increasing the flexibility of cabdrivers as a workforce. Raymond Russell, writing on a 

similar workforce division in the Boston cab industry, concludes that “the distribution of 

Boston cab drivers across ownership categories is no mere accident” (Russell 1983: 368). 

The loss of employee, and hence of “worker,” status, along with the opportunity for some 

drivers to own individually their means of production (the cab and/or medallion) while still 

being subject to the dispatch-brokering and financial structures of their trade, contribute to a 

process of “embourgoisement,” in which the exploitative nature of cab work is obscured by 

the lack of a wage relation and by the illusions of independence and ownership (ibid.).
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Opposition to Prop K came primarily from companies because it limited their 

potential for profit and for control over the industry. In addition, aging and disabled 

medallion holders have been concerned about the imposition of the driving requirement, and 

about the lack of a potential for retirement income from the medallion. City Hall, interested 

in a more malleable cab system, has tended to be a ready ally in the attempt to overturn Prop 

K. Having been passed by a ballot initiative, Prop K could only be modified or repealed by 

popular vote, and since 1978 there have been no fewer than eleven taxicab-related 

propositions in San Francisco, the majority seeking to restore transferability (i.e., sale) of 

medallions (Machen and Thigpen 2007). All but two of these initiatives failed, often by large 

margins; in the words of Taxi Director Chris Hayashi:

Every other ballot measure was defeated, and the reason for that is that the 
issue was always presented to the voters as a war between the big corporations
and the working poor taxi driver (Hayashi 2010).

What this statement reveals, besides the spectacle of an appointed official criticizing 

the democratic process, is the long-seated frustration of regulators and their allies in failing to

overturn Prop K, in light of the successes of cabdrivers and their union (the United Taxicab 

Workers) in articulating the pro-K cause with enduring progressive sentiments among the 

city’s electorate. When two taxicab ballot measures eventually did win, they did so because 

they were sold not as attempts to overturn Prop K, but as measures to improve governance 

and fix the city’s “taxicab problem”—in other words, in the name of a caring, progressive 

rationality of government. Thus Proposition D of 1998 formed the Taxicab Commission, and 
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Proposition A of 2007 brought taxicabs and their drivers under the authority of a newly 

centralized Municipal Transit Agency.

The flexible labor regime since the 1970s had been characterized by the dissolution of

much of the company-based disciplinary framework which had previously governed the 

conduct of drivers, and responsibility for the regulation and governance of taxis had been 

thrown into the lap of the Taxi Detail, red-haired stepchild of the SFPD. This began to change

after 1999 with the inauguration of the Taxicab Commission. The Mayoral-appointed 

Commission, composed of representatives from a number of interested groups including 

seniors, the disabled, labor, neighborhoods, cab companies, and the hotel industry, was 

charged with governing the details of cab industry regulation and management, while 

considering means by which service and safety in the industry could be improved. The 

diversity of stakeholders and competing interest groups, particularly within the industry 

itself, led to contention. A later Taxi Director described the Commission period as beset by 

“entrenched dynamics between rival interests” (Hayashi 2010). In 2009, as the result of 

Proposition A, a transportation reform bill, the Taxicab Commission was disbanded and its 

responsibilities absorbed into the Municipal Transportation Agency, or MTA.

 Both the Commission and the MTA eras of governance have seen an intensification 

of pastoral and disciplinary concern with the livelihood and behavior of drivers. The 

Commission oversaw the introduction of security cameras to cabs; the expanded use of taxis 

as paratransit providers, along with an increase in the number of wheelchair-accessible cabs; 

and developed a highly successful “green taxi” program which reduced overall fleet 
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emissions and converted over 90% of the city’s cabs to alternative fuels.75 The Commission 

also developed healthcare and pension plans for taxi drivers, though neither of these projects 

came to fruition. Since absorbing the Commission’s duties, the MTA has sought to radically 

transform the city’s cab industry, starting with a transformation of the taxicab medallion 

system (discussed below). The MTA has also taken up reform of leasing and dispatch 

systems, and resolved to move beyond the “archaic” system of paper waybills to electronic 

replacements, automating the surveillance of taxicab trip locations and fares, and allowing 

driver incomes to become known “down to a penny” (Hayashi 2010; SFMTA 2011).

As pointed out above, this intrusive, pastoral regulatory project stands in marked 

contrast to much of the experience of taxi governance seen in San Francisco since the onset 

of precarization in the 1970s. It also stands in contrast to the experiences of several other US 

cities during this time period, which saw widespread experimentation with taxicab 

deregulation, based on the principles and predictions of neoliberal economic theory.

The “Taxicab Problem” in Neoliberal Economics

Classic Twentieth century taxicab regulatory techniques and concerns were tools of a 

mid-century pastoral governmentality, acting to wield the arm of government in the 

preservation of public safety, and the encouragement of proper conduct and urban circulation.

Of these controls, taxicab licensing—the issuance of permits or medallions— was the most 

fundamental. It also most raised the ire of neoliberal thinkers who sought to transform, not 

75 “Press Release: San Francisco Taxis Surpass Emissions Goal,” 
http://www.sfmta.com/cms/xind/documents/2812SFGreenTaxiMilestone.pdf

http://www.sfmta.com/cms/xind/documents/2812SFGreenTaxiMilestone.pdf
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only the national and global economy, but governmental rationality itself.

Milton Friedman included taxicab licensing as one of a list of “problems” in the 

appendix to his Price Theory. Implicitly criticizing taxicab drivers for their opposition to 

increasing the number of cabs by abolishing license restrictions, Friedman asked, “Who 

would benefit and who would lose from an expansion in the number of licenses issued at a 

nominal fee?” (Friedman 1962: 346). Friedman opposed licensing on principle on the 

premise that licenses “restrict freedom and promote the waste of resources” although he did 

grant some basis for licensing of taxicab drivers, due to their potential for shady behavior 

(Friedman 1982: 127, 146).76

Following Friedman’s lead, a number of economists called for the abolition of the 

closed entry medallion system in taxicabs, and the replacement with an open entry system 

which would, it was presumed, allow the unfettered, rational action of the market to improve 

service while avoiding the inherent “waste” of regulation (e.g., Orr 1969; Kitch et al. 1971; 

Eckert 1973). These neoliberal critiques were timely in that they corresponded with the 

economic crisis of the 1970s and with the national restructuring of the taxi industry’s labor 

regime through the dissolution of the employee-commission system and its replacement with 

the independent contractor model. Gilbert and Samuels have pointed out that arguments for 

deregulation of taxi markets are two-fold:  the theoretical economic argument is coupled with

76 “A taxicab driver picking up a person at night may be in a particularly good position to steal from him. To 
inhibit such practices, it may be desirable to have a list of names of people who are engaged in the taxicab 
business, to give each a number, and to require that this number be put in the cab so that anyone molested need 
only remember the number of the cab. This involves simply the use of the police power to protect individuals 
against violence on the part of other individuals and may be the most convenient method of doing so.” 
(Friedman 1982: 146)
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a practical motivation on the part of regulators who are seeking to cut the costs of expensive 

oversight, inspections, book-keeping, etc., and so to divest themselves of the “burden of 

regulation” (Gilbert and Samuels 1982: 145-7). These arguments have been most successful 

when working together in a kind of elective affinity, the theoretical argument providing 

academic prestige to the practical maneuvers of cost-cutting bureaucrats.

The 1970s and 1980s saw a wave of experimentation with deregulation of taxicabs in 

many US cities, primarily through the abolition of limitations to entry, and of set rates of 

fare. After an initial wave of enthusiasm (on the part of regulators and economists, at least) 

reports of undesirable effects began to accumulate, many of which—such as declines in the 

level and quality of service, and increases in fare prices—were in contradiction to the 

expectations of market theorists (Teal and Berglund 1987; Cairns and Liston-Heyes 1996; 

Dempsey 1996; Bekken 2005).77 This led to a new wave of “re-regulation” and a retreat from

the neoliberal policies in most, though not all, cities which had experimented with 

deregulation. True-believing economists continue to rail against this short-sightedness, 

arguing for more time for markets to show that they could work, or for more tinkering to 

construct taxicab markets in the right way (e.g. Harris 2002; Moore and Balaker 2006). Yet 

the actual or perceived success or failure of taxi deregulation, along with the decline in the 

appeal of “deregulation” as a rallying cry in the aftermath of the Reagan years, is only a part 

of the story. Just as the practical context in the 1970s had proven felicitous for the 

dissemination of neoliberal reforms, so did regulators in most cities encounter mundane, 

77 “...many academic research studies in both the USA and UK have observed that a comprehensive 
deregulated or completely open entry approach to taxi services within a community can lead to unreliability 
or more expensive taxi services.” (Cooper et al. 2010: 16)
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practical, and above all political reasons to reinstitute entry and fare restrictions in the 

decades that followed.

In summary, the classic neoliberal critique of taxicab markets sought the elimination 

of medallions and closed entry systems. A wave of experiments with this model came in the 

wake of the economic crisis and restructuring of the 1970s, but within several decades this 

deregulated model had all but foundered, with most jurisdictions returning to closed entry 

systems. During this period, San Francisco remained insulated from these trends by the 

relatively progressive institution of the Prop K medallion system.

Contemporary Discourse on Taxi Markets and Regulation

Fast-forward to the present day and the current set of “abnormal economic 

conditions.” In the Fall of 2010 the International Association of Transportation Regulators 

(IATR), an association of regulators in the taxi and limousine industries, included a session 

and debate over open versus closed entry taxicab systems in their 10th annual meeting in 

Chicago. IATR President and former New York City Taxi and Limousine Commission 

chairman Matthew Daus introduced the subject:

Every city now is cash-strapped, to some extent ... and they’re looking at 
forms of raising new revenue. ...  And also there’s been a trend towards prices 
going up, over the last ten years, when it comes to permit values and 
medallion values. At the same time ... cities have really begun to take a look at
their taxi industries to improve them. So I think the timing is really right for 
this topic to be discussed, because there is some sort of correlation between 
good taxi service, cash flow and a healthy industry, and a city looking to 
promote itself from a tourism standpoint, to attract people to the city, and also 
cities looking to, quote-unquote, ‘raise revenue’ through this system—whether
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you agree with that or not, it’s a reality—so that’s kind of why we picked this 
topic, because it is very timely and a lot of cities are looking at the possibility 
of medallion sales. On the other hand there are some cities that believe that 
they’ve had bad experiences... (Daus 2010)

Several lines of tension underlie this speech, and several of the most prominent are 

tied together in the question of open versus closed systems. As noted above, pure neoliberal 

theory argues that permits or medallions should be done away with entirely, and the taxicab 

market left open for all comers. Yet, many regulators recall the era of deregulation as one of 

“bad experiences.” Yet again, the high taxi medallion prices of certain cities—Daus’s own 

New York, in particular—have been repeatedly cited by neoliberal theorists as a key example

of market distortion imposed by the irrationality of the medallion system.78 But the 

impressive rise (pre-recession) in medallion values in those cities where they can be bought 

and sold could hardly go unnoticed in the nation’s “cash-strapped” municipalities.

So, municipalities and regulators are motivated to pursue marketization—and the 

profits and industry improvements this is expected to produce—not through full deregulation 

and liberalization, but within a closed regulatory system. Indeed, it is the “irrational” closed 

nature of the permitting system which causes the medallions to accrue such remarkable and 

appealing value in the first place. Daus’s apparent discomfort in introducing the subject 

seems to confirm that his audience of regulators and industry representatives might perceive 

this, at least on a theoretical level, as a contradiction. As we turn now to the actual 

deployment of the idea in the progressive political milieu of San Francisco, things become 

78 e.g. Friedman (1962, 1982). Gilbert and Samuels (1985: 146) point out that “Despite its publicity, the New 
York taxicab medallion price remains atypical. It has, nonetheless, been a persuasive factor in bolstering the 
arguments of those favoring free competition in the taxi industry.”
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even more complicated.

The Death of Prop K

In order to fully integrate taxi-related functions... the Agency shall have the 
same exclusive authority over taxi-related functions and taxi-related fares, 
fees, charges, budgets, and personnel that it has over the Municipal Railway 
and parking and traffic fares, fees, charges, budgets, and personnel. Once 
adopted, Agency regulations shall thereafter supercede all previously-adopted 
ordinances governing motor vehicles for hire that conflict with or duplicate 
such regulations. (Text of Proposition A of 2007)

With this passage, buried within an omnibus bill covering “Transit Reform, Parking 

Regulations, and Emissions Reductions,” Proposition K was finally dethroned after a reign of

thirty years. Initial rumors of its death, however, were slightly exaggerated. The MTA hereby 

obtained the ability to overrule Prop K, but this did not in itself add up to the political will, 

and pull, required to do so. The provisions of Prop K remained in effect until specifically 

superseded.

The arguments for doing so were laid out in a study conducted for the Taxicab 

Commission in 2006:

The system instituted by Proposition K has resulted in a fundamental inequity:
large economic benefits are accruing to a small population [i.e., medallion 
holders] who is not providing any extra service or effort that merits the receipt
of these windfalls.

...Under transferability, the city would collect the initial value of the 
economic rents associated with taxicab medallions, and could use this revenue
according to the public’s preferences. With estimates of medallion values 
ranging from $180,000 to $250,000, the city could collect anywhere from 
$235 million to $325 million or more ... and apply it to public purposes that 
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affect far more than 1,306 individuals.79 The city also could reinvest this 
money into the taxicab industry and distribute it more equally amongst the 
stakeholders by establishing benefit programs for all taxicab drivers or 
incentives for customer service improvements. Finally, by auctioning the 
medallions, the city ensures that the medallions go to the drivers who are the 
most willing to pay for the right to generate income. The result is an 
unambiguously more equitable distribution of industry resources than the 
current system. (Lam et al. 2006: 10; emphasis added)

Besides the practical purpose of generating revenue for the city, it is argued that 

medallion sales would facilitate both the pastoral governance of the industry (through 

“benefit programs” and incentives) and the governance of drivers through market discipline. 

I quote this passage at length to accentuate how these three separate rationales for the 

marketization of medallions are combined in this particularly advanced example of liberal-

governmental rationalization. 

By 2009, with the MTA takeover of the Taxi Commission looming, Mayor Gavin 

Newsom proposed the auctioning of taxicab medallions, claiming “tens of millions of 

dollars” in potential profit for the city, and making specific reference to the recent sale of a 

New York City medallion for $500,000 (Allday 2009). MTA Director Malcolm Heinecke 

added:

[Drivers] would now have something in which they have a vested interest... If 
they wanted to return the permit to the city to be reauctioned, they get a bit of 
that. That is, in and of itself, a benefit to the medallion holder, and also it 
creates an ownership mentality in the industry. (Heinecke, quoted in Allday 
2009)

Although a number of permit holders were, understandably, in favor of transferability,
79 The number of medallion holders at that time.
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the rank and file drivers tended not to see the appeal of this “ownership mentality.” Union 

spokespersons asserted that, contrary to Newsom’s and Heinecke’s representations, 

medallions under Prop K were not issued for “free,” since decades of work in the industry, 

not to mention on the waiting list, already constituted a form of “investment.”80

Reaction to Newsom’s proposal from within the industry was swift and effective, at 

least in spreading the counter-argument to marketization in the media. Immigrant rights 

advocate Veena Dubal describes a coalition of “some companies, medallion holders, non-

medallion holders, the United Taxi Workers, and the Asian Law Caucus” (Dubal 2009). 

Opposition to the plan was reported in the Chronicle and as far afield as the Wall Street 

Journal; concerned members of the public were encouraged to email Mayor Newsom with 

messages such as:

“I am a citizen of San Francisco. I read about Mayor Newsom’s plan to 
privatize medallions in the City. I think this is a terrible idea. The Mayor 
should not try to fix Muni’s budget on the backs of hard-working immigrant 
workers. The plan will have a devastating long term impact on the taxi 
industry and service. I encourage the Mayor and the Municipal Transportation 
Agency to come up with alternate funding ideas.” (Dubal 2009)

The plan to marketize the city’s medallions had come off to a rocky start. 

Nevertheless, instead of trying to force the Mayor’s plan on the industry, MTA Taxi Director 

Hayashi inaugurated a series of Taxi Town Hall Meetings, open to the public, in which all 

interested parties were able to engage in the debate over “Prop K Reform.” Hayashi later 

described the process to the 2010 IATR conference:

80 See Chapter 5 for a discussion of “investment” in this sense.
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The solution ... was to sort of kill them with kindness if you will, we had over 
175 hours of Taxi Town Hall Meetings, and it was unstructured debate... I 
went through a lot of whiteboard stuff, and a lot of brainstorming... and we 
would say well what about this, and someone would raise an objection, so we 
would try to find another way.... and 175 hours later, we came out with what 
we thought was an operable plan, not everybody agreed with it, but everybody
was sort of okay with it ... well, not everybody, some people really wanted to 
go back to the Prop K system. But then you walk out of the room, and you say
okay, I’ve—We’ve just created this new animal, and you walk outside into the
sunlight, and does anybody else recognize that this is, you know, something 
legitimate, especially a lender? (Hayashi 2010)

Hayashi was effective at bringing a much larger amount of industry support on board 

for the ultimate plan to marketize medallions. Taxicab driver Ed Healy’s insightful and 

eloquent blog captures his own process of conversion from skepticism to advocacy of 

Hayashi’s ultimate plan, as it developed between late 2009 and early 2010.81 One key to 

success was the incorporation of elements proposed by diverse groups such as the Medallion 

Holders’ Association, the San Francisco Cab Drivers’ Association, and the UTW; while the 

ultimate goal of Prop K “reform” through the marketization of medallions in one form or 

another came to be treated as an inevitability. At the same time, the original threat of 

Newsom’s more radical proposal hung in the background should Hayashi’s gentler method 

break down:

The reality of the situation is that Hayashi is trying to make an omelet out of 
eggs that have already been broken. She’s trying to give something to 
everybody.... She’s trying her best to be fair. 

I think that the powers-that-be are betting that she can’t do it. I believe 
that they think that “cabbies” are too quarrelsome and too stupid to hang 
together. Divide and conquer is the catch phrase. They’re waiting to see her 

81 http://phantomcabdriverphites.blogspot.com/

http://phantomcabdriverphites.blogspot.com/
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fail.
...if drivers don’t support Director Hayashi at the MTA meeting next 

Tuesday, our input will be history. Without Chris’s compromise plan, there 
will be no taxi reform. Newsom and Heinicke will decide what the plan will 
be. (Healy 2010)

The compromise plan, or “Taxi Medallion Sales Pilot Program” was approved by the 

MTA in February of 2010. Among its features (from SFMTA 2010):

1.  Instead of an out-and-out overhaul of the industry, the sales program would take the form 
of a “temporary and transitional” pilot program.

2. Only medallion holders who were over the age of 70, or who could not fulfill the driving 
requirement due to a physical disability, were eligible to sell medallions (the age limit was 
later lowered to 65 and above).

3. Medallions could only be bought by full-time San Francisco taxicab drivers; willing 
buyers would be chosen based on their seniority on the waiting list.

4. Medallions would be sold at a predetermined price, set at $250,000. This price was 
determined by the MTA to be affordable, based on calculations of driver income. Lending 
would be undertaken by two approved credit unions, under loan conditions established by the
MTA to prevent predatory lending.

5. Medallion sellers would pay to the SFMTA a one-time transfer fee of 15%, along with 
another 5% to a “Driver Fund.” As of this writing the actual use of the Driver Fund has not 
been determined, other than that it is “to be used for the benefit of San Francisco taxi drivers”
(SFMTA 2012b).

6. The MTA would sell up to 60 medallions directly to drivers for the set price, pocketing all 
profit except for the Driver Fund fee.

7. Additional medallions received by the MTA (e.g., by revocation, or the death of owners) 
would continue to be distributed to drivers on the waiting list, in accordance with the 
procedure under Prop K.

Feedback on the pilot program was institutionalized in the Taxi Advisory Council 
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(TAC), a body of appointed representatives of different groups within the industry (large and 

small companies, drivers with and without medallions, and drivers on the waiting list). By 

March of 2011, when the Taxi Advisory Council took up an interim report on the Pilot 

Program, 37 medallions had been sold between drivers, and 19 sold by the MTA directly. The

MTA had taken in $4,496,077 from direct sales and $1,387,500 from transfer fees (Healy 

2011). Despite some dissension, the Advisory Council voted to recommend that the MTA 

continue and expand on the pilot program. A year later, the TAC issued a final report on 

medallion sales which included several recommended changes. Among the most significant 

of these were a decrease in the proportion of sales fees going to the MTA; an increase in 

percentage towards the Driver’s Fund; an insistence that the MTA should “not have a 

financial interest in medallion sales;” and a recommendation that “all revenues generated 

from the taxicab industry should be re-invested in the taxicab industry” (Han 2012).

By the close of the pilot program, a total of 250 medallions had been transfered, with 

the MTA taking in just over $20 million dollars, while $3 million had accumulated in the 

Drivers’ Fund (SFMTA 2012b). In August of 2012 the MTA announced its own plan for 

medallion sales, which stood in stark contrast to the recommendations made by the TAC. 

Medallion sale price would increase to $300,000, the MTA’s take of the price would increase 

to 30%, and owners of not-yet-sold medallions would not be able to sell, but would instead 

have the option of surrendering their medallions to the MTA for $150,000, which the MTA 

would then sell for the full price. In response to this plan half of the members of the TAC 

resigned in protest, and the body effectively dissolved (Healy 2012a).
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In a packed and emotional board meeting on August 21, 2012, the MTA adopted the 

final version of the medallion transfer plan. In response to protests from both companies and 

drivers (and allegedly, the dissatisfaction of lenders, or threatened lawsuits by companies 

(Healy 2012b)), the adopted version was slightly milder than the previous proposal: the price 

paid for surrendered medallions was raised to $200,000, and the MTA’s cut of sales was 

raised only to 20% instead of 30% (SFMTA 2012b). With this vote, medallion sales became a

permanent feature of the San Francisco taxi industry. Proposition K was effectively dead, and

market relations—the veridiction of the loan approval process, the discipline of repayment—

would play a permanent role in the governance of drivers. Though drivers expressed anger 

and disappointment over the decision, the marketization of medallions had propelled the 

industry in a direction that would be difficult, if not impossible, to reverse. To quote Daus 

again:

You can go there but you really can’t come back, not to get too controversial 
on you, but it’s kind of like a society, or an economic system can go from, I 
think from communism to capitalism, but you can’t go back [laughter in 
audience], once you have capitalism... You know, when you build up 
economic interests and value in a system where people have this monetary 
stake... (Daus 2010)

Implications: Pastoral Neoliberalism?

Just as during the economic crisis of the 1970s, neoliberal theory has shown its 

elective affinity with the practical desires of regulators, in this case seeking to marketize 

taxicab medallions while constructing a more malleable taxi industry. Yet due to the various 

competing established interests and political factors involved, what emerges is not fully 
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neoliberal, but a strange and chimeric beast, a pseudo-neoliberal cyborg. On the one hand, 

neoliberal thinking is ready-to-hand in the contemporary economic and political scene, and 

elements are called on to justify the marketization of medallions:

1. The city argues that the market forces involved can rationalize the process and behave less 
bureaucratically, etc. than government control; and

2. The loan process is presented as inherently good for the character of the drivers (to make 
them more responsible, and instill an “ownership culture” in the industry), and the lenders are
said to add another layer of “co-enforcement” of regulations (Hayashi 2010).

But on the other hand, this marketization takes place in a context of “embedded 

liberalism” (Harvey 2005: 11) with all its attendant compromises and entanglements in 

political and governmental relationships and responsibilities:

1. Medallions can still only be bought and sold by working drivers—this is an inherent, if 
unspoken, rejection of free market principles, and involves an implicit recognition that being 
employed as a cabdriver gives medallion owners a kind of “investment” in the industry, 
distinct from, and implicitly more “responsible” than, the kind that can be represented 
financially;

2. The city has its hands all over the lending process, from setting up the relations with 
approved lenders, to fixing caps on the medallion price, downpayments, and interest rates. 
Again, the city is acting to demonstrate governmental concern to prevent the “predatory” 
loan market from taking advantage of the drivers.

3. And of course, this is all possible because of the closed entry taxi medallion system, a 
complete market distortion in the sight of classical neoliberal theory. Indeed, an entirely new 
level of meaning is brought to Hayek’s idea of the market as an “artefact.”

So the city and the MTA get to have their cake and eat it too, by marketizing 

medallions in the name of a set of neoliberal ideas and values, while at the same time 
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continuing to play the “social government” role of responsible caretaker. There can hardly be 

a better name for this than “advanced liberalism.”

Harvey suggests that the “neoliberal state” may prove to be “an unstable and 

contradictory political form” (Harvey 2005: 64). This may well be true, although Harvey’s 

term “neoliberal state” conflates an important distinction, between “neoliberalism” as a set of

tools and rationalities, and the “state” as the effect of advanced liberal governmentality—a 

necessary broader category of which neoliberalism is only a subset, if a significant one. As 

Harvey points out, neoliberal projects seem better designed for resource extraction and 

accumulation by dispossession—or, to use a common complaint from the era of taxicab 

deregulation, “deregulatory taking”—than for long-term governing. In the case of San 

Francisco, it remains to be seen whether the MTA’s goal of extracting millions of dollars 

from the cab industry will prove incompatible their stated goal of “improving” the city’s taxi 

service. At some point, as municipalities discovered in the wake of taxicab deregulation, 

political, social, and practical considerations necessitate the re-entangling of artifactual 

markets within intrusive webs of social and political relationships. It is the mark of liberal 

governmentality today that it shows an advanced capacity for mediating such competing 

demands.

And what of San Francisco’s cabdrivers? Some medallion holders cashed out, gaining

a reward for decades of work. New buyers, on the other hand, are going deeply into debt to 

attain a status which until recently had been awarded as a compensation for long years 

devoted to the industry. As the industry’s workers shoulder yet another form of risk, the 
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distinction between “good” and “bad” drivers—this time, as revealed by the veridiction of 

the loan repayment process—will remain as potent a form of blackmail as ever.

Epilogue: The New Roll-Back

During the same time in which the MTA was piloting and then adopting the medallion

sales program, other economic forces were at work, transforming the cab industry in San 

Francisco and elsewhere, and outflanking the MTA’s advanced-liberal project with a more 

purely neo-liberal deregulatory agenda. These changes, propelled in large part by the need for

venture capital, derived from the Silicon Valley software and computer industry, to find a 

spatial fix in non-software services, would take much of the power to regulate the for-hire 

vehicle industry in San Francisco out of the MTA’s hands, while further precarizing the taxi 

driving workforce, and calling the very value of San Francisco taxicab medallions into 

question.

The year 2010 saw the launch in San Francisco of a service dispatching limousines 

via “e-hailing” (smartphone apps linking passengers and drivers). Though providing an on-

demand service like that of a taxi, this service made use of less-regulated state-licensed 

charter party carriers (commonly known as “limousines”) in order to scale rapidly and bypass

the limits on cab numbers in the city. Within two years, three more companies had launched 

in the city, this time offering e-hailing services from unlicensed private vehicles. Both of 

these types of “non-taxi” cab services will be discussed in future chapters. The launch and 

growth of these services rapidly sidelined the debate over taxicab medallion sales, as the 
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more heavily regulated licensed cab industry was forced to compete with thousands of less-

regulated vehicles. By 2014, the MTA reported that the average number of paid trips 

completed per taxi had dropped from 1,424 per month in March of 2012, to 504 in July of 

2014 (Cabanatuan 2014)—in other words from about 46 fares per day (or 23 per shift) in 

2012, to 16 per day (or 8 per shift) in 2014.82

Some telling descriptions of the current status of the cab industry, and of the 

medallion sales program, can be found in the statements of cab industry members in response

to Taxi Services Director Kate Toran’s “state of the taxi industry” presentation to the SFMTA 

board on September 16, 2014. Richard Hybels, owner of a small San Francisco cab company,

told the board:

I don’t know if anybody really wants to tell you how bad things are, but I’m 
going to. In April I had twenty-five cabs, and uh, I noticed things were getting 
kinda serious cause we had seventy-seven unfilled shifts. Those are about a 
hundred dollars apiece. So at my encouragement several of my medallion 
holders sold their medallions, including myself, and um, by August we now 
have twenty cabs and I lost two hundred and fifty shifts! Twenty five thousand
dollars. That’s just how bad it is. Two drivers quit this week already. It’s, I 
don’t know where I’m gonna go, I keep trying to get smaller, and smaller, to 
match the number of drivers that I have, and they’re walking out the door 
faster than I can get smaller.83

Director Toran, and some of the board members, asserted that the medallion sales 

program could be taken as an indicator that the industry retained some health, as no buyers 

had yet defaulted, and more willing buyers were waiting for medallions to become available. 

82 This is actually an implausibly low number, and presumably reflects the fact that cab companies are not 
filling all available shifts, so that many cabs sit empty, giving zero rides per day.

83 This and subsequent quotes are from the SFMTA Board Meeting, 9/16/2014. Video at 
http://sanfrancisco.granicus.com/MediaPlayer.php?view_id=55&clip_id=20973 

http://sanfrancisco.granicus.com/MediaPlayer.php?view_id=55&clip_id=20973
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Carl McMurdo of the Medallion Holders Association was dismissive of this impression:

... I think that this is a little bit of a false indicator as to whether or not the 
industry is healthy... if a young immigrant driver comes into the industry, as a 
new driver, and he wants to do this for thirty years, he can no longer wait on a 
list to get a medallion, so he has to buy one, so as long as the amount of extra 
money he gets, whether he rents it himself or he leases it to a cab company, is 
an offset to the loan repayment, which I believe can be as low as eleven 
hundred dollars a month, it would be a wise decision for the person to invest, 
because he’ll socially engineer himself a quarter of a million dollars instead of
having nothing at the end. But it doesn’t mean that it’s a good deal, it’s just a 
sign of desperation of a captive audience.

Driver Mary McGuire argued that the rise of the unlicensed cab industry had rendered

the medallion sales program untenable, and put drivers who had purchased medallions in risk

of future default, as the payments they receive for leasing medallions to cab companies 

shrink, month by month:

If you wouldn’t of allowed this to take hold, just think of the money you could
of made from this medallion sales program. You know, the millions of dollars 
that I think is not gonna be there, and won’t be there because cab companies 
are really reluctant to take new medallions now. We can’t transfer anywhere, 
and as for the drivers who purchased already, our medallion payments, every 
month, my medallion payment is being lowered. So it’s going to get to the 
point where if they can’t pay back these loans to the credit union, you have to 
consider what’s gonna happen when they start defaulting? 
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CHAPTER 11: “AND NOW I’M A
FRICKIN’ PIMP”

Hired vehicles and the stratification of urban transport

In 2007 Travis Kalanick and Garrett Camp, two young, successful, tech-oriented 

“serial entrepreneurs,” were hanging out at the Le Web conference in Paris, trying to come up

with their next big business plan:

“We were jammin’ on ideas,” Mr. Kalanick recalls. “What’s next, what’s the 
next thing, and Garrett said, ‘I just want to push a button and get a ride.’ And 
I’m like, ‘That’s pretty good.’ He said ‘Travis, let’s go buy 10 Mercedes S-
Classes, let’s go hire 20 drivers, let’s get parking garages and let’s make it so 
us and a hundred friends could push a button and an S-Class would roll up, for
only us, in the city of San Francisco, where you cannot get a ride.’ This wasn’t
about building a huge company, this was about us and our hundred friends.” 
(Kessler 2013)

This was the birth of the first smart-phone enabled car service in San Francisco to 

dispatch vehicles other than licensed taxis. Originally named “UberCab,” this on-demand 

ride service provided limousine-style service with the ease of a taxi-hailing app. As Kalanick,

the CEO of this company, emphasized, the “Uber” in the name was meant to signify not just 

the superiority of the vehicles, but of the passenger: “... you open up that app and you get that

experience of like, ‘I am living in the future. I pushed a button and a car rolled up and now 

I’m a frickin’ pimp’” (Shontell 2014).

This discourse on the distinction afforded to passengers by hired vehicles—of being 
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separated from the crowd—has followed the trade since its very earliest days. Poet John 

Taylor, a critic of coaches at the time of their introduction to London, gave his own account 

of being “puft up” with pride from the experience of riding in a hired coach, with the result 

that he calls attention to himself, wanting pedestrians on the street to see that he is (as 

Kalanick would put it) a “frickin’ pimp:”

...and before I had beene drawne twentie yards, such a Timpany of pride puft 
me vp, that I was ready to burst with the winde Chollick of vaine glory. In 
what state I would leane ouer the Boote, and looke, and pry if I saw any of my
acquaintance, and then I would stand vp, vayling my Bonnet, kissing my right 
clawe, extending my armes as I had beene swimming, with God saue your 
Lordship, Worship, or how doest thou honest neighbour or good-fellow? in a 
word, the Coach made me thinke my selfe better than my betters, that went on
foote, and that I was but little inferiour to Tamberlaine... (Taylor 1623)

True pimps are distinguished, nevertheless, not merely by a tendency to ride in style, 

but by their ability to make a living founded on the exploitation of others. The key to 

UberCab’s true pimpness was the avoidance of the traditional costs and regulatory structure 

faced by existing limousine and taxicab companies. As Kalanick explained in a 2011 

interview:

[Garrett Camp] calls me, he’s like, Travis, I’ve got the papers for the parking 
garage! I’m like, don’t do it! Don’t do it! Cause I was just like, very against 
owning the assets, hiring the drivers, you know, parking garage... Garrett 
brings the classy and elegance like, that’s his part of it, I bring the efficient... I 
bring the gnarly math efficiency sort of aspect to the business. (Calacanis and 
Kalanick 2011)

 

The most significant moment in the development of UberCab was when its founders 
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realized that they could operate without the traditional expenses of a traditional transportation

company, such as vehicles, garage, or even hiring drivers as employees. Instead, their 

company would work as a dispatch service, relying on an already existing supply of smaller 

companies and individuals who would bear the cost and risk of owning, licensing, insuring, 

and operating the actual vehicles.

The “frickin’ pimp” moment of the emergence of UberCab was not a mere echo of 

Taylor’s long-ago ride, but the product of a specific set of historical, cultural, and economic 

preconditions in early Twenty-First Century San Francisco. First—and most evident in the 

quotes from Kalanick above—was the entrepreneurial culture of Silicon Valley, which was at

that time overspilling into San Francisco and transforming the city’s lifestyle and politics; 

this culture had incubated an elective affinity with a politics of deregulation, a cult of 

economic “disruption,” and the millenarian project of improving society and solving social 

ills through the application of software-based algorithms (discussed in a later chapter). 

Second, Silicon Valley was awash with venture capitalists as intent on funding and profiting 

from the “next big thing” as these entrepreneurs were on creating it—the application of this 

money (and the software-based technology it followed) to urban transportation reflected the 

need, emerging at this time, for this internet-based capital to find a spatial fix in the non-

internet world. Third, an economic recession provided a pool of precarious workers ready 

and willing to take on the risks of working as semi-legal taxi drivers, a necessity since the 

business model of UberCab and its soon-to-arise imitators would be based on limiting 

corporate liability as much as possible by placing as many costs of business—from vehicle 
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ownership, to licensing costs, to insurance—on the drivers themselves.

The fourth precondition—and the subject of the latter part of this chapter—was the 

pre-existing stratification of the hired vehicle industry, into which the idea of an “uber cab” 

was inserted. Put simply, hired vehicles in California at this time were stratified into three 

kinds: 1) a middle stratum of taxicabs, licensed by cities and counties; 2) a higher stratum of 

Charter party vehicles, or “limousines,” licensed by the state Public Utilities Commission; 

and 3) the lowest stratum of informal cabs, operating without licenses. UberCab complicated 

this stratification by offering a limousine-style service with the on-demand timing of a 

taxicab (and, initially, at a price intermediate between that of a taxi and a limousine). Its later 

imitators, in turn, offered dispatch for unlicensed vehicles, at an even lower price. In the later

part of this chapter, I will outline the character of these different hired-car strata as they 

existed at the advent of e-hailing, and will explore the impact of e-hailing in these strata in 

this and future chapters.

A fifth precondition was a matter of timing on a historical scale, as the “integrated 

ideal” which had governed the approach of regulators to the provision of services and utilities

in urban space for much of the Twentieth Century gave way to a process of “urban 

splintering.”

Taxicabs and the Integrated Ideal

Taxicabs in San Francisco, as in many other cities, have long been regulated in 

accordance with the principles of what Graham and Marvin have called the integrated ideal 
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of urban infrastructure—the model of standardized, dependable, and above all predictable 

public services and utilities provided equitably and homogenously within a smooth, 

democratically (or at least rationally) regulated urban space (Graham and Marvin 2001). 

According to the classic integrated ideal, responsibility for such infrastructure would be 

expected to fall to a bureaucracy, typically a government agency, such as that which has run 

San Francisco’s Municipal Railway, or “Muni” since 1912; failing that, provision may be left

to a public service company:

The concept of the public service company may be simply stated. A private 
business firm, financed by private capital and managed by private individuals,
engages in commercial activities subject to distinctive public constraints. 
These constraints are normally administered by a government agency that 
supervises the availability and quality of the firm’s services, the price to be 
charged for such services, its relations with other public service companies, 
and mergers and other major corporate changes. (Jones 1979: 426)

Since the horse-drawn era, cabs, as “common carriers,” have fallen under such public 

constraints (Keedy 1917); the current set of regulations for San Francisco taxicabs originated 

in the 1930s, as a corrective to the ruinous competition and deteriorating service levels 

brought on by the Depression (Davis 1990: 16). The objectives of taxi regulation in San 

Francisco were described in Chapter 9; the desired effects of these regulations in regards to 

the integrated ideal have been as follows:

— The establishment of a regulated, predictable, and easily understandable fare 

structure, the same at all times for all cabs, anywhere in the city;

— The maintenance of a unified spatial and temporal zone of taxicab availability 
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throughout the city; meaning, a prospective passenger should be able to hail or order a cab 

from anywhere within the city and be able to receive service in a timely manner; for this 

purpose, all taxicab companies are required to provide 24 hour taxicab dispatch to any part of

San Francisco;

— A unitary taxi system—meaning that all cabs (and all cab companies) accept street 

hails, telephone dispatch, etc. This is distinct from the divided system in Mexico City (see 

Chapter 7) as well as some other US cities like New York City;

— No prospective passengers can be excluded from service; this means that customer

profiling, and service refusal based on destination, are illegal. The only legal reason for a 

cabdriver to refuse carriage to a passenger is violent, or drunk and disorderly behavior;

— The number of cabs are regulated in the interest of “public convenience and 

necessity;” on the one hand, this is meant to prevent the deterioration of driver income and 

service quality that have historically followed experiments with taxi deregulation (see 

Chapter 9); at the same time “public convenience and necessity” protects public service 

companies from ruinous competition, in light of both the public good they provide and the 

particular constraints they operate under:

The core of the concept is that the public service company will make its 
service available on fair and equitable terms to all customers in the area it 
undertakes to serve. In exchange, the company will be permitted to charge 
prices high enough to cover the legitimate costs of conducting its regulated 
activities, including an appropriate return on investment. If prices are 
maintained at this level, and if the return on investment is suffficient to attract 
necessary capital, the public service company should be able to acquire the 
resources necessary to meet the requirements of its customers. (Jones 1979: 
426-7)
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It is important to remember that the integrated ideal was just that—an ideal—and the 

real effects of its imposition varied widely in practice. Like the prison, or the clinic, the 

integrated ideal operated through the creation, not only of solutions, but of problems needing 

solutions; and the generation of solutions did not, and perhaps could not, keep pace with the 

generation of problems. This does not mean that the integrative ideal was illusory, or 

completely ineffective. Rather, the ideal was diagrammatic, enabling the creation of critical 

discourses which could identify social problems and spur the development of progressive 

solutions on the Enlightenment model. Problems like racial segregation, and structural 

inequality, for example, were incompletely or unsuccessfully addressed, at best, during the 

integrated ideal’s Twentieth Century height; the ideal nevertheless made possible the framing

of segregation as a social ill to which the government and civil society had a duty to respond.

Like the panopticon described by Foucault, the “corrective project” of the integrated ideal 

could only be judged on its own terms, so that the solution to its “perpetual failure” could 

only be the renewed applications of its own principles—the ideal was continuously re-

proposed as “its own remedy” (Foucault 1979: 268).

The outcomes of taxi regulation illustrate such limitations of the integrated ideal. Not 

all neighborhoods or communities were, in truth, equally served by taxicab dispatch, despite 

the prohibition of profiling and redlining. The pragmatics of the licensing system and the 

limitation on numbers of cabs created a rigid system, which in turn resulted in inefficiencies 

in service, with a steady supply of drivers and vehicles incapable of responding to swings in 
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demand. This meant that, although drivers worked long hours and for much of the week had 

difficulty finding fares, at peak times there were often not enough cabs to satisfy demand.

At the same time, the discourse on the perpetual failure of the ideal, and its 

advancement as its own remedy, served also as a means for disciplining labor in the taxi 

industry. Bharavi Desai, Executive Director of the New York Taxi Workers Alliance, recounts

how taxicab industry representatives and regulators would hold joint conferences in which

They would literally have a session on how to advance your local policies by 
demonizing drivers. You know, and they would talk about, like if there was, 
god forbid, an accident, where a passenger was injured, or even, you know, it 
was a fatal accident, how to use that moment to promote a social policy, you 
know, public policy, around that, that would basically lead to more 
enforcement against drivers. (Desai and Flanders 2013)

In San Francisco, the restriction on the numbers of cab medallions resulted also in a 

limit on the potential income of cab companies, as they competed over a limited set of driver-

held medallions (see Chapter 9). The companies thus saw a vested interest in increasing the 

numbers of medallions—for which they had to demonstrate that more cabs were in fact 

needed to meet demand. To this end, the larger cab companies repeatedly argued that cab 

service was insufficient in San Francisco, spreading the message through, for instance, media

campaigns in support of the numerous ballot initiatives which attempted to overturn Prop K 

and bring additional cabs onto the streets (cf. Bowman 1996, Bulwa 2000). The upshot of 

this is that San Franciscans have spent decades being told in commercials that “it is 

impossible to catch a taxi in San Francisco” (cf. Anderson 2014b). San Francisco cabdrivers 

in addition have long alleged that the largest cab company in the city intentionally sabotaged 
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its own dispatch service to promote the impression that more taxis were needed (cf. Chapter 

10).

A strategy of promoting the public perception that the service provided by your own 

business is sub-optimal made sense as long as the only proposed solution—as was the case 

with many such problems governed by the discourse of the integrated ideal—was the 

addition of more resources into the same hands, to be put towards the same goal. This very 

discourse which cab companies had articulated and promoted, however, became a liability 

when novel solutions, from outside the integrated ideal, were proposed.

Splintering Transportation

Graham and Marvin refer to the contemporary breakdown of the integrated ideal as 

splintering urbanism. Splintering is characterized by privatization, an increased role for 

markets and corporations instead of democratically overseen government agencies, and the 

breaking apart of the unified space of the city into a multiplicity of differently and unequally 

served zones and populations.

UberCab (which later changed its name after receiving a cease-and-desist notice from 

the city of San Francisco for advertising itself as a cab company) marked the beginning of a 

trend of addressing the perceived problems of service and driver quality, which cab 

companies and regulators had long been promoting, with new tools which removed both 

regulators and traditional cab companies from the equation. The rapidly emerging plethora of

“e-hailing” smartphone-enabled services developed, with a few variations, a common set of 
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standard features and approaches to repairing or remedying these problems. In a later chapter,

I will address the very significant manner in which these services attempt to reframe the 

affective interaction of drivers and passengers, a product which I will refer to as the overcab, 

in reference to UberCab’s original name, and to the “frickin’ pimp” moment of riding in a cab

that is better than a cab.

Here, I will focus on those aspects of the e-hailing innovation which stray most 

markedly from previous cab regulation as inspired by the integrated ideal, and which are 

illustrated most clearly by the e-hailing service originally known as UberCab. For ease of 

reference I will refer to these collectively as “Non-Taxi” Cab services, or NTCs.84

1. By dispatching cars other than licensed taxis, NTCs avoid the limitations on taxi 

numbers which were imposed to prevent congestion and pollution, to protect driver income, 

and to promote the “reasonable return on investment” of the cab companies as public service 

companies. UberCab did this by dispatching the less-regulated category of limousines; its 

subsequent competitors went a step further, dispatching vehicles with no commercial 

licensing whatsoever. In the resulting shift from local to state-level jurisdiction, local 

regulators were cut out of the process of overseeing this new and growing portion of the 

hired-vehicle industry.

2. NTCs represent a further precarization of driver labor. Precarious or flexible labor 

84 The California state Public Utilities Commission created a new category for these services, “Transportation 
Network Companies” (TNCs). However, this is a poorly framed and misleading label at best, since the 
“transportation network” created by smartphone-enabled dispatch technology is not unique to these 
companies, but is shared by taxi e-hailing services, which nevertheless are not required to obtain a 
“Transportation Network Company” license. My definition is more precise, because what these services 
offer is a de facto cab service that can nevertheless claim, at least legally, not to be a “taxi.”
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has been a long-term phenomenon in the cab industry; in San Francisco, precarization dates 

to the collapse of the unions and of employee status for drivers in the 1970s. During the 

intervening decades drivers had won some concessions from companies and regulators 

through a slow and difficult legal process—most notably, California cabdrivers had won the 

right to Worker’s Compensation, and had chipped away at the legal underpinnings of their 

characterization as “independent contractors.”85 The driver-controlled medallion system of 

Prop K, in addition, gave owner-drivers in San Francisco some power vis-a-vis the 

companies. Such hard-won partial gains were undone by the growth of NTCs, which assign 

drivers to “independent contractor” status with no access to worker’s compensation or other 

benefits, while pushing additional costs (of vehicle ownership and maintenance, and 

insurance liability) onto drivers, which had previously been largely borne by the cab 

companies; also, by removing limits on numbers of cabs in operation, the NTC model 

increases the pressure on drivers created by increased, even unsustainable, levels of 

competition for fares.

3. Perhaps the most striking, and controversial, shift away from the integrated ideal 

has been the rejection by UberCab and some fellow NTCs of the model of a standard, 

regulated fare structure for hired cars. Instead, these NTCs charge variable prices determined 

by an algorithm evaluating levels of driver supply and passenger demand at any given time. 

Passengers complain when this variable, or “surge” pricing results in massive fare increases, 

of up to hundreds of dollars per ride more than the cost of a taxi; drivers object when NTCs 

85 Part of this involved a long series of legal challenges, e.g. Wolfe vs Yellow Cab Cooperative et al (1987); 
Yellow Cab Cooperative vs. Worker’s Compensation Appeals Board (1991); Tracy et al vs. Yellow Cab 
Cooperative et al (1996).
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unilaterally drop prices during slow periods, in competition for passengers.

4. In order to download and use the NTC e-hailing app, users must agree to lengthy 

terms of service which limit the rights and claims of passengers and protect the company 

providing the service from liability. Those companies which charge variable or “surge” 

pricing will in addition require passengers at some point to click through a screen agreeing to

these charges. The use of these terms of service is worth considering for a moment at more 

length, since it represents a major shift away from the rights available to passengers in 

taxicabs, which are treated as an extension of public space. 

Key to this shift is the re-delegation of the responsibility for determining truth (of the 

price of the fare, of the validity of the car or driver license, etc.) from a regulatory agency to 

a previous contract agreed to by passengers and the NTC company. The “truth” of any given 

thing is a truth effect of a veridictional regime (Foucault 1979, 2008); such a truth is thus not 

an inherent part the “thing” itself, but a self-referential element added to the thing. In the 

disciplinary society corresponding to the era of the integrated ideal, such a “truth” could be 

found embodied in physical form, such as a seal attached to the object, verifying that it has 

been inspected and found to “truly” meet some official standards. Examples include the seal 

on a taximeter, or on a cab, or the badge on the driver; also the diploma for a student, etc.

The market regime moves away from this in principle (though still relying on such 

operations in the background), by creating a space in which this sort of veridiction is 

conceived of as “interference” in the free workings of the market. Instead, the market logic 

itself is what verifies the reality and significance of actions and exchanges. There is no need 
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for a seal on the meter (or on the smartphone app which comes to play the role of taximeter) 

because the parties have agreed to the price freely, in the marketplace, per the already agreed-

to terms of service. The verification is the exchange itself (the movement of money into or 

out of accounts), or more concretely, the receipt issued afterwards, which references and 

documents what took place.86

5. Many NTCs (and some taxi e-hailing apps) introduce a dual ratings system, by 

which drivers and passengers rate each other on a scale of 1 to 5, after each ride. Passengers 

with low ratings may have difficulty getting future rides, and drivers who fall below a certain

threshold will be excluded from the system—effectively losing their jobs. This ratings system

is advanced as a further veridictional regime obviating the need for government oversight; 

the ratings system, it is argued, will automatically weed out bad apples, and lead all 

participants to police themselves. This is in stark contrast to the integrated ideal, in which 

prospective passengers have a right to service that they can only lose—temporarily—for 

violent, drunk, or disorderly behavior. Traditionally drivers as well, at least in principle, had 

some expectation of job security and some form of due process. Governance by ratings 

system is a classic example of splintering infrastructure, which is designed to serve, not the 

populace at large, but select members of a curated “community.” What happens to those who 

are excluded? This question, inherent to the legitimation of any transportation system 

86 An example of this conflict, as revealed in the politics of technology licensing, can be found in the summary
of discussions held on future standards for taximeters at the National Institute of Standards and Technology 
(NIST) in September, 2012, in response to the development of e-hail technology. Exactly how, and whether, 
seals could be attached to e-hailing apps to verify that they had passed inspection was a heated topic (Barton
2013: 26ff). With the discrete physical box of the old-fashioned taximeter being replaced by an e-hailing 
network of interconnected devices, the seal loses its veridictional power when it becomes unclear just where 
or on what it can be affixed..
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operating under the integrated ideal, simply does not arise in the context of splintered 

transportation—it is someone else’s problem.

6. Closely linked to the ratings system is the treatment of profiling as a feature rather 

than a bug. “Profiling”—differential treatment of prospective passengers based on race, 

destination, or other individual characteristics—is one of the most classic and enduring 

problems framed by Twentieth Century taxicab regulation. In contrast, profiling is central to 

the way NTCs work. Every passenger has a profile including a photograph, and the rating 

that passenger has received through previous rides; in some NTC systems, passengers also 

input their destination for each trip. Depending on the NTC, much or all of this information is

made available to the driver before accepting the passenger’s ride request. Passengers, in 

turn, often have access to driver profiles, and can use this information to reject drivers.

7. Unlike taxicabs which have a legal obligation to accept orders within a defined 

service area, NTCs are under no such obligation. This has led to some controversy as NTCs 

have been accused of “redlining,” that is, intentionally refusing to provide service within 

certain neighborhoods based on racial or economic considerations. This is in fact an excellent

example of a difference in implication and responsibility between integrated and splintered 

infrastructure: the NTCs respond that they are innocent of redlining, which is technically 

true, because they do not (so far as I have been able to discover) draw lines around 

neighborhoods to which they intend to exclude service. They do, however, draw lines around 

their drivers—in the form of distances from the drivers’ location within which orders will be 

allocated by GPS—and the movements of drivers create spatial patterns of availability and 
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unavailability which act as de facto (though arguably not de jure) redlining.

8. Finally, access to NTC networks is not available to every inhabitant of the city. 

There are several prerequisites to becoming a passenger, including possession of a 

smartphone, and the financial investment this reflects; access to credit (these services do not 

accept cash); even membership in particular social networks, such as Facebook, are required 

by some NTCs as part of their member profiling. On one level this is not a radical break from

the era of the integrated ideal, which saw the growth and penetration of identification 

regimes (for instance, the mission creep of driver’s licenses, which were initially only 

required for cab drivers, then for all drivers, and finally used as a default form of required 

identification). In this case splintering does not demolish integrated infrastructure but builds 

off of it a specialized, restricted infrastructure for a select membership.

Graham and Marvin document a variety of methods by which splintering “unbundles”

the previously integrated spaces, services, and populations of urban infrastructure. Most 

relevant to the NTCs is their discussion of “infrastructural bypass,” of which they list three 

kinds:

 Local bypass. The physical development of a parallel infrastructure network that 
effectively connects valued users and places while simultaneously bypassing non-
valued users and places within a city.

 Glocal bypass. The material development of a network that is configured to support 
interaction between local valued users and spaces and global circuits of infrastructural
exchange.

 Virtual network bypass. The use of new information and communication technologies
that support and facilitate the distribution of competitive infrastructure services over a
single physically integrated network inherited from the modern ideal. (Graham and 
Marvin 2001: 167)
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These three forms of bypass are not mutually exclusive, and indeed NTCs illustrate 

all three. As local bypass, NTCs develop a parallel infrastructure network that, like a toll road

or private highway, provides differential access for specific segments of a population. This is 

not in itself distinct from traditional taxi service, which already operated as a more expensive

alternative to fixed-route public transit; taxi regulation, nevertheless, tied service goals back 

to the integrated ideal, mitigating the effects of this bypass. As glocal bypass, NTCs serve 

mobile, global elites—one of the main selling points of a downloadable app for hailing cars 

is the fact that this one app can provide the same service in a number of world cities. The 

advantage of not having to know where to catch local cabs, or what phone numbers to call, is 

more evident to a traveller than to a resident.

“Virtual network bypass” has to do with the use of technology to promote urban 

splintering. Adaptive algorithms massage prices up or down in accordance with supply and 

demand; the regimenting (or “protocological”) effects of software are applied to the social 

realm, segmenting populations into self-policing members and excluded non-members. What

is key here is the development of a new rationality based on veridiction by information and 

communications technology, and governance through “algorithmic regulation” (O’Reilly 

2013). These oligoptic (Latour 2005: 181) procedures supplant the older panoptic methods 

which reached their peak during the Modern era. At the same time, just as software 

technology is becoming capable of making actual use of the massive amounts of data 

amassed by these surveillant technologies, access to this data becomes restricted as public 
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regulators are displaced by corporations controlling these closed proprietary data sets.

The provision of such transportation networks nevertheless relies, at base, on the 

work done by the drivers of the vehicles. Below, I will discuss two of the relatively less-

studied strata of the hired-car industry, as these existed at the advent of e-hailing. First, I will 

discuss the history and current context of hired limousines. Drawing in part on ethnographic 

interviews with drivers, I will describe the pre-existing distinction between high-end and 

low-end limos, their differentiation from taxicabs, and the impact of one e-hailing service on 

hired limousines at the time of my study. Second, I will give an outline of the informal cab 

sector, with an emphasis on the problem of trust and access in relation to these services. 

The Changing Limousine

Below, I will focus on the effect of the insertion of a limo-hailing NTC (here referred 

to pseudonymously as Vaunt) into the pre-existing distinction between taxicabs, and high-end

and low-end limousines, by drawing on interviews with limousine drivers to illustrate their 

work context, use of e-hailing technology, and relations with passengers. In contrast to the 

dozens of ethnographic and other studies of taxicab drivers, scholarly works on for-hire 

limousine drivers are almost non-existent. Borg (1999) writes on class conflict over the status

of the early chauffeur; Bromley and Mazza (2002) provide a history of the limousine with an 

emphasis on the United States; Ness (2005) gives an account of the emergence of New York 

City’s “black car” industry, which segmented from the city’s taxi industry in the 1980s. 

Stratification of hired vehicles, by quality and reputation, goes back to the horse-
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drawn era. Coaches for hire were among the first vehicles to be licensed; this was done to 

limit their number and to make their movements more legible for early police, but had the 

side effect of making hired coaches readily distinguishable from the private coaches of the 

well-off. Cabdriving scholar Norman Beattie has described the class and gender semiotics of 

cab numbering in late 19th Century Winnipeg, where, as in many cities, there was a two-tier 

system of livery cabs (dispatched from private yards on request) and street cabs (hired from 

public stands), the less-desirable street cabs being distinguished by the numbers they bore: 

The tell-tale stigma identifying a street cab was its license number, 
prominently painted on the glass of the lamps flanking the driver’s seat, and 
any stable owner who dispatched a numbered cab in answer to a call ran the 
risk of having it sent back. In 1910, when the city’s License Committee 
proposed numbering livery cabs, the livery owners protested. “The ordinary 
woman when she wanted a cab to make a call was not going to take one that 
had a number blazoned all over it”.... “Some men... would not get into a cab 
with a number on it.” (Beattie 1998: 38)

An eloquent evocation is found in Dickens of a working-class wedding party trying to

pass off their hackney coach as a private one:

...the bridesmaid threw a red shawl, which she had, no doubt, brought on 
purpose, negligently over the number on the door, evidently to delude 
pedestrians into the belief that the hackney-coach was a private carriage; and 
away they went, perfectly satisfied that the imposition was successful, and 
quite unconscious that there was a great staring number stuck up behind, on a 
plate as large as a schoolboy’s slate. (Dickens 1895: 62)

The desire of some passengers for hired vehicles without the stigma of numbering 

(and thus of implied police surveillance) aligned with the interests of the owners of livery 
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stables, who owned and leased out most of the horses and carriages of the day. Licensing and

other regulatory restrictions imposed on hacks and cabs were seen as a burden, and livery 

stable owners sought an exemption for certain high-cost or pre-arranged vehicles. An 

example of the debate from 1889 San Francisco (the “carriage companies” referred to were 

the telephone-dispatched cab companies of that era):

Several livery-stable keepers appeared in support of their request that the 
license which is now enforced on private carriages that do not solicit orders on
the streets be repealed. They claimed that they are compelled to pay a livery-
stable license and also a license on their carriages, while the carriage 
companies, who do not keep a livery stable, pay only one license. In addition, 
many families who hire carriages object to riding in hacks with numbers on 
them. Thus, they claimed, the order is interfering with their business. The 
committee decided to exempt from payment of the license all hackney 
carriages kept for hire in livery stables which do not stand in public places and
solicit employment from the public, but which are rented on private order.87

This tension resulted eventually in the legal distinction made between “on-demand” 

and “pre-arranged” vehicles for hire. In California, the on-demand segment—hacks, cabs, 

and later taxicabs—fell under local city and county regulation, with the pre-arranged segment

as a less-regulated exceptional category, falling eventually under the authority of the state 

Public Utilities Commission as this body expanded its authority over transportation during 

the course of the Twentieth Century. This division of the hired transportation business under 

two distinct regulatory authorities further influenced the stratification of the industry. City-

based taxicab regulation tends to be much stricter and more expensive than the statewide 

PUC regime; in contrast to the disciplinary enforcement of cities like San Francisco, the PUC

87 “The Hack Ordinance Modified,” Daily Alta California, June 13, 1889.
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has far fewer resources for enforcement, and so uses an interventionist regime of sporadic 

and reactive enforcement (cf. CPUC 1991: 11).

Table 1 illustrates some important differences in regulatory context for San Francisco 

taxicabs and state-licensed limousines (charter party carriers) at this time:

San Francisco Taxicabs CA Limousines
(Charter Party 
carriers)

Regulatory Agency San Francisco Municipal Transportation 
Agency (MTA)

California Public 
Utilities Commission 
(PUC)

License to operate $1808.50 to $6624.50 (fleets) $1000 to $1500 for 
TCP license

Renewal yearly; $1488.50 to $9072.50 after three years; $100

Driver permit $255.50; yearly renewal $101.50 no special permit 
needed

Vehicle restrictions no more than 6 years or 325,000 miles no special restrictions

Insurance required $1,000,000 minimum $750,000 minimum

Number of Vehicles limited; currently 1,885 unlimited

Region of operation City and County of San Francisco, and 
San Francisco International Airport

statewide

Table 1: Regulatory context of San Francisco taxicabs and California limousines. Sources: 
http://www.sfmta.com/services/taxi-industry ; http://www.cpuc.ca.gov/PUC/transportation/

A design feature of the closed carriages of the horse-drawn era was the separation of 

spaces for driver and passenger; the interior of the vehicle was reserved for the passengers, 

while the driver sat on the “box” on the outside. This was in part a practical division, 

allowing the passengers to be protected from the elements without cutting the driver off from 

the horses, but it was equally important as a social division, drawing a class line through the 

http://www.cpuc.ca.gov/PUC/transportation/
http://www.sfmta.com/services/taxi-industry
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design of the vehicle itself. This meant that exposure to the elements was one of the key risks

to the health of carriage drivers; as the English poet Matthew Prior, writing a century after 

Taylor, observed:

The man within the coach that sits
And to another’s skill submits
Is safer much (whate’er arrives)
And warmer too, than he that drives.

(Prior 1822 [1717]: 218)

 As a San Francisco hackdriver explained to a reporter in 1893:

Yes; it’s a pretty hard life, but there’s variety in it, and that’s why so many of 
the boys stick to it, I guess... Of course, we have to be out in all kinds of 
weather, and this rainy kind isn’t very nice. Bill, who used to drive that team 
ahead there, got a bad cold last week, and died inside of three days.88

The term “limousine” originated as the name of a type of protective cloak worn by the

sheep herders of the Limousin region of France; during the 19th Century this garment became

favored by French coachmen, becoming metonymically associated with the trade—enough 

so, that a new form of carriage with a partial roof extension over the driver’s box came also 

to be called a “limousine,” because of the protection it gave the driver (Bromley and Mazza 

2002: 1).

The motorization of carriages threatened the distinction between driver and passenger.

In part this was due to the increased social status and mechanical skill of the “chauffeur” 

(Borg 1999). At the same time, the automobiles of the early Brass Era, not having the engine 

88 “A Cabby’s Tale,” San Francisco Morning Call, Feb. 11, 1893.
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strength for a closed compartment, threw drivers and passengers together on open, 

windblown seats, similarly bundled up in goggles, scarves, and gloves (Bromley and Mazza 

2002: 11). This social problem would be corrected by the second decade of the new century 

with the advent of the town car (or motorized landaulet), with a convertible passenger 

compartment protected by a windshield, and with the driver sitting in the open space in front 

of the windshield, thus recreating the seating arrangement and spatial distinction of the 

carriage-drawn era (a second, front windshield was later added for the benefit of the driver). 

A version of the town car that extended the roof of the passenger section to partially cover 

the driver’s seat was called a limousine, after its horse-drawn parallel. As Bromley and 

Mazza explain:

…in application the limousine was the bridge from the formal carriage to the 
automobile. The limousine has always maintained the layout and social purpose
of the horse-drawn closed coach, whereby luxury is for the passengers and 
utility is for the drivers. If we did not have the word limousine, we might today 
call it a carriage. (Bromley and Mazza 2002: 8)

Bromley and Mazza suggest that the fundamental definition of a limousine is “a 

covered car with a separate passenger compartment” (ibid.: 114), and certainly this applied 

for much of the Twentieth Century, from the elegant formal limousines of mid-century 

through the stretch limos of the 1980s. But the limousine is every bit as much a vehicle that 

maintains, even insists on, a social distinction between driver and passenger. As long as the 

physical partition stands between the driver’s and the passengers’ compartment, it carries 

some of the responsibility of maintaining this separation. However, since the 1980s changing 
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perceptions of the proper class status and behavior of drivers and passengers has led to the 

growth of a class of less-formal, partition-less vehicles, such as sedans and “black cars,” 

operating within the lower end of the “limousine”-licensed spectrum (Ness 2005). In such 

vehicles the task of maintaining the social distinction between driver and passengers, which 

was formerly upheld by the physical partition, has been re-delegated to the performance of 

this distinction by the humans in the car. In the light of these changes Bromley and Mazza 

propose a broader definition of the limousine as “a car in which the comfort is for the 

passenger rather than for the driver” (Bromley and Mazza 2002: 115). 

Speaking at a state Public Utilities Commission workshop on the future of hired-

vehicle regulation, Rich Azzolino, president of the Greater California Livery Association, 

gave his view of changes in the limousine industry:

... limousines are today passé. I will tell you that I started this business thirty-
five years ago, all we had were white limousines, good for night outs, 
weddings, and maybe wine country tours. We turned into black and white ones, 
then we turned into black limousines, because of the corporate world wanting 
some different type of vehicles. Now, the industry is over town car, SUVs, 
small vans, minivans, busses. The corporate world tends not to use the stretch 
limousines anymore.89

The industry into which Vaunt inserted its limo-hailing app had been shaped by this 

shift away from the formal to the less formal vehicle, along with an increased reliance on 

travelling business clients, as opposed to weekend or special occasion partyers. This shift had

shaped the existing division within the limousine industry, between so-called “high-end” and 

89 Rich Azzolino, CPUC Workshop, April 11, 2013. Video at 
http://www.cpuc.ca.gov/PUC/transportation/Passengers/CarrierInvestigations/Ridesharing_Proceeding.htm

http://www.cpuc.ca.gov/PUC/transportation/Passengers/CarrierInvestigations/Ridesharing_Proceeding.htm
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“low-end” limousine services. Although this distinction may refer in part to the quality of the 

vehicle or service provided, it also refers to the quality and profitability of the customer, and 

their distinct ways of moving.

High-end limousine companies are often run as fleets, with employee drivers, and do 

a substantial amount of their business with long-term, often corporate clientele. Azzolino 

explained high-end clientele at the PUC workshop:

The distinction is a luxury vehicle... the bankers that actually help finance the 
world, the shakers and the movers that come in and out of our cities to, uh, 
help finance everything that we do, use our type of vehicles. They’re looking 
for comfort, they’re looking for places that have a little office in the back of 
the car while they’re using it most of the day, they’re not point-to-point, 
airport-to-hotel type of passengers, so they are luxury vehicles, they want 
comfort inside, they want a person, a chauffeur, that knows where he’s going, 
knows how to get there in an adequate bit of time... A taxicab is metered, point
to point, and quite frankly, they are in a small section, usually within city 
boundaries... whereas the executive or the charter party people will operate in 
a larger area, because of our clients wanting to go to different meetings, that 
start in a city of San Francisco, head down to South San Francisco, down to 
Menlo Park, down to Palo Alto, down to San Jose, up to Oakland, and back 
around. Our cars will stay with these people all day long.

Dressed in a white shirt and black pants, Victor was standing with his black stretch 

limo in front of a downtown hotel, waiting for a pre-arranged appointment. Somewhat 

atypically for high-end limo drivers, he works on-call for not one but four limousine 

companies.

Victor: I lease by the day, by the shift... I will tell them, this day is free, that 
day is free, call me if you need me to work. That’s how I like to do it; most 
guys don’t do that, but some do. I’ve been working in this business for a long 
time, and I’ve built that credibility, so the managers at the companies know 
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me, and they don’t mind.

When working a shift, Victor receives a list of all the clients he will be giving rides to 

by 8 pm the night before. This is due to the pre-arranged character of traditional high-end 

limousine business.

Victor: It is pretty much full up, it’s very hard to get short-term rides through 
us, and experienced clientele know that. They know that they have to call 
ahead of time, the secretaries or whoever sets up the rides, they know you 
can’t do last minute stuff. Well occasionally, like with some of the hotels we 
work with, they will call us and ask if we can fit them in. They might call 
them up and say, is there somebody free? But usually we get the completed 
waybill the night before, for the entire day.

Limo company owner and operator Rajab Alazzeh, speaking also for the recently 

formed Limo Union, voiced a similar description at the PUC workshop:

 ...a limousine is something that yeah, all my clients they pre-arrange the day 
before, if they want for the weekend, we ask them a month before. We have 
reservations already for July 4th, and June...90

Victor distinguishes two types of clientele: those who care about the cost of the ride, 

and those who don’t. He prefers dealing with the latter:

Victor: You got the clientele, people with secretaries who know you’ve got to 
call in advance, and they never ask the price, people come in on their private 
jets, those people never ask about the price. It means nothing to them, you 
know? It’s not something they think about. They just care about, is the car 
clean and new, how is the driver, is it on time. 

90 Raj Alazzeh, CPUC Workshop, April 11, 2013. Video at 
http://www.cpuc.ca.gov/PUC/transportation/Passengers/CarrierInvestigations/Ridesharing_Proceeding.htm

http://www.cpuc.ca.gov/PUC/transportation/Passengers/CarrierInvestigations/Ridesharing_Proceeding.htm
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Such people—real “limo people”—would never have any use for an app like that 

which Vaunt provides:

Victor: They don’t need an app to call for a car. They have people who call the 
car for them! Who do everything, plan everything for them. Maybe those 
people would use an app...

As if to illustrate, some tourists walk up to Victor while we are talking. The 

hotel is busy with guests checking out, and all the cabs have evaporated off the line; 

any new cabs that come along whip past the clusters of hailers standing on the curb, to 

answer the whistle of the luggage-wielding doorman. A group of five sunburnt people 

dressed in bright, out-of-town colors are looking for a ride to Fisherman’s Wharf, less 

than two miles away, and a teenage girl speaking for the group asks Victor how much 

the limo costs. “About a hundred twenty five dollars an hour,” Victor answers, and they

move away, disappointed.

Victor turns back to me, chuckling:

Victor: I am not lying, I tell them the real price. I have an appointment here to
pick up my passengers, I am not about to leave them, it would never be worth 
my time to take these people to the Wharf. But I can tell them the real price, 
because there is no way they would pay it, anyway. This happens all the time 
at this hotel, people wanting to go to Fisherman’s Wharf, Chinatown. But this 
car is not for these people, it is for the passengers who ordered it.

Limousine and taxi drivers work at very different paces, for very different 

clientele, making very different kinds of trips through the city, as their vehicles are 

inserted into, and enable, very different kinds of urban flow. Compared to the 
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cabdriver, the limo driver has much less stress, and knows a good deal more about 

what the day will bring in advance. As Alazzeh puts it:

It’s a funny thing, us limousine guys, we sit around, we say, you know what? 
The taxi drivers have the hardest job in the city. People say, “why are taxi 
drivers kinda angry or upset?” I say, if you drove around for fifteen hours a 
day, with people yelling at you constantly in traffic, imagine how you would 
feel, after a couple days!91

Like Azzolino and Alazzeh, Victor is dismissive of “point-to-point type of 

passengers” and the hassle of dealing with what he calls “city shuttle runs.” He is for this 

reason dismissive also of Vaunt, since it is this kind of clientele—“Taxi people”—that their 

app brings to the limousine market:

Victor: Vaunt has you take a test, you have to know the city geography, 
because of all the short runs, city shuttle runs. Meaning, you drive around in 
the city, short fares within the city, or to the airport. Not what limousines like 
ours usually do, which are more long distance, by time, or tours, long trips for 
hours. Like these passengers I am waiting for, I have been here forty minutes, 
they will keep me for four or maybe five hours. They would never call for 
Vaunt.

Victor does know other limo drivers who do use Vaunt, but insists these are primarily 

independent owner-operators, drivers for smaller fleets with less business, or drivers from 

smaller, less busy communities outside of San Francisco who come into the city to find more 

customers:

Victor: I have some friends who use Vaunt, they use it to fill in time while 

91 Raj Alazzeh, CPUC Workshop, April 11, 2013. Video at 
http://www.cpuc.ca.gov/PUC/transportation/Passengers/CarrierInvestigations/Ridesharing_Proceeding.htm

http://www.cpuc.ca.gov/PUC/transportation/Passengers/CarrierInvestigations/Ridesharing_Proceeding.htm
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they’re in town. Or while they’re free, they might have a couple empty hours, 
they might turn on Vaunt, use it for a little bit. The money is much, much less, 
though, than what we normally charge. Also a lot of drivers from out of town, 
outside of San Francisco, they drive into San Francisco, they got no other 
reason to be here in the city, so while they’re here they’ll just drive around 
doing Vaunt before heading back, or they might just come in on weekends to 
play Vaunt in the city, they’re not based here. But not high end cars like this 
one.

For all his dismissiveness, Victor is actually thinking about downloading the Vaunt 

app and taking the driving test to get qualified, so he can join the trend and see what it is all 

about.

Victor: I have a friend who drives in San Mateo, and he had a ride into the 
city, and had a couple extra hours before his ride back to San Mateo, so he 
used Vaunt to fill up the space, instead of sitting around empty for all that 
time. Vaunt is impressive, they say they’ve got four hundred cars now in the 
city... I think it could be a useful thing for filling up the empty space between 
orders, if I feel I need to.

Low-end limousine services tend to be provided by smaller fleets, or individual 

owner-operators. Such individual or smaller operators have more of a struggle building up 

clients and reputation, which is why they are willing to provide low-end service. Before the 

advent of Vaunt, this meant working as “in-house” limousines waiting in front of hotels for 

rides doled out by the doormen, in exchange for large tips; or sitting in, or trolling slowly 

through tourist areas like Fisherman’s Wharf or Haight Ashbury trying to get street hails—

often at night, since this is illegal and requires avoiding detection by police. Some low-end 

limos, desperate for business, hire touts to intercept travellers coming out of the airport, 

offering a stylish ride in a limousine “for the same price as a taxi,” just a moment’s phone 
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call away.

Coming out of a conference at the Hilton hotel on O’Farrell, I walk a few feet down 

the street and try e-hailing a limo using the Vaunt app. I get a response right away, and the 

system sends me a message saying my driver is four minutes away. On the app screen map I 

can see him come out Geary from Union Square and circle around to pick up at the Hilton. I 

watch—on the street and on the map—as the black car pulls in front of the hotel, and the 

doorman comes out to talk to the driver, then shakes his head. As I start walking to the car, a 

young man runs up to it and asks how much to Fisherman’s Wharf, but gets waved away. 

When I walk up the driver verifies that I am the one who called, and I get in for a ride to the 

Western Addition.

George, the driver, used to drive for a larger limousine fleet, but left nine months ago 

to be an independent owner-operator and has since started using Vaunt almost full-time, 

though he also occasionally takes “farm outs,” which is when companies call up 

independents like him because they have more business than they can cover.

George: When the fleet companies have fares they can’t cover, they call us to 
cover them. “Cover this, we need it.” I usually use Vaunt, so I don’t have to 
cultivate my own business, but I still take farm-out calls sometimes. Like 
during Fleet week, it was very busy, the companies were calling us all the 
time.

He prefers the simplicity of Vaunt compared to having to be at the beck and call of a 

company:

George: I didn’t like driving for a fleet because you drive all day, then they 
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say there’s another trip, can you take this. You have to say yes... There is a lot 
of time spent waiting. Some trips will be very long, someone might say take 
me to Napa, or you go to wait for someone at the airport and their flight is 
delayed, you have to sit there and wait for them.

Although George is happy with Vaunt, he notes that, like the cab companies, the limo 

companies are not too fond of them.

George: The hotels don’t like Vaunt either... The doormen don’t like Vaunt, 
they probably feel it’s taking money out of their pocket. Because anytime 
someone gets in a cab or a limo from a hotel, they [the driver] pay the 
doorman a tip. So they’re losing money.

At the time of my research, Vaunt Lite had recently been established as a lower-cost 

version of Vaunt’s limousine hailing service. Instead of driving standard “limousine” type 

luxury vehicles, the standard Vaunt Lite car was a Toyota Prius, the same make and model 

that had come in recent years to dominate the cab fleets of San Francisco and many other 

cities. As with Vaunt Limo drivers, Vaunt Lite drivers operated with the limousine-style TCP 

licenses issued by the PUC; and the Vaunt Lite service took advantage of the relatively low 

cost of these permits, and of the PUC’s laxer regulatory regime compared to that of the MTA,

to compete directly with taxis on price and service. Vaunt Lite thus represented a new 

addition to the “low end” spectrum of limousine service, being targeted directly at the same 

“taxi people” that traditional “high end” limo drivers have long avoided.92

Dmitri was sitting at his home at 25th and Kirkham in the Sunset when my call from 

the Inner Sunset popped up on the dedicated smartphone Vaunt issues to its drivers. Dmitri 

92 A few months after this research, Vaunt Lite was changed into a permitless “ridesharing” service to compete 
with those provided by Mool and Hocus. These will be discussed in a later chapter.
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drove a San Francisco taxicab for eighteen years, quitting only three months ago to drive for 

Vaunt Lite. He tells me he got tired of dealing with the taxi companies, and likes this better. 

So what’s the main difference? I ask. He says, (loudly) “No cash! No cash! That’s the main 

difference.”

He finds that driving for Vaunt Lite is much like driving a taxi, in terms of the prices 

of the trips he gives, and the numbers of the rides he gets per day. Freedom to choose his own

schedule is the main attraction.

Dmitri: I drive days, because I do not like nights, and I’m allergic to people 
who have been drinking. I’m not kidding, I am really allergic to alcohol on 
other people’s breath... So I prefer days, and also I do not like to work 
weekends...

I work more hours if the day is slow, but usually about seven, or eight, 
or nine hours in a day. But I keep the weekend free, because in my opinion we
are not getting younger, we are only getting older. So I spend time with 
family. I do not work Friday evenings and other times when there are a lot of 
drunks.

Dmitri focuses on busy periods such as rush hours. He starts early enough each day to

get the morning rush hour, then, because business was slow on this Saturday, he went home 

to watch tv, but kept his app logged in. When I booked him it brought him back to the job, 

and he said he would now continue to work for the afternoon and evening rush hours, 

perhaps through to dinner time when there is another rush of people.

 He uses two phones, one of which is stuck on the dash and runs only the company 

app; the other he operates in his hand. With the second phone, he opens the customer app, 

and shows me the map of Vaunt Lites—they are all massed downtown, a few are in the 
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Western Division and Richmond, but in the Sunset, we are alone. He uses this map to look 

and see where the business is, though as an experienced taxi driver, he said, “you know 

already where everything is.” When he started with Vaunt he had to take a test on city 

geography, but since he was already an experienced cabdriver it was very easy. “It wasn’t any

trouble for me.”

Dmitri: Working for Vaunt is very convenient, I get a paycheck, they pay me 
once a week. At the end of the day you get out of the cab, at your own home! 
It is just very convenient, there’s no work like dealing with a cab company, the
app is easy to use. The customers are basically the same as those in a taxi, 
there don’t seem to be as many criminals. Maybe there’s criminals at night. 

Cabdriver turned limo-driver Dmitri’s comment that fewer criminals seem to ride 

limos, than ride taxis, exposes an important aspect of the relative risks for drivers of stratified

transport. From a driver’s perspective, one of the benefits of the higher cost of limousine 

service is that it eliminates certain kinds of “taxi people” from the backseat. The issues of 

trust, access, and safety will be even more evident when we turn to informal cabs.

Informal Cabs and the Apparatus of Trust

While relaxing after work one evening at a cabdriver-haunted bar in the Tenderloin, 

Rob, a fellow driver at Ulysses Cab, told me the story of how he had once briefly worked as 

a “pirate” cabdriver. Ulysses at that time followed a not-exactly-legal policy of requiring 

$500 deposits from drivers who had been involved in accidents; Rob had gotten in such an 

accident but was unwilling to pay the deposit, which meant that he was excluded from 
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driving for Ulysses until he swallowed his pride and coughed up the money. In need of cash, 

he took to driving his personal car around the Financial District during the evening rush hour;

whenever he saw people hail for a taxi, but fail to get one, he would pull over, roll down his 

window, and offer to take them. To assuage fears, he would pull out his driver identification 

card, which showed (with photo) that he was a licensed San Francisco cabdriver; he would 

say that he had just gotten off work (which was why he was not in a taxi), but knew the city 

and knew the approximate fares to any destination. “Pay what you feel like,” he would say, 

after quoting an estimate of the standard taxi fare.

Rob said that women never took him up on the offer, and would often seem frightened

when he approached them; he soon learned not to even respond to women hailers. His best 

demographic were groups of two or three young business professionals, who rarely 

questioned him and confidently jumped in the car. Older men, or men alone, tended to wave 

him away, and keep hailing for regular cabs behind him. Once the passengers were in the car,

rides proceeded much like regular cab rides; no one, Rob believes, ever tried reporting him to

the taxi detail.

Rob: That was a strange, strange time, and a strange experience. Eventually I 
went back to Ulysses with my tail between my legs and paid them their 
money. I don’t think I would ever go back to doing that. But I could, it’s good 
to know at least that I could have that option if I wanted to. You know, just 
make it on my own. Fuck Ulysses.

Like limousines, unlicensed cabs are an understudied transportation stratum in the 

US. Suzuki (1985) wrote the classic study of “vernacular” cab service in five US cities; 
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Buckner (2009) described the unlicensed system of “hacks” which operated at the edges of 

Baltimore’s licensed taxi industry; Vidich (1973) gave an account of New York City’s 

“gypsy” cab operators in the years before these were legitimized as “livery” car services. 

Unlicensed taxicabs go by a variety of names: “gypsies,” “pirates,” “bandits;” more broadly 

they can be referred to as “informal” or “vernacular” cabs. These terms tend to obscure the 

differences between what are in fact several different kinds of vehicle (and driver) in 

practice. Below, I will distinguish between rogues, poachers, and vernacular cabs.

1. Rogues. The term “rogue” could be best used to describe situations like that of Rob,

above. A rogue cab impersonates a taxicab but operates without legal licensing or authority. 

As in Rob’s case, the driver may well have some connection to the licensed cab industry, for 

instance as an out-of-work driver, or one who has been unable to meet the costs of licensing, 

inspections, etc. A classic rogue would be an individual driver, operating an unlicensed car 

that is practically indistinguishable from a private vehicle.

2. Poachers. These are drivers of licensed cabs or other hired vehicles who cross 

boundaries or other set limits to seek more desirable fares which they do not have the legal 

authority to pick up. Any large city, for instance, is likely to attract roving cabs from 

surrounding municipalities during busy times, such as weekend nights. These are licensed 

cabs—they are just not licensed to operate in the city they are picking up in. Similarly, low-

end limousine drivers, authorized to take pre-arranged but not on-demand orders, often troll 

busy districts, especially at night, taking street-hailing or walk-up customers. In San Mateo 

County, just across the city line from San Francisco, there is a fairly large cab company 
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whose drivers operate out-of-jurisdiction in San Francisco, in cars which ape the yellow color

and even the phone number of the largest cab company in the city.93 

3. Vernacular cabs. The term “vernacular” cab was coined by Peter Suzuki to 

describe car services which arise, often in an ad-hoc or bottom-up manner, out of 

communities (usually poor and/or ethnic) which perceive a lack of trust or service from the 

licensed cab industry (Suzuki 1985). These typically do not copy the signage of licensed 

taxicabs—in fact, they seek to remain invisible to authorities, and can only be accessed by 

passengers having special knowledge—such as the correct phone number to call, or the 

unmarked location of a vernacular cab stand (ibid.). Brandon Buckner describes how 

unlicensed “hacks” in Baltimore are hailed with a hand gesture which is distinct from that 

used to hail conventional taxis (Buckner 2009). In San Francisco, queer-friendly service 

Homobiles started as a classic example of a vernacular cab service, providing rides (ordered 

by texting a message to a phone number) for a suggested donation of one or two dollars per 

minute.94 As the term vernacular implies, the vernacular cab is a culturally homegrown 

articulation, a bottom-up phenomenon that stands in stark contrast to the diagrammatic 

implementation of formal systems, whether these latter are part of a traditionally regulated 

and licensed taxi system, or the emerging allegorithmically regulated NTC.

As Rob’s story shows, informal cabs face issues of establishing trust between drivers 

and passengers. Rob’s passengers, for instance, had to make a split-second decision about his

93 For the equivalent in an earlier decade cf. von Dioszeghy and Rothmeyer (1970: 53) who in a bemused tone 
recount the saga of the Yellow Cab Company of Pacifica, “not actually located or licensed there nor in fact 
in any city.”

94 http://students.expression.edu/bastardchildofbrillo/2013/05/07/homobiles-the-final-homo/ 

http://students.expression.edu/bastardchildofbrillo/2013/05/07/homobiles-the-final-homo/


340

trustability as a driver. For riders of regular taxis, the licensing and regulation process forms 

an apparatus of trust which displaces some of the peril of that here-and-now decision into a 

more enduring framework, spanning time and space in a relationship that cabdriving 

sociologist James Henslin referred to as trackability (Henslin 1968). Numerous signs, from 

the cab number, color scheme, words, seals, and phone numbers painted on the side of the 

vehicle, to documents posted on the interior of the cab, exist to assure that the cab and its 

driver are tracked, and will continue to be tracked, by trustworthy authorities. Informal cabs, 

lacking these means of establishing trackability, must achieve it through other means, if 

possible. This may mean by aping the coloration or signage of licensed cabs (as some 

poachers do); or by finding some other means to communicate reliability (as Rob attempted 

to do). Vernacular cabs, operating often as a sort of more-or-less open secret, tend to rely on 

their passengers being members of, and sharing the values of, a particular community which 

the cabs serve.

Conclusion

This chapter focused on relatively unstudied strata in the for-hire car industry: hired 

limousines and informal cab services. The existence and growth of such strata reflect explicit 

or implicit failures, or refusals, of the integrated ideal. What this brief overview illustrates is 

the importance of three factors in the splintering of urban transportation: access, trackability, 

and distinction.

The different strata of taxi-like services reflect varying levels of access for both 
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drivers and passengers. Limousines and vernacular cabs both separate from the integrated 

model of the taxicab at the point at which specific riding populations have divergent desires 

or experiences. The greater expense, and very different pace of operation of the limousine 

make its everyday use the preserve of the wealthy; the experience of exclusion, and the 

breakdown of reliable transit for marginalized urban communities lead to the formation of 

vernacular cab services.

For drivers, issues of access are equally important. Access to required licenses, 

which depend on driving history and immigration status, and to the economic resources 

necessary for financing a vehicle and paying for insurance, inspections, and maintenance, 

plays a significant role in what part of the limo-taxi-informal spectrum a given driver 

operates under. As Dmitri’s and Rob’s examples show, the borders between the three forms 

are porous, and drivers may move across in one way or another in response to financial 

constraints or opportunities. Within each stratum, further divisions reflect differing levels of 

access to profitable information about, and connections with passengers. Thus, high-end fleet

limo drivers are linked in to the fleets’ access to clients; low-end drivers need to search 

harder for fares, putting them closer in operation to the service level and experience of taxi 

drivers. The three forms of informal cab (rogues, poachers, and vernaculars) each reflect the 

actions taken by drivers who are excluded in one way or another from access to mainstream 

taxi driving.

Trackability, or the “apparatus of trust,” takes a distinct form in each stratum. For 

taxicabs, the apparatus is most clear; part of the distinction provided for riders of limousines 
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is that their licensing and oversight are more subtly marked on the vehicle (often as a small 

sticker or special license plate), while more of the apparatus is delegated to the deferential 

and proper behavior which can be expected of the driver. Informal cabs, in contrast, take the 

form either of mimics, trying to establish the illusion of trackability by aping the coloration 

and numbering of taxis, or establishing distinct mechanisms of trust through membership in a

community, as communicated through specialized gestures or localized knowledge.

Finally, distinction plays a key role in separating out the different strata, and 

establishing the meaning of both access and trackability for passengers, drivers, and vehicles.

Such distinction cuts, of course, two ways: the passengers of high-end limos are 

distinguished in a very different way than the passengers of vernacular “hacks.” Both drivers 

and passengers make attempts to move up the scale—the appeal of limo riding for the middle

class, for instance, is described by Bromley and Mazza:

No longer are the chauffeur and limousine the exclusive territory of the rich. 
Today’s limousine, famously stretched and decked out with the latest, is 
available to anyone with enough bounty for an evening on the town. ... The 
family down the street which hires an enormous 120-inch stretch for the 
daughter’s wedding may be sitting in the same car that drove Jack Nicholson. 
(Bromley and Mazza 2002: 30)

Such real conflation of the desire for social mobility, with the trappings of actual 

mobility, underpins the emergence of the overcab, the technologically-enabled affective 

reframing of the taxi, which will be discussed in future chapters. Here, it is necessary to note 

the effects of the insertion of e-hailing technology into the pre-existing strata of limousines, 

taxis, and informal vehicles. As seen above, the introduction of the Vaunt app has begun to 
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shift the relationship between high-end and low-end vehicles. By allowing low-end limos to 

compete more directly with taxicabs, Vaunt has increased the attractions for drivers of what 

had formerly been a somewhat amorphous category between high-end limousines and 

taxicabs. It has also shifted the expectations of passengers; those who might formerly have 

been “taxi people” can now think of themselves as “limo people,” driven about the city by a 

“private driver” in suit and tie.

The application of e-hailing to unlicensed vehicles has had even more striking effects.

The first decade of the 21st Century saw an explosion in the numbers of unlicensed cabs 

operating in San Francisco, with estimated numbers as high as 1,500 – almost equal in size to

the licensed cab fleet. (Emandjoneh 2009). As a San Francisco cab company manager puts it:

Five years earlier there were none. Now all of a sudden they were advertising 
in the Yellow Pages and all over the internet. They imitated legitimate cab 
companies. If we used the phone number 333-3333 they got a number of 333-
3633. They painted the cars the same and gave out receipts calling themselves 
Yellow Cab.

The high numbers of informal cabs led to a crackdown by the MTA and the 

introduction of legislation at the state level to make enforcement easier; several drivers I 

interviewed dismissed the crackdown as ineffective. By 2012, when I returned to the city to 

conduct interviews, the situation had changed: new competitors to Vaunt had launched e-

hailing services that made explicit use of unlicensed private vehicles, using the legal 

exemption for “ridesharing” services. It is to these services, and the experience of drivers for 

these services, that I turn in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 12: “HAIL A FELLOW
HUMAN, NOT A TAXI”

Affect and Automobility

Pulling up the Hocus app on my phone, I check the map to see if cars are available—

there are a few of the little orange car-shaped icons not far away. I push a button to set my 

pickup location, enter my destination, and press “confirm ride.” The screen dims for a 

moment, then tells me a driver has accepted and is nine minutes away, so I make a last check 

around the room to make sure everything is packed. I’m a flyer, as Will Self’s fictional 

cabdriver would say—going to the airport, leaving the city, losing faith in San Francisco.

The phone rings: it is my Hocus driver, asking where I am going. This is a bit odd, 

because Hocus drivers are supposed to be able to see the destination you have entered when 

accepting your ride request. I tell him, and he apologizes and says he can’t take me; he is 

running low on gas, and left his wallet at home. He cancels my ride and I go back to the 

starting screen, to hail again.

The app tells me that my new driver is six minutes away, is named Silvio, and is 

driving a white Jetta. Who drives around the city without a wallet? I wonder. I stare blankly 

out the bay window for a bit, before being woken by a call from Silvio, who says he is 

already here. I grab my bag and jacket and rush down the stairs. Coming out onto the street, 

the car is nowhere to be seen—eventually I find him around the corner, waiting in front of a 

different address. Fortunately, I can recognize the car from the photo. I open the back door 
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and throw my stuff in, then start to get in, but Silvio objects. “No, no, you can sit up here,” he

says, gesturing to the front seat. “We are not formal. We are like friends!”

Cars are for more than travelling from one place to another: they are also invested 

with affect (Sheller 2004). Affective desires and dreams have shaped their design and their 

use. The marketing and sale of the auto has long been tied to dreams of individual (and 

family) freedom of mobility, and imagery of safety and comfort sell cars. The interior of the 

car is a partially secluded space, a liminal site half-separated from the public streets through 

which it passes. The car is tied up into projects of seclusion and stratification. Automobility 

is a “secessionist” project (Henderson 2006), separating the mobility of the privileged from 

the movement of the masses; it plays a role in the “splintering” or stratification of mobility, 

by providing differential access to mobility for social segments segregated by class, ability, 

gender, and racial differences (Graham and Marvin 2001: 118).

Affect plays a central role in the cultural practice of automobility, particularly in the 

US. Affect is central to the self-making of automotive subjects—as car drivers, or as 

passengers—as well as to the production of social space through the mediation of the vehicle 

as a shared site of movement and interaction. The political nature of automotive affectivity 

comes to the fore when the driver-passenger relationship is a paid service, and the affective 

labor of shaping the riding experience and the mood of in-car interaction overlays and 

politically contextualizes the work of driving itself.

In turn, the micropolitical context of driving as affective labor affects the 

development of transport politics, governance, and technology. This is illustrated by the 
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peculiar trajectory of e-hailing services, which use smartphones to link passengers to drivers 

of hired vehicles. The adoption of this technology in the US has become imbricated with the 

affective politics of driving and passengering. The deployment of e-hailing has become a 

project of reframing the affective labor of driving through a splintering of available modes, 

distinguished primarily by the affective roles expected of drivers (and of passengers): 

chauffeur or private driver; cabdriver; or a “friend with a car” who “shares a ride” for a 

suggested donation, rather than a fee. This chapter will draw on ethnographic interviews with

for-profit “ridesharing” drivers in the city of San Francisco.

Taxicabs and the “Global Comment”

According to San Francisco cabdriver/columnist Michael Rosa, a cabdriver is like a 

snail, which he glosses as “something that goes crunch when you step on it.” Rosa argues 

that “like the Snail, the Taxi driver is the overlooked creature, who lives in the shell (read 

taxi); I believe that people just see the cab, they don’t see the driver.” He recounts an 

alienating encounter with a pedestrian at a crosswalk:

At the intersection of Post and Powell, an elderly Matron is being ferried 
across the intersection in a wheelchair, by a doting daughter type, who holds 
up a hand commandingly, and stares menacingly at the windshield... Crunch. 

Rosa, rightly or wrongly, reads the imperious gesture as an assumption that a taxi 

driver poses a threat to society unless forcibly controlled—a stereotype attached to the shell 

of the taxi. He attempts to break through this shell by engaging directly and humorously with
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the pedestrian:

As they pass the drivers’ window, I smile broadly and say, Ya know, I 
REALLY live for hitting people in WHEELCHAIRS, LUCKY you stopped 
me. There was a brief moment of recognition, I could see her think, he’s 
talking to me, he’s right, that’s funny. She burst out laughing... Smiles all 
around. (Rosa 1998)

The conflation of driver with vehicle, which Rosa is trying to counteract, has been 

called the car-person, “cason” (Michael 1998) or “carson” (Böhm et al 2006), to emphasize 

the co-agency of “car” and “person” as hybrid actant in the driving assemblage. This hybrid 

becomes a problematic object of discourse in need of purification, for instance in debates 

over road rage (Michael 1998, Lupton 1999). An example of both the hybridization of the 

car-person, and a simultaneous move to purify the hybrid, was expressed dramatically in a 

recent article on for-profit ridesharing companies, the headline for which urged customers to 

“Hail a Fellow Human, Not a Taxi” (Constine 2012). It is worth pondering just what makes 

such a bizarre headline possible. Certainly, not only will the “taxi” you hail be driven by a 

human; but the “human” you hail to give you a ride is going to arrive in a vehicle of some 

kind, presumably taxi-like if providing taxi-like service. Is it necessary, simply to distinguish 

this vehicle from a taxi, to purify the “carson,” the human-vehicle assemblage, into two parts,

one a taxi, the other a human?

The “fellow human” referred to is the driver of a “ridesharing” service, a new 

competitor to the taxicab. Ridesharing passengers use smartphone apps to hail drivers of 

private, unlicensed vehicles. Although the service provided is almost identical to that of taxis,
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promoters characterize the drivers as different from taxi drivers—ridesharing drivers are 

framed as “community drivers,” “your friend with a car,” or “regular, everyday people.” The 

drivers are said to be “sharing rides” with their passengers, even though they are working for 

money, in contrast to the traditional definition of ridesharing as a non-profit activity 

(Anderson 2014a). As the CEO of a small ridesharing company I am calling Egress described

his service:

We’re just a way for neighbors to give each other rides. We’re utilizing empty 
seats, our goals are to reduce pollution and traffic. These rides are all about 
social interaction, our drivers don’t do this as a job.95

The traditional concept of “ridesharing” or “carpooling” implies that drivers are not 

making a profit, and that they are “sharing” seats in their vehicles to take passengers on trips 

which the driver would have taken anyway. For this reason, some for-profit ridesharing 

services, at least initially, promoted themselves as “ride-matching,” implying that they do no 

more than provide a tool to link up drivers and passengers going in the same direction. At the

time of this research, the passenger had the option of paying a suggested contribution to the 

driver, of which the ridesharing service took a percentage; though since that time, the 

companies involved have adopted a mandatory payment system similar to taxicab fares. 

Companies insisted early on that none of their drivers were professional drivers trying to 

make a living by giving rides, but instead gave rides as a secondary part-time job, or simply 

for the fun of meeting people. Like other ridesharing companies, the Egress CEO insists that 

the true product of his company is “social media:”
95 For-Profit Ridesharing CEO, interview 11/13/2012.



349

We’re social media, our goal is to connect people... It’s like a dating site 
without being a dating site. But hey, I’d love to meet someone who is doing 
this to meet people and be social, as opposed to meeting someone who’s 
looking to make a buck. If you’re a taxi driver, you’ve chosen this as a 
profession, your goal is to make a living, which is fine, but it’s a different 
model.

Ridesharing drivers, by working part-time, being motivated by social rather than 

economic reasons, and (initially) accepting suggested donations rather than set fares for 

service, were meant not to take on the partial identity of “taxi driver.” This was on the one 

hand part of a legal ploy to evade regulation; on the other hand, it became the heart of the 

marketing and reframing strategy distinguishing ridesharing drivers, as “fellow humans,” 

from “taxis.” The experience is framed as being more like riding with a friend, than in a taxi; 

passengers are told to expect:

... your friend with a car on demand, providing a unique in-car experience 
Passengers can play their own music, charge up their phones... and even ride 
shotgun.96

… a smartphone app that matches regular, everyday drivers in their own car 
with people nearby who need a ride. Think of us as matchmakers for the 
perfect ride—right when you want it, good for the economy, good for your 
wallet, good for the environment and fun!97

Users of ridesharing services are encouraged to see past the shell of the vehicle to 

engage with the driver directly as a person. As one ridesharing CEO describes it:

96 Lyft company blog, at www.lyft.me 
97 Sidecar company blog at www.side.cr 

http://www.side.cr/
http://www.lyft.me/
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Lyfters think of our community drivers as ‘your friend with a car.’ When you 
sit in the front seat and share a good conversation, your Lyft becomes more 
than a ride and actually part of your day or night out. We’ve had drivers and 
passengers form a band together, find a new career path or simply become 
new friends because they met in Lyft. (John Zimmer, quoted in Cook 2013)

Yet this very move to transcend Rosa’s “snail” effect reinscribes the underlying 

alienation. The framing of ridesharing drivers as “different” from taxi drivers depends on the 

continuing stereotype of a cabdriver who can not be your friend, or part of your 

“community.” 

In this discourse, the problematic status of the taxi driver underscores the problematic 

site of the taxi. As this fraught worksite is articulated into political narratives of public space 

and safety, the taxi, as a highly visible metonym of modern urbanity, comes to play an 

additional role as symbol, either of danger or of possibility. As Sarah Sharma, writing of the 

public image of the taxi and its driver in the wake of 9/11, put it:

The taxi figures prominently in the dark corners of the Right as a roving 
terrorist cell while it is elevated to an idealized ‘public sphere on wheels’ in 
the bright sensibility of the liberal imagination. In the first account the driver 
needs to be eradicated and in the second account the embodied driver is 
strangely absent. (Sharma 2010; p.183)

This forms the basis for the development of a discourse on the possibilities for 

interaction in taxicabs—which, nevertheless, cannot be referred to as “taxis,” and from which

the uncomfortable character of the cabdriver has been expunged: the choice becoming that 

between a “fellow human” and a “taxi.” The dependence of this discourse on the negative 

category of the taxi and its driver is made clear in an encounter during a San Francisco radio 
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program on the conflict between taxis and ridesharing vehicles. Lisa Gansky, author of a 

book on the new internet-enabled entrepreneuralism (Gansky 2010), is asked by interviewer 

Rose Aguilar what makes the new ridesharing services (in which Gansky is an investor) 

different from regular taxicabs:

Gansky: A lot of the mood and the intention here... is that it’s kind of like 
you’re driving with someone who’s a driver, a person in your community. So, 
people tend to sit in the front seat, they tend to chat up whoever’s driving, a 
lot of time people who travel to San Francisco use the service because it’s 
known, you know, within the small, relatively small and growing sharing 
economy community as a way to kind of go native. So if I get into San 
Francisco, and I’m not from here, and I use a Sidecar or a Lyft98 driver, you 
know, there’s somebody who’s from the area, they’re kind of a cool person, 
that is tapped in, that I can ask a bunch of questions to.

Aguilar: I actually do that in cabs... [laughs]99

Aguilar’s comment indicates that the discourse Gansky is trying to articulate does not 

necessarily align with the experience of all cab users. Gansky’s remarks particularly offend 

the show’s other guest, San Francisco cabdriver (and president of the San Francisco Cab 

Drivers Association), Barry Korengold:

Korengold: I take exception to this claim that Lyft drivers, or these other 
drivers, are community drivers, as opposed to taxi drivers—what are we? 
We’re not peers, we’re not part of the community? We grew up here too, I was
born around here, I’ve been driving a cab in the Bay Area since 1979. So I get 
very offended when I hear that.

Gansky appears surprised by this point of view, but manages to work out a 

98 Lyft and Sidecar are two NTC services originating in San Francisco.
99 “Today on Your Call: Will ride-sharing services mean the end of the taxicab?” KALW, San Francisco, 

10/7/2013. Audio at http://kalw.org/post/today-your-call-will-ride-sharing-services-mean-end-taxicab .

http://kalw.org/post/today-your-call-will-ride-sharing-services-mean-end-taxicab
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response:

Gansky: Okay. Well, I mean, that’s a fair comment, I, I, I think that, the point 
of view, from the companies, and the way that the service is positioned, is 
essentially, and the experience, is um, you know, most of the people who are 
passengers sit in the front seat, and the mood of the conversation is just very 
different than, uh, and San Francisco frankly is a much more friendly taxicab 
experience than, you know, say, New York City or Washington DC. And so, 
this is more of a global comment, not specific necessarily to San Francisco.

It seems likely that Gansky had had no intention of excluding taxi drivers from 

belonging to the same “community” as their passengers—she had simply not considered 

them in the first place. Hence, her initial comments fall on the “public sphere on wheels” 

with the “strangely absent driver” side of Sharma’s liberal-conservative spectrum. Yet when 

pushed on the subject, she falls back on the othering discourse of the right, though quickly 

asserting that this is a “global comment” which is “not specific necessarily to San Francisco.”

As it happens, global comment is a very good name for exactly the kind of remark 

Gansky is making about cabdrivers. Her comment is global in that it rests on a very widely 

framed and enduring stereotype about cabdrivers, which can be encountered almost 

anywhere; such a comment is also global in that it can always be displaced (in this case to 

“you know, say, New York City or Washington DC”). A stereotype is always “global” rather 

than specific, so that it cannot be contested or undermined by the vagaries of experience in 

specific encounters: one can always conclude that perhaps the stereotype isn’t relevant in this 

specific case, but its general relevance elsewhere goes unchallenged.

As historian Hodges (2007) has detailed, the public image of taxi drivers in US cities 
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moves, in different decades, between poles of integration (with cabdrivers portrayed as 

likeable, wise, or as “everyday” sorts) and alienation (in which cabdrivers are seen as 

untrustworthy, unknowable others); the movement between these poles is shaped by larger 

social and economic trends, such as the changing class self-image of the US public; changing

perceptions of urban space; the economic prospects of the occupation (is cabdriving a step 

towards the American Dream? Or a dead-end job?); and ethnic succession in the cab industry,

with the increasingly immigrant workforce of cabdrivers being viewed as “un-American” 

outsiders (Hodges 2007; Mathew 2005; Schaller 2004). In the taxicab, enduring stereotypes 

of class and race meet and reinforce each other to stigmatize the role of the driver. 

Assumptions that taxi driving is work for the incompetent, the irresponsible, the criminal, or 

the immoral align with fears of immigrant mobility (Sharma 2010).

Nevertheless, images generated over decades, articulating taxi drivers with both poles

of integration and alienation, continue to resonate within popular culture and discourse. This 

historical process does not produce a uniform image of the driver, but instead sediments a 

range of possibilities and expectations which both passengers and drivers draw on. This 

means that cabdrivers have a range of performances to play, and the outcome or meaning of 

the interaction between driver and passenger in the taxicab ride is not predetermined. This 

openness, this uncertainty, is what the attempt to separate “fellow human” from “taxicab” is 

meant to purify. At the same time, the economic characteristics of the new “ridesharing” 

services recreate much of the occupational and interactional framework which has 

characterized taxi driving, and which (as argued by cabdriving ethnographer Richard 
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Schlosberg) gives birth to the underlying tensions which can surface in conflict and 

alienation between cabdriver and passenger (Schlosberg 1980).

In this and the next chapter, I will pose three interconnected questions:

1. Why has the introduction of new technology into taxi hailing been harnessed to a 

reframing of the affective interaction between driver and passenger?

2. How effective is this reframing? Can the underlying economic relationships be 

transformed simply through relabeling a “taxi driver” as a “friend with a car?” 

3. And finally, what does this reveal about the links between affect and the social 

production of space, and about the importance of affective labor and consumption to 

capitalist accumulation in the era of ubiqitous computing?

Cabbies, Chauffeurs, and “Friends With Cars”

The purifying move to separate the carson into a “fellow human” and a “taxi” is not 

mere rhetoric, but is founded on the premise that smartphone applications—inserted into the 

driver-passenger relationship—can regiment and reshape the in-cab interaction (as porous 

interfaces; see Chapter 9). Here, I will call the intended product of this purification the 

overcab (after “UberCab,” the original name of one of the first companies to make this 

purifying move). The overcab is a cab that is not a cab, driven by a cabdriver who is not a 

cabdriver, because both have been transformed, lifted up, aufheben, a transformation that is 

achieved through the reframing of the affective work of the interaction by the protocological 

effects of software working through the devices passengers and drivers use to interact.
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So far, the overcab project has taken two distinct forms, each of which can be 

summed up with relevant company slogans. The first to emerge was “everyone’s private 

driver,”100 in which the ambivalent character of the cabdriver has been replaced by a 

uniformed chauffeur driving a limousine (though operating as a taxicab, see Chapter 11). The

second form of the overcab, and the focus of this chapter, is “your friend with a car, on 

demand.”101 Here, the cabdriver has been replaced by a “friend,” an “everyday person,” who 

is “sharing” a ride in their personal vehicle—though, unlike other friends with cars you may 

have, they are doing this for income and are thus available “on demand.”

Each of these forms of the overcab takes a different tack in resolving the ambiguity of

the cabdriver’s status. The first, more formal version, accentuates the social distinction 

between drivers and passengers by turning the driver into a servant rather than an equal; the 

second, more informal version attempts to remove, or occult, the difference in status between

driver and passenger by accentuating their shared integration into the social network of the 

ride service. Both forms of overcab rely, nevertheless, on the continued salience of the global

image of the “cabdriver” as an Other to which they can be contrasted.

E-Hailing Technology

The use of smartphones to order cabs or similar vehicles based on proximity is 

commonly referred to as “hailing” or “e-hailing”, a metaphorical reference to the practice of 

hailing cabs with a physical gesture from a sidewalk or street corner. Expanding on an 

100 www.uber.com
101 www.lyft.me 

http://www.lyft.me/
http://www.uber.com/
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observation by Marx, Walter Benjamin observed how often new technologies:

imitated precisely the old forms they were destined to overcome. Early 
photography mimicked painting. The first railroad cars were designed like 
stage coaches, and the first electric light bulbs were shaped like gas flames. 
Newly processed iron was used for ornament rather than structural supports, 
shaped into leaves, or made to resemble wood. (Buck-Morss 1989: 111)

Benjamin considered this technological conservatism to be motivated by a wish for 

restitution, a desire to unite utopian dreams of the future with the power of images drawn 

from the past, into a “wish image” tied to the transformatory power of the technologically 

new (Benjamin 1999; Buck-Morss 1989: 110ff). For Benjamin, the “too early” stage of a new

technology is characterized by conflict between the technology’s potential, and the 

limitations imposed by existing social and economic conditions.

Yet, there is another side to the metaphorical relation between the new technology and

the old. It is through this relation that the design and development of new technologies can 

find the objects on which the technology is to work; and can determine, or at least imagine, 

what set of social relations or form of interaction and exchange is to be transformed, and 

how. This is a two-way rather than a one-way relationship. Software, in particular, has a dual 

relationship with the social realms to which it is applied: on the one hand, the process of 

translation, in which designers interpret those aspects of the social which they desire to 

augment or transform; on the other the process of transduction, whereby the impact of the 

software-driven change reshapes the social (Kitchin and Dodge 2011).

The shift from “hailing” to “e-hailing” taxis is a technological response to a 
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problematic site of interaction, the “cab-hailing encounter” (Gambetta and Hamill 2005; 

Anderson, 2014b); it has also become the centerpiece of a technological fix to the 

problematic of in-cab interaction. Taken together, the cab-hailing and cab-riding problems 

involve the following issues:

1. Communication: how will passengers communicate their intention to a passing driver? 
How will drivers communicate their availability to potential passengers?

2.Trust: How can drivers and passengers trust each other? How can they know, for instance, 
that the other is the person they represent themselves to be? 

3. Sociability: How will driver and passenger treat each other? How can the potential for 
rudeness or misunderstanding be minimized in the interaction?

4.Reliability: How can passengers know that drivers will be available when they need one, or
vice versa? And once the interaction has started, how certain can either party be that it will be
carried through and completed as expected, e.g., that both driver and passenger will play their
expected roles through to the end?

Below, I will show how e-hailing applications are designed as correctives to these 

issues. Because the success or failure of such correctives depends in great measure on the 

ways the apps are actually used by drivers and passengers in practice, I will be discussing 

this as well, drawing primarily on ethnographic interviews with drivers. Finally, the 

Benjaminian question continues to hang in the background: do the social relations and 

concerns in terms of which e-hailing is designed and imagined realize or limit the actual 

potential of the technology?
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The E-hailing Assemblage

E-hailing apps seek to facilitate the interaction of driver and passenger in terms of the 

four issues outlined above (communication, trust, sociability, and reliability). As such they 

are designed to create and maintain a relationship between the roles of “driver” and 

“passenger.” Several of these apps in fact are marketed as “peer-to-peer” services, 

highlighting a direct relationship between end users, which minimizes the role of the 

intervening service. It must be emphasized, however, that although the term “peer-to-peer” 

evokes radically distributed networks built of interactions between equals, all e-hailing apps 

are in fact based in centralized networks in which the options and information available to 

end users are controlled through central nodes (Galloway 2004). The term “peer-to-peer” in 

this context thus obscures the actual, non-peer-to-peer working of the network. Figure 1 

illustrates the passenger-driver relationship in terms of the assemblage of mediating devices 

and other services.

Figure 2: The e-hailing assemblage.
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In the above figure, user roles (passenger and driver) are shown as circles; rectangles 

indicate devices such as the driver and passenger applications, the service itself, and the third 

party services subcontracted by the e-hailing service. Significantly, the characterization of 

these as “peer-to-peer” services obscures a number of significant relationships, in particular 

the relations between the e-hailing service and third-parties, several of which play crucial 

roles: e.g., GPS and mapping systems which locate drivers and passengers, and often are used

also to determine route and distances for pricing; the credit and payment systems which 

establish passengers’ credit-worthiness and process payments; and subcontracted analytics 

services, which provide the e-hailing staff with feedback on user activity.102

Figure 3 shows how e-hailing services are represented to users, as means of 

establishing the four desired features of communication, trust, sociability, and reliability in 

the interaction between users. The service itself, along with all associated apparatus, is 

occulted by the emphasis on the interaction between users. In Latourian terms, the 

intervening mediators (elements which transform information as it passes through them) are 

represented instead as intermediaries (elements which merely pass information through 

without any change) (Latour 2005).

102 Further actants could be added, such as the smartphones possessed by both driver and passenger; along with 
service contracts and additional agreements required to operate these, not to mention the communications 
infrastructure of service providers; the personnel and computing resources controlled directly by the 
company, along with servers and other hosting services (typically subcontracted); cell towers, satellites , etc.
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This assemblage forms the basis of the e-hailing app as a corrective to the vagaries of 

social interaction in the taxicab. The behavior of both taxi driver and passenger are 

constrained and policed through what, in software studies, is called an allegorithmic relation 

(Galloway 2006, 2012; Wark 2007) in which the “e-hailing” metaphor is extended into an 

allegory narrating and scripting the roles of driver and passenger, while masking the 

algorithms written into the software which constrain and police the choices and experiences 

of both.

As unfortunate and unpronounceable neologisms go, “allegorithm” is an important 

concept, combining into one relationship the translation of social values and assumptions into

software, and the transduction of the social through the operations of that software (Kitchin 

Figure 3: The e-hailing assemblage, as corrective to social interaction.
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and Dodge 2011). The “allegory” is the framing narrative, the storyline that users of 

technology buy into—key examples used by Alexander Galloway and McKenzie Wark are 

video games, which encourage users to think of themselves as adventurers slaying orcs, or as 

pilots of asteroid-blasting spaceships, while they may appear—to anyone not immersed in the

story of the game—to be doing nothing more than pushing buttons on a computer. The 

“algorithm” is the set of assumptions and logical operations by which the software assigns 

meanings to persons, things, and interactions, and outlines the boundaries of meaningful 

activity. A video game algorithm thus produces a “gamespace” (Wark 2007), within which 

meaningful action can occur; both Galloway and Wark compare the creation of gamespace to 

the effects of Huizinga’s “magic circle.”

Huizinga argues that play (as well as ritual, which play illuminates) involves the 

creation of a “consecrated spot” or region of action, which is marked off from the rest of the 

world, as if by a magic circle (Huizinga 1955: 10). Such a circle can mark the distinction—

and hence the relationship—between play and seriousness, sacred and profane, true and false,

and is necessary for establishing the meaning (or meaninglessness) and effectivity (or lack 

thereof) of actions and statements within the circle, and their relationship to the world 

outside. For games, the magic circle describes “a separate, semiautonomous space that is 

removed from normal life” (Galloway 2006:6). Following Galloway’s terminology, the space

within the circle is the space for diegetic actions (that is, actions consistent with the story line

or narrative framing the game); events within the circle can be modified by non-diegetic 

actions which take place outside the circle. Thus, while non-diegetically pushing buttons on a
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keyboard, I am diegetically killing orcs with my flaming sword.

The boundary of the game space is maintained, not through discipline or enforcement,

but by what Galloway calls the protocological effects of software. Protocols are rules that 

allow a system, such as coding in software, to operate; actions or statements that do not 

follow protocol simply do not take effect—they fail to happen:

Protocol is synonymous with possibility. ... Protocol outlines the playing field 
for what can happen, and where. If one chooses to ignore a certain protocol, 
then it becomes impossible to communicate on that particular channel. No 
protocol, no connection. (Galloway 2004: 167)

The importance of the allegory is that it enables users to easily grasp, and to 

internalize, the boundaries and affordances of the gamespace, without having to understand 

the complexities of the algorithm itself—users internalize the algorithm through the allegory 

(Wark 2007: #13). At the same time, the algorithm is obscured behind the allegorical façade; 

a division is made between those who have access to the algorithm (programmers, designers, 

planners) and those who are mere users, for whom the algorithm is “black-boxed.” This is a 

crucial distinction when such allegorithms are deployed in entrepreneurial “in vivo” social 

experiments, such as the reframing of taxicab interaction (Muniesa and Callon 2007).

Such deployed allegorithms, then, help users articulate their experiences within 

constrained environments such as games—or markets, or overcabs—with enduring social 

and cultural values and assumptions. The magic circle maintained by the protocological 

effects of software, if well designed, creates a sense of convenience, of ease, a seamlessness 

of interface which occults relationships of control. As with markets—particularly those 
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recognized as “artifactual” (see Chapter 10)—action with the circle is seen as the result of 

“choice” characterized by “freedom,” though the boundaries of that freedom of choice have 

been carefully designed. The result is that, to the extent that the framing is effective, the free 

actions and interpretations of participants within the circle will recreate the assumptions 

written into the algorithm. For games, these are the values written into the imagined worlds 

of gameplay; for markets, these are the assumptions that actors will and should behave 

rationally and calculatively; for the ridesharing overcab, this is the insistence that the ride is a

shared interaction among friends, from which the figure of the cabdriver, and all its 

uncomfortable and ambiguous connotations, has been excluded.

Callon has argued, however, that the intended framing of markets is inevitably 

unstable—social relations are always overflowing the frame, and the clear space of choice 

within the magic circle is continuously becoming entangled with outside concerns. In the 

case of the overcab, the “friendliness” of the interaction is problematized, as it is in any cab, 

by the exchange of money in return for the service. Though the interaction may be framed as 

a “peer-to-peer” relationship, truly peer-to-peer interactions are unpredictable. In addition, 

there is the further problem of the taxicab as a porous space (see Chapter 9) into which 

disparate people are bringing disparate hopes, fears, angers, desires, and expectations.

The most novel and controversial tool which e-hailing apps use to regiment the 

behavior of drivers and passengers is the app-based ratings system. With such a system, both 

drivers and passengers rate each other, on a scale of one to five, at the end of each ride. 

Drivers and passengers, thus, each accrue a personal rating, averaged from all those they 
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have received, which forms part of their profile. The rating serves two purposes; first, both 

drivers and passengers are able to see each other’s ratings as part of their profiles, and may 

choose not to request or accept rides with those who are low-rated. Second, both drivers and 

passengers who fall below a set rating run the risk of being removed from the system. 

The advent of these ratings systems, and their rapid adoption by several e-hailing 

services, whether of traditional taxicabs, or of both kinds of overcab, is surprising, first and 

foremost for flying in the face of decades of taxicab regulation. In a word, profiling of 

passengers by drivers has long been illegal, motivated largely by concerns about racism. 

Refusal of service, of a prospective passenger who is not drunk, violent, or disorderly, has 

also been against the law, as is refusing to take a passenger because of their given destination.

Yet ratings systems use and encourage just this sort of profiling. 

Advocates of ratings systems argue that they are central to e-hailing’s ability to solve 

the problems of communication, trust, sociability, and reliability (see above). In the particular

case of for-profit ridesharing, the ratings system has been suggested as a completely 

sufficient substitute for the regulatory methods (cabdriver and vehicle licensing, numbering, 

etc.) by which taxicabs have long been tracked and surveilled. A sample argument from a 

company blog:

The SideCar community sets and enforces high standards for safety and 
quality. Drivers and riders rate one another and people with low ratings are 
removed from the SideCar community. We believe that by giving the 
community the capability to monitor itself we can build trust and safety to a 
level impossible to achieve through either the marketplace or government 
alone. The combination of these features and processes provides consumers 
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with a greater degree of security and safety than taxi or limos.103

But could this apparatus, engineered to produce trust, undermine it at the same time? 

The mere numbering of cabs—and the wearing of badges by drivers—are a mark that they 

are under surveillance, and a reminder of an assumption of untrustworthiness (cf. Anderson 

2004: 43-4). Similarly, many cabdrivers have argued that taxicab shields, meant to protect 

drivers from passengers, are dangerous because they prevent drivers from interacting with, 

and being able to read the intentions and mood of, their passengers. Could ratings systems 

have a similarly supplementary effect? And while the ratings system—supplanting, as it does,

all those other surveilling markers of the “taxicab”—is meant to reinforce the affective 

framing of the overcab, could it not, like the need for payment, reintroduce new lines of 

tension and conflict into the interaction? After all, do “friends” really rate each other?

Below, I will draw on interviews with for-profit ridesharing drivers to explore two 

issues related to the framing of the overcab. First, the approaches drivers take to the work 

will be described, with an eye to the extent to which the experience is described, by drivers, 

as being like or unlike a job—specifically, the job of taxi driving, with its attendant 

motivations and discouragements. Second, the affective experience of driving will be 

explored. How successful is the framing of the interaction as “not just a taxi?” How stable, or

how fragile, is the overcab’s transcendence?

103 SideCar company blog, www.side.cr .

http://www.side.cr/
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“Ridesharing” services

The sharing economy, or “collaborative consumption,” challenges the traditional 

distinctions between service providers and consumers. Many businesses in this expanding 

field use a website or mobile interface to connect and create a “community” around a given 

service, such as room rental, car or ride sharing, or task completion. The members of these 

communities are potentially both users and providers of the service. This blurring of the roles

of producer and consumer creates new relations between the business and worker with the 

potential for both positive and negative consequences.

At issue is the performative effect of framing the transactions and relationships 

involved. “Sharing” and “collaboration” transform business transactions into membership in 

a community, or relations between friends. Social aspects of the interaction are emphasized 

over the economic; nevertheless, the business model of these services requires that money be 

exchanged as part of the transaction. What results is arguably less the displacement of market

logics by social values, and more the spread of monetary relationships into new aspects of 

social interaction. Meanwhile, semantic values drawn in contrast to markets reframe the role 

of service providers, with the potential for negatively impacting their legal rights as workers, 

who are now framed as, themselves, “customers” of the application which they use to 

provide service.

The affective impact of this framing on the experiences of users should not be 

dismissed as mere pretense. However, relationships of “sharing” and “collaboration” remain 

entangled in monetary flows, particularly when service providers are attempting to make a 
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living. Between November 2012 and February 2013, ethnographic interviews were 

conducted with drivers for three different for-profit ridesharing services in San Francisco, 

referred to here pseudonymously as Hocus, Mool, and Egress.104 At the time of research, the 

three for-profit ridesharing services were under cease-and-desist orders from the state of 

California, and there was an immediate possibility that they could be shut down at any time.

Based on these interviews, rivers can be placed along a continuum of three different 

types:

1) Incidental drivers, who provide the service only occasionally, for instance while 

commuting to and from work. These drivers best match the “sharing” and “collaborative” 

image which frames the service as “ridesharing” as opposed to a taxi or limousine service. 

These are the drivers who are most likely to also use the service as passengers.

2) Part-time drivers, who use the service to supplement income from other 

employment. Unlike incidentals, part-timers are more likely to work several hours at a time, 

and to have routine “shifts” they formally or informally fill, such as after work or on 

weekends. Part-timers may also be students who work a few days a week, in addition to 

taking classes.

3) Full-time drivers attempt to use the service as a primary means of income. This 

may mean taking rides over the entire course of the day, or focusing on rush hours, with 

breaks during slow times. Full-timers are also more likely to be available to accept rides 

during hours that would be inconvenient for most incidentals, such as late at night or during 

the early morning. One full-timer stated that he drove 12 hours a day; another said that he 
104 A shorter, theoretically distinct summary of the following research was published as Anderson 2014a.
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was aiming for 60 hours a week.

This continuum is divided into three for descriptive purposes; in truth, there is much 

bleed-over between the categories, and strict divisions between them are merely arbitrary. 

Also, individual drivers may shift strategies over time. Along with these three general 

strategies, some more situated spatio-temporal strategies were also observed. For each of the 

three categories, two additional sub-types are listed below, to further illustrate the variability 

of driver approaches. Both part-timers and full-timers treat the job essentially as that of 

driving a taxi; several of those interviewed had, in fact, previously been employed as taxi 

drivers, or had considered such employment before taking the ridesharing job. One driver 

used the ridesharing app to supplement his limousine-driving income, using the same car for 

both services. Part-timers and full-timers were also more likely than incidentals to have 

experienced negative aspects of the occupation, such as rude or threatening passengers, or 

passengers who decline to contribute the “suggested” donation. 

As Michel Callon has argued, economic framing is inevitably troubled by 

“overflowing” relationships which break the frame and undermine its performative effects. 

Ridesharing drivers are creative, and make use of the ridesharing app in different ways. 

Those on the incidental end of the continuum are most in alignment with the dominant 

“sharing” frame emphasized by the companies designing and profiting from the apps. 

However, the more drivers use the apps as a source of income, the more this entanglement 

with the monetary economy pulls the service back into mainstream economic relationships. 

The reliance on monetary exchange thus undermines the “sharing” framing of these services, 
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resulting less in a challenge to capitalism than in further precarization of an already 

precarious workforce.

Incidentals

Morgan, a young tech professional in his 30s, picked me up in his black SUV in the 

Mission district after some slight confusion when his GPS sent him to an alley off of 24th 

Street instead of Valencia, where I was standing. When I introduced myself as a researcher, 

he enthusiastically responded that he, too, was interested in the “sharing economy.” He 

himself works for a social media startup which he described passionately for several blocks, 

including its recent acquisition by a major investment firm. He saw a clear connection 

between his regular work at the tech startup, and his occasional driving for Hocus’s 

ridesharing service. “The social, cashless economy, it’s the wave of the future,” he explained.

Though he had been driving with Hocus for over a month, I was only his fifth 

passenger:

Morgan:  My first three rides I did right in a row as “real rideshares,” I guess 
you’d say, from home to work and vice versa. I live on Nob Hill and work 
down by the ballpark [Candlestick], so I turn on the app on the way to work or
on the way back when I’m getting off. It’s worked pretty good, there always 
someone going from downtown out to my area, or coming back.... The appeal 
to me is not economic, I’m not doing it for the money but for the experience.

Today was the first day he’d taken two rides in a row, off of his regular route: First, he

had taken a woman from near his work down to the airport, and then while coming back into 

the city on 101, my call had popped up in the Mission and he had decided to take it. I took 
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him a bit out of his way into the Inner Sunset, but he figured he would keep the app on as he 

returned across town, and take another fare if he saw one going his way.

Morgan:  I don’t always look at the destination [on the app] but sometimes I 
do, this time I did, when I picked you up, and I figured at least you’re going 
north. I didn’t want to take you if you were heading south. And especially it’s 
the time of day, there’s some times when you might get stuck in traffic, and of 
course there’s some parts of town I don’t want to go to, just for a ride that 
might be nine dollars.

Morgan is a frequent customer of both of the main ridesharing services, along with 

Vaunt’s limousine and taxi services. His experience as a customer, he reports, was “part of 

what got me into it, to see what this is about.” He initially signed up for both Hocus and 

Mool but stuck with Hocus because it gave him a more flexible schedule, which he required 

because of his regular job:

Morgan: I actually signed up for Mool but really couldn’t do it.... they require
you to actually sign up for schedules, but for my work I have to be very 
flexible, with the acquisition I’ve had to do a lot of extra work... my boss calls
me up and says you have to take these people here and there, and I just don’t 
know when I’ll need to work for my main job, so I don’t have the advance 
availability. With Mool you have to set your hours a week in advance, and 
stick to those hours, you can’t work outside of the hours without pre-approval 
to use the system.

Morgan is a classic example of the incidental driver who rarely uses the app to give 

rides places he was not already going to. A further type of driver who can be classed as 

incidental is one who drives only for short periods of time, to fill in between other jobs or 

errands. Such a driver is Jin Hee, who picked me up in his Jetta outside a used bookstore on 
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Clement Avenue in the Richmond. Jin Hee owns his own business which often brings him 

into the city from his home in Alameda, across the Bay. He has been driving for Hocus for 

two months, a couple days a week, no more than a few hours a day:

Jin Hee: This is not my main job. I have my own business, and I do this when
I have free time, like an hour free time. This is not something I do for a living,
this is a couple hours every now and then when I feel like working. No Hocus 
drivers are full time drivers, they make their money doing something else, and
do this on the side.

[Is there a limit to the hours you are allowed to work?]

No, I don’t think so, but I think none of them do it. None of the drivers do this 
as their main source of income. They all have other forms of income.

[Do you ever come into the city just to do this?]

No, I wouldn’t come into the city for this unless I was already here. I wouldn’t
come across the bridge just to do this, it’s not worth it. I just do this, when I’m
already in the city, I turn this on for an hour or so when I have some free time.

The everyday life of incidentals can impinge on, and take precedence over, the work 

of driving. Kate, one of only two women ridesharing drivers I encountered, accepted my 

order but called to cancel after seeing my destination on her screen—she said she had an 

appointment to get to in the opposite direction, and so couldn’t take me. Another day, I 

booked an early morning ride with an Egress driver who never showed up—I ended up 

calling a cab instead. As I later discovered, the ridesharing driver had overslept, forgetting 

about the scheduled ride.

Each category of ridesharing driver can be associated with specific tactics or spatio-

temporal strategies shaping their approach to the job. In the case of incidental drivers, these 
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tactics can be characterized by the role of motivation in engaging in the service. Thus, 

commuters take passengers during their own commute, or other pre-planned trips, such as 

while running errands. Joyriders provide occasional rides “for fun,” to meet people, or 

because of the appeal of “sharing” rides. These sub-types are not mutually exclusive: for 

instance Morgan, above, falls into both categories.

Part-Timers

Steve had been sitting at his home in Daly City when he received an email with my 

ride request through Egress. He had been thinking of coming up to the city on this weekend 

morning to run some errands in Hayes Valley, and since my destination was not far from 

there, “that decided it.” I was in fact his third passenger for Egress: the first had been the 

CEO of the company, and the second a rider from Daly City to the Mission, the day before. 

Steve so far has not driven more than many incidentals, but intends to be a part-time 

ridesharing driver:

[So do you do this for a living?]

Steve: Now I’m trying to. I signed up for Mool but they said they weren’t 
taking drivers right now. Also someone told me those pink mustaches,105 they 
look cute, but they piss off the cabdrivers, they think you’re taking their 
business. I heard some guys got their cars egged. I thought, I don’t want to 
deal with that. So I signed up for this, and for Hocus, too. I’ll start that soon.

Steve had recently lost the house he owned in the Twin Peaks neighborhood—“it was 

105 Mool distinguishes itself from competitors by having drivers affix pink mustaches to the front of the vehicle,
and by encouraging drivers and passengers to fistbump at the start of every ride.
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a very painful process”—and moved south to Daly City. He is attracted to driving as a way to

make some extra money to supplement an unsteady income from his primary work:

Steve: I work for the Department of Elections and that’s part time, it’s only 
full time when we have elections. I mean we often have elections, little 
elections here and there, but when there’s no elections going on there’s not 
much work. A friend who also works at elections told me how he was driving 
for Hocus three or four days a week and taking in $80 a day for a couple hours
work—I figured, that sounds okay!

He had also looked into driving a taxi part-time, but had decided against it after 

learning that drivers had to pay the cab companies an average of a hundred dollars a day to 

lease a taxi:

Steve: There’s all this BS with taxi drivers. I bet they deal with a lot of shit. 
Also you have to pay for the license and take a test, then find a company that 
will take you. With these [ridesharing jobs] you just call, and they call you 
back, and you go. The cabs have these twelve hour shifts, I can’t do that. I 
have two ruptured disks and a lumbar problem. I couldn’t drive for that long, 
sitting in a car. With this job, I can work shorter shifts so my back doesn’t 
hurt.

Philip was in his 20s, sporting tattoos and Ubangi-style earrings. He had been hanging

out South of Market, which is a hot-spot for ridesharing cars, but it was a slow afternoon, so 

he accepted my fare fifteen minutes away in the Marina. He held his fist over the seat as I 

climbed into the back of his compact SUV, and it took me a minute to remember that every 

Mool ride begins with a “fistbump” shared by driver and passenger. I bumped his fist with 

mine and we got under way to the Richmond.

A student in film at San Francisco State, he lives south of the city in Burlingame, and 
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drives into the city for school and work. He had been driving about five months, since “pretty

much when it was starting.” He had been looking for a job or paid internship in his field, 

when he saw that Mool was advertising for drivers on craigslist.

Philip: So I applied. I thought, Hey, I can do that! You go in, there’s an 
interview, they want to see if you’re the sort of person they want to represent 
their company. They also look at your car, it has to be newer than [the year] 
2000, have four doors, and be in good shape.

Mool requires drivers to take shifts of several hours at a time. Philip finds this a 

convenient way to work a few days a week, which he fits around his school schedule:

Philip: I like the schedule because it is flexible, you can cancel a day ahead of
time, if you need to. The way it works is, you send them your availability, and 
they post blocks of time in which you can choose to work, and you can select 
from the ones available. Usually you can get the hours you want. I used to 
work Tuesdays and Thursdays, when school was in session, those were days I 
had class in the morning, so I’d stay in town and work afterwards.

Class was now out of session for winter break, and Philip had changed his schedule 

so that he could put in more hours at a time. He works about 7 to 8 hours a day, making 

between 20 and 30 dollars an hour; “if you’re working Friday nights you’re more likely to 

see the 30 dollar end of that.” Riding fifteen minutes to pick up a call was unusual; typically, 

a hail would be about seven minutes away, or fewer. “But I wouldn’t turn someone down just

because they were that far away, like in the Marina or something like that.”

He and other rideshare drivers tend to cluster in the neighborhoods with the majority 

of calls, and once they have dropped passengers in other neighborhoods, they are pulled back
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to those neighborhoods by the lure of business:

Philip: I came from SoMa to pick you up, because there’s a lot of fares come 
out of there. SoMa and the Mission, some will come out of the Haight too. So 
I’ll probably swing by the Haight on my way back downtown, since I don’t 
figure I’ll get anything out at Sixth and Clement. So I’ll head back to the 
Haight or back downtown.

Yet, because other drivers tend also to cluster downtown, Philip had developed some 

strategies to increase his chances of getting fares:

Philip: If I get a fare out to somewhere like the Haight, where there might be 
rides, I’ll sometimes pull over and sit there, and see if I get another ride. I’ll 
wait, because I might get one back downtown. I also look at the app, you can 
see on the screen where the other cars are, to know where the drivers are, 
because you don’t want to be right next to anybody. For instance if that car [he
points to a car next to us], if that was another Mool driver, anyone calling 
from that side of us would get him instead of me. So you don’t want to be near
anybody. You want to be further away from other drivers.

Making strategic choices to increase income, part-timers like Philip approach their 

work much more like cabdrivers, than like the incidentals discussed above. When asked 

about additional attractions of the job beyond money, Philip echoed sentiments commonly 

expressed by cabdrivers:

[Besides money, what other appeals does the job have?]

Philip: Freedom, flexibility, it pays good. You can do it whenever you need 
to, and you don’t have to be sitting in an office or waiting tables, you can be 
out with people! You don’t have to work in some customer service setting.

Ahmad is another young driver, and a student at San Jose State. He works at a Costco 
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in Redwood City during the week, and drives for Hocus on weekends while he is in San 

Francisco visiting and hanging out with friends. He has been driving for a few months, and 

estimates that he has given a total of 37 or 39 rides. His busiest time so far was around 

Halloween, when demand was high and he worked steadily for two days.

Ahmad: The money from this is not much, but it’s not like my job at Costco, 
where you have to show up at a certain time, work a set amount of hours, take 
home a set amount. With this I work when I want, I can work as long or as late
as I want, I could come out at 3 AM, and see what business is there... This 
morning, I couldn’t sleep, so I got up at 6:30 and drove a guy downtown, took
another guy to the airport, then picked up some people in the Mission on the 
way back.

When business slows he parks his car somewhere or goes to his friends’ home and 

waits there. He appreciates the freedom to work as much or as little of the day as he finds 

convenient. As he dropped me near Union Square he showed me that he already had another 

call, six minutes away.

Ahmad: In this job there is never a dull moment!

The spatio-temporal strategies of part-timers can be characterized by timing in 

relation to their other occupations or pursuits. Thus, second-shifters drive a few hours a day 

before or after a regular job (or school), or drive on weekends. Sitters leave the app on while 

sitting at home, at a workplace, or a cafe; giving occasional rides as breaks from studying or 

working.
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Full-Timers

Bryce had been driving for Mool for one week, to support his wife and daughter 

living in Redwood City, down the peninsula. After spending a year and a half as a stay-at-

home dad, he was happy to be working. He had been considering getting a job as a taxi 

driver, but was put off by the strict requirements and bureaucracy involved: 

Bryce: I was thinking about becoming a cabdriver, or maybe a towncar driver.
But I learned that this was an easier and quicker process. The cabs, they have 
all those regulations you have to go through, you have to get a letter of intent 
[to hire] from a company, and then take all these courses and things that take a
week. 

He had also applied to Hocus, but stuck with Mool because they were the first to 

schedule him an interview. He liked the feeling of the company and of the people who 

worked there. Scheduling is done online with Mool; Bryce has been working varying shifts, 

from four to ten hours a day, his goal being sixty hours a week. Today his shift was from 7 in 

the morning to 1 in the afternoon; he estimated that he had had six or eight fares before 

picking me up. Mine would be his last trip; after dropping me in the Mission, he would head 

home to Redwood City.

Bryce: You can make about ten dollars an hour, if you take it easy, take 
breaks, etc. But if you skip all your breaks and work constantly, you can make
about twenty dollars an hour.... They seem to take good care of the drivers, 
they make sure they have enough business for them. They plan it ahead of 
time, they plan the amount of drivers versus people.

Salem is a licensed cabdriver; in his own words, he is a cabdriver who drives for 
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Hocus.106 When asked if he approached driving as a “job” or as “fun” he unequivocally 

answered that this was his job. He had driven cabs for about five years for several different 

companies, and had most recently quit to take a half-year vacation to his homeland of Yemen.

On returning he had applied to the largest cab company in San Francisco, but another 

cabdriver had talked him into coming to Hocus instead. He also knew several cabdrivers who

worked for Mool.

Salem finds Hocus more convenient to work for than a traditional taxi company. He 

shares a Tenderloin apartment with three other men from Yemen; instead of having to travel 

to the southern neighborhoods where the taxi companies are located, to pick up a car before 

starting his day, he simply retrieves his personal car from the parking garage below his 

apartment. He had also considered buying his own taxi vehicle (and equipment, and 

insurance), to drive for a taxi company as a “long term lease” driver; in comparison, 

rideshare driving is much simpler and more economical. “It is better to drive with my own 

car. This is how it is changing, this is what people want now.” He owned his own car before 

becoming a rideshare driver, but said that he knew several drivers who had bought cars in 

order to drive for Hocus and Mool, planning to use their income to cover their car payments. 

Luis, a driver interviewed by phone, confirmed that, after leaving his job at a licensed taxi 

company, he had bought a pre-owned hybrid sedan to work as his own boss, using two of the 

ridesharing apps. Both Salem and Luis pointed out that a ridesharing vehicle is “not just a 

taxi,” but a personal car as well:

106 In other words, Salem possesses an “A-card,” the license required to drive a licensed taxi in San Francisco. 
The ridesharing companies do not require this license of their drivers.
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Salem: If you don’t have a car, you can get one, doing this job.

Silvio stopped me as I started to climb into the back of his car:

Silvio:  You can sit up here [indicates the seat next to him], we are not formal. 
We are like friends.

Silvio has driven for Hocus for three weeks, and enjoys the work. Before this he 

owned a series of restaurants, but has spent a year unemployed since his last restaurant went 

out of business.

Silvio: Three restaurants I’ve owned, all southern Italian, pizza-pasta, that’s 
what I’ve been doing since I was a little kid. I love working with people.

My last place went under a year ago... a friend of mine told me about 
this, driving for Hocus, so I thought, why not make a little money? Get out of 
the house, it’s gotta be better than arguing with the wife all day!

The attractions to this line of work which Silvio lists are the same as those described 

by many taxi drivers:  freedom, independence, being your own boss. His experience running 

his own company has left him impatient with work that does not allow such independence:

Silvio: Thing is, having been your own boss for twelve years, you can’t go 
back to work for someone else, because you can’t take it. I don’t want to take 
anyone’s bullshit. So with this, I’m free, independent. I can work when I 
choose, nobody looking over my shoulder and telling me what to do.

I work anywhere from one, two, five, or ten hours, sometimes more. 
Like today, I knew there weren’t many drivers out, so I came to work.... On a 
full day, you can take home two hundred dollars.

Hocus does not hire drivers for shifts, but leaves the choice of when to work up to 



380

individual drivers. Before coming to work from his home in South San Francisco, Silvio 

checks to see how many other drivers are working for the service, to gauge the amount of 

competition he will face for orders. The quickest method is to simply look at the app screen 

on his phone and see how many drivers are shown in the city, though this is imprecise 

because only empty cars are shown on the map. Alternatively, he can email the company for 

an estimate of driver demand:

Silvio: You can look at the screen and see the drivers, the thing is you 
disappear when you take a call, so you can’t see everybody, but you can get an
idea of it. Or you can email them, when you email them they tell you exactly 
how many drivers. Like, we have twenty drivers, we need ten more. Or we 
have thirty drivers, we’re set for now.

The spatio-temporal strategies of full-timers are most like those of cabdrivers, which 

is not surprising since not a few have cabdriving experience. After dropping off passengers, 

sandbaggers return empty to wait in the areas with the most calls, such as South of Market. 

Cruisers, in contrast, actively seek out passengers, such as by moving along the edge of busy 

zones to increase the size of the region for which they will be the most proximate driver, or 

by driving against commute traffic into zones with expected demand.

Drivers and Passengers

Insofar as the companies present themselves as “ridesharing” rather than taxi services,

they frame the interaction between driver and passenger in a manner distinct from that of the 

traditional, or at least stereotypical relationship between taxicab drivers and their passengers. 
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Part of the work of this framing is done discursively, by describing drivers and riders as 

members of a shared “community;” part is done through the elements of the interaction itself,

as this occurs during the course of the ride and the use of the application interface. Here I will

focus on what light driver behavior and discourse sheds on the success of this framing.

All three of the companies discussed above rely on the personal vehicles of drivers; 

the fact that these are private, unbranded vehicles marks them off from the standardized, 

heavily regulated appearance of a taxi. Some companies, such as Mool, encourage their 

drivers to adopt a personal touch as this is reflected in the style of their vehicle interior; along

with other aspects such as music selection; some companies create the expectation that 

drivers will keep supplies of bottled water or candies available for passengers. Company 

blogs foreground the playful and inventive touches of drivers, for instance featuring a driver 

who made origami hearts for her passengers on Valentine’s Day. At the same time, drivers are

at the mercy of passenger ratings—failing to provide a novel and interesting service, or being

too pushy or cloying, could hurt their ratings and ultimately cost them their job.

Mool, in particular, attempts to explicitly brand the driver-passenger experience, by 

having drivers affix pink mustaches to the front of the cars, and encouraging drivers and 

riders to begin each ride with a “fistbump,” which can help break the ice between driver and 

passenger:

Philip: The fistbump, they ask you to do it, I think some drivers do not do the 
fistbump, but I do. Most riders are pretty cool, and cool with it.

Bryce, another Mool driver, did not begin the ride with a fistbump. When I asked 
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about it, he responded:

Bryce: Oh, do you want to? [we fistbump] It is not mandatory, it’s optional. 
Some people do it, not everyone does it. Some riders get in and are all ready 
to fistbump, others seem like they’re not so into it.

Both passengers and drivers seem to have varying levels of comfort with the 

fistbump. Doug reported that repeated fistbumping while driving a shift can lead to “a little 

bit of my soul dying” with each bump; this discomfort can be further compounded by the 

expectation that the driver should be ready to fistbump, while some passengers feel free to 

decline it:

Doug: Some people leave you hanging. They obviously don’t want to 
fistbump but I don’t have a choice. So, like thanks! I feel really great now!107

Beyond the ride, fistbumps play a role in the community-building effort of Mool. 

Bryce recalled his hiring interview:

Bryce: When I went in to interview with the people, I went to shake hands but
everyone was like [holding up a fist for a fistbump]. They all had their hands 
up. So I was like, oh yeah. It’s the company thing.

Community meet-ups are held to reinforce the feeling of community among drivers 

and users. Philip does feel a sense of community with his riders and fellow drivers:

Philip: I like the company, I’ve gone to one or two meetups, or I went to one 
and the other I stopped by for about five minutes. I always schedule myself 

107 “It is dehumanising, trying to demonstrate individuality while conforming to a standardised routine and way 
of behaving.” (Standing 2011: 122)
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during the meetups by accident and I don’t think about it, so I never end up 
going. But basically it’s a bunch of people hanging out eating food. To me 
there’s community.

For Philip, this sense of shared community extends also to his experience as a 

passenger, and even filters out into his life beyond Mool—not only is he an enthusiastic 

fistbumper, he has adopted the habit even when he is not driving:

Philip: I’m a frequent Mool passenger, I’m biased that way, I don’t use 
Hocus. Sometimes I’ll use my girlfriend’s phone and not tell the driver that 
I’m also a driver, to let people treat me like anyone else, let them treat me 
normal. The drivers are always cool... The company fistbump is infectious, I 
find myself doing it with my friends now.

The application and its design plays an important role in the structuring of this 

community of drivers and users. Part of the distinction rideshare drivers noted between 

ridesharing and traditional taxi services is that ridesharing passengers are not “random.” 

Potential users must own a smartphone and a credit card; both drivers and passengers are 

tracked by a five-star rating system linked to their profile. The establishment of trust is 

additionally achieved through the use of credit cards for payment, or through linking the 

service to other social media networks, such as Facebook and Twitter. The app allows drivers 

and passsengers to view information about each other before meeting, including name, 

photograph, and other details linked to the profile:

Jin Hee: This is not like a taxi. The people who are taking this are all legit 
people. On the app, they can see the car coming beforehand, you see who your
driver will be, they can call you, you know what car it is, you know about it, 
you know everything ahead of time. And the driver knows everything ahead 
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of time, they know who you are.

As to exactly who passengers are, and what they are like, and whether ridesharing 

passengers are distinct as a group from taxicab passengers, a range of views were expressed. 

How drivers described passengers depended on the experiences drivers had had with 

passengers, which depended on their approach to driving and their amount of experience 

driving. So, incidentals and many part-timers tended to describe passengers as “normal”, or 

“cool:”

Philip:  The customers are cool in general. People often ask me if I’ve had 
any weird passengers or crazy stories. I always tell them the same thing—
pretty much all the people are normal, so no, everyone’s pretty much normal.

Ahmad: I’ve never had any problem with the passengers. They are all pretty 
much tech-savvy people like us [gestures to indicate himself and me]. I have 
had no bad experiences.

It is worth noting how remarkably different this is from the way taxi drivers often 

describe their fares. There is of course a cultural expectation (as referenced by Philip) that 

taxi drivers will see and experience a wide range of human behavior; this is reproduced 

discursively by drivers, for instance in taxidriving memoirs. An example, for comparison’s 

sake:

I’ve encountered a variety of people driving taxi in ‘The City’ (San 
Francisco)... It’s always a new and exciting day when it comes to taxi driving. 
You pick up everyone: millionaires; street bums; professionals; drunks; 
professional drunks; other cabbies; prostitutes; drug addicts; tourists; low-
lifes; AIDS victims; Chinese people who speak almost no English; latinos,... 
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blacks, anglos; punks; gays; bi’s; transvestites; transsexuals; ma, pa, and the 
kids—just to name a few. (Schumacher 1994:6-7)

It is not unlikely that ridesharing drivers who work limited schedules, or give rides 

following their own commute patterns, would tend to encounter passengers who fit relatively 

predictable demographics, perhaps even similar to those of the driver. In addition, the 

popularity of the apps and of the “sharing economy” of which they are seen as a part seems 

clearly to be focused on a young, professional, “tech-savvy” (as Ahmad puts it) demographic,

who can furthermore be assumed to be “legit” (as Jin Hee puts it) as measured by their 

profile and, not insignificantly, their access to credit.

A full-time driver with just a week’s experience provides a broader description of his 

passengers, gesturing at a passing bus to illustrate his point:

Bryce: The passengers—if you took a random busload of San Franciscans, 
those would be the typical passengers. That’s pretty much the people you 
would get. All different races and colors and ages, there’s old people, not just 
young techy types. There is a lot of young tech people, but there’s old people 
as well, there’s people from different backgrounds who take it. It’s true, 
there’s a lot of young professional types. 

Although he does ultimately modify his statement to admit a preponderance of 

“young professionals,” it is worth noting that Bryce’s initial description is much more like 

that of the cabdriver quoted above than like the other rideshare drivers. Having driven for 

only a short time, Bryce’s description of the typical range of passengers may still be forming;

yet a full-time driver can be expected to encounter a wider variety of people, moving at 

different times and for different purposes through the city.
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Ridesharing services at the time of this study did not charge an explicit fee for a ride, 

but instead prompted the passenger with a “suggested donation” at the end of the trip. 

Typically, the passenger had the option of increasing or decreasing the payment along a 

sliding scale. Having a suggested donation instead of a fee accomplished two things: first, it 

was meant to distinguish these services legally as “ridesharing” as opposed to traditional taxi 

services which do charge a fee; second, it shifted the entire economic aspect of the 

transaction away from being payment for a service rendered, and into the realm of the tip. In 

other words, like tips in general, “donation” instead of “payment” foregrounds the affective 

character of the interaction over the practical element of the service rendered (see Chapter 5).

Most drivers reported passenger behavior as being in line with the community model 

promoted by the ridesharing companies: that is, passengers follow the script, paying at least 

the suggested fare, and giving the driver a five-star rating, indicating that they enjoyed the 

ride. In turn, these drivers rate their passengers well.

Ahmad: I’ve never had a rating less than five stars from a customer. And I’ve 
never given anyone less than five stars.

Yin Hee: I’ve always given five stars. Because all my riders are normal.

Morgan: I heard that drivers sometimes don’t get paid, maybe once in a blue 
moon. But that hasn’t happened to me yet, thankfully.

As Bryce points out, passenger behavior is constrained by the ability of the 

driver to give a low rating in return for a low payment.
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[Do people ever stiff you?]

Bryce: Not me yet, though I’ve heard that happens sometimes. But that ruins 
their reputation, they can never get another ride.

Silvio, the driver with the most ridesharing experience of all those interviewed, gave a

more complex account of customer behavior. While he enjoyed the majority of rides and 

found the job addicting, he also had encountered rude, drunk, and disrespectful passengers. 

He had had several experiences with non-payment and underpayment by riders:

Silvio: Some people take advantage, but they screw themselves. They pay 
less, some people pay zero. They really do! They screw themselves, because 
they get blocked, maybe they get one ride, but that’s it... I don’t give everyone
a five [rating], I’ve given people a zero. They come in all drunk, they puke in 
the back—that hasn’t happened to me yet, but I know drivers that’s happened 
to. They pay less than what it says, a lot of people pay less. You get all sorts of
crazy people, you would never imagine.

Many part-time and full-time drivers expressed concern over maintaining sufficiently 

high ratings to keep from being kicked off the system, and so effectively fired from their job. 

All companies with rating systems use the same one-to-five star ranking; the rating below 

which a driver or a passenger would be kicked off of the system varied by role and by 

company, ranging from 3.5 to 4.5. This means that, of all five options on the ratings system, 

only that of 5 out of 5 stars is of any benefit to the person being rated—all other ratings push 

the ratee closer to deactivation. While poorly rated passengers might face the inconvenience 

of not being able to hire a car, drivers themselves face much greater consequences—

particularly for those who have bought or leased vehicles for the purchase of working for 
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these services from which they can be so summarily booted. 

Several drivers described techniques they use to try to influence riders into giving 

them five stars, such as always opening doors for passengers, offering candy or water, asking 

what kind of music they would prefer. Some drivers go a step further, making the job into a 

personalized performance, such as a Batman-themed car, a rolling disco, or a quiz show—

tactics like these will be discussed in the next chapter. All the drivers I rode with delivered a 

more casual performance, but several explained that they did modify their behavior in 

accordance with the perceived wishes of passengers—to the extent that they can read these 

ahead of time. Doug described the ways of reading passengers from their seating choice and 

demeanor, before attempting a Mool fistbump:

Doug: A young guy gets in the front seat, he’s gonna want to fistbump. A girl 
who gets in the back and never takes her headphones off? Or never gets off 
her phone? She doesn’t want a fistbump! So you can tell...

Drivers have an economic motivation to keep high ratings, but the opportunity to give

passengers bad ratings is of little direct consequence. Some drivers expressed a sense of pride

or confidence stemming from the ability to give ratings, taking this as a sign that their input 

is being appreciated enough to be built into the system. When asked if they considered 

passenger ratings when accepting a fare, most said they did not, either because they do not 

care, or because of the short window of time for which the app makes a fare available for the 

driver to accept:

Morgan: I never look at the profiles, because you only have, like fifteen 
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seconds before [the order] goes to the next driver. So you don’t really have 
time to look at people’s profiles. 

Full-timer Silvio, on the other hand, told me that he makes sure to check profiles, in 

order to weed out bad eggs ahead of time, and save himself trouble:

Silvio: Yes, you can look at the person’s profile. I get all the information, 
where you’re going. If someone has a low rating, I don’t take them. If it’s a 
four, or below a four, you know something happened, there was some fight or 
conflict with them and another driver. 

One use drivers can make of the ratings system is to give the passengers five stars 

while they are still in the cab, and making sure that the passengers see this. Such a tactic, 

which I observed being used by both ridesharing and e-hailed taxi drivers, can create a sense 

of obligation on the passenger’s part to return the five-star rating. Drivers’ concern with 

ratings is in fact quite reminiscent of that of traditional cabdrivers over being able to gain a 

sense of control over the interaction by influencing the amount of tips given by passengers 

(Davis 1959; see Chapter 5); however, while a poorly-tipped taxi driver goes home slightly 

poorer, a poorly-rated ridesharing driver loses a job.108  

Beyond giving a low rating, drivers and passengers can take the added step of 

“blocking” each other, so that they will not again be matched. Silvio recounts how he was 

called up by company management after blocking a passenger:

Silvio: One time they called me because I had to block somebody, and they 
called to ask why. I took these drunk guys from the Wharf to Foster City, 

108 Drivers for limousine and taxi apps which use ratings systems also face being removed from the system, but 
will typically still have access to other means for acquiring business.



390

that’s way down south of the airport, at 1:30 in the morning, I used up the full 
tank of gas to get there. And then this drunk idiot, it says sixty dollars on the 
thing, and he dials it down, the next thing I know it says five—I say what 
gives, you know it said sixty and he says, that just says “average community 
donation.” Can you believe that?  I know it’s “suggested,” but could he 
believe I would ride all the way down there, spend an hour and a half of my 
time, using up all my gas, for five dollars?

Passengers sometimes cancel at the last minute while a ride is already on the way: this

poses an inconvenience for incidental drivers, and a loss of time and money for drivers 

seeking to earn a living:

Morgan: I had a ride where I went all the way in front of a woman’s house, 
and she cancelled when I was outside. I was like, well, okay. Thanks a lot.

Silvio: And also people cancel. I drove all the way across town to a house in 
the Marina, and I turn the corner and the guy cancels. People cancel all the 
time, it happens all the time. What it is, is they call us, they call Vaunt, and 
Mool, they call a taxi and a limo, and they take the first one who comes .

Silvio here echoes a common taxi driver complaint, of would-be customers calling 

more than one taxi service at the same time, with the intent of only taking the first to arrive. 

With the proliferation of pseudo-taxi services, users of this tactic have an increased number 

of services to pull this trick on. The fact that many ridesharing cars are not readily 

identifiable as vehicles for hire perhaps makes them particularly vulnerable to this practice.109

Silvio summarizes some of the ups and downs of the job:

Silvio: This job is bad for my back. I’ve driven for three hours and my back is

109 When multiple taxi companies are called for the same trip, the caller runs the risk of being blacklisted (e.g., 
Reed 1970: 82-3).
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killing me, I can’t do this all day. I don’t like any job where you’re sitting 
down all the time, it puts me to sleep. But I like to talk to people, to my 
passengers, that keeps me awake.

As we pull onto the exit ramp for SFO, the car swerves alarmingly as Silvio reaches 

for his phone to start closing out the ride. “I can close it out now,” he says,  “so you can just 

hop out when we get there.” He points out that he is giving me five stars, and mentions that I 

have an excellent rating. On my phone, I scroll the “suggested donation” from forty-four 

dollars up to fifty-two, and return the five-star rating. As we pull up to the curb, I ask how 

long he thinks he will continue driving for Hocus. “This is temporary,” he replies, “I just 

want to do this temporarily until I can get back into the restaurant business.” I caution him to 

watch out—I have known plenty of cabdrivers who said the same thing, only to find 

themselves addicted to the work. Silvio laughs:

Silvio: I can see, it is addicting. Why is that?
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CHAPTER 13: CABDRIVING IS A
VIDEO GAME

Playing for Hire

Cabdriving is a video game!
K-ching! K-ching! That’s the name of the game!

– MC Mars, “Cabdriving is a Video Game”110

Cabdriving is, in fact, a video game—Crazy Taxi—and the story I was told goes like 

this. Three San Francisco cabdrivers had the idea to design a board game based on their job. 

They designed a board loosely based on San Francisco, with pieces that looked like cabs, and

the players moved about town looking for paying customers, the winner being the one who 

made the most money in a set number of turns. Then one day one of the designers (the driver 

who told me the story) was told by his partners that they had sold the idea to a game 

company for a few thousand dollars. A few years later, Crazy Taxi hit the arcades, though as a

video game rather than a board game.

True story? It is hard to tell. Sega (producer of the game) attributes the idea to a 

Japanese game designer, not three San Francisco cabdrivers. Yet the original game in the 

franchise was clearly based on San Francisco, complete with its vertiginous hills, cable cars, 

and a choice of three bohemian taxi drivers as avatars. And the game captures at least some 

110 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SoK-QiXsGJA . More of MC Mars’ writings and music can be found at 
www.mcmars.net .

http://www.mcmars.net/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SoK-QiXsGJA
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of the fun side of driving a cab in San Francisco. When I quit driving, I played the game as a 

way to enjoy some of the addicting aspects of the job. It was sort of like a nicotene patch for 

cabdriving.

The game works, as well, because cabdriving is in many ways gamelike. It is full of 

short, achievable objectives and quick rewards, won in exchange for taking calculable risks. 

It is more than a little like gambling, and can be as addicting given the right personality. No 

matter how bad your luck gets, the player knows there are new possibilities waiting around 

the corner. Driving in the city requires, besides patience and strength of will, ingenuity at 

puzzle-solving; as a passenger once observed as I threaded through traffic, “So you just 

basically play Tetris all day?” Or as MC Mars puts it:

cutting through lanes like fish veins
on Van Ness with the finesse of a sushi chef
Truly/ deftly/ I’m the surfer with the motorcycle mentality/ when it
gets gnarly/ I hit the slot between the herd and the Harley/ tourist
with his head in a map/ kid on a raging Ducati/ cab driving is how
I rock a party (Mars 2005: 144).

I titled my MA thesis Playing for Hire to emphasize the dual sense of the taxicab 

driving experience in San Francisco. On the one hand, drivers constantly talked about their 

job as “playing:” “playing” the airport, “playing” the dispatch radio, “playing” the streets. On

the other hand, this “play” is also “work,” and drivers need to make money—to pay the cab 

companies for the vehicle, to pay for gas, to pay off all the numerous gatekeepers who must 

be tipped in the course of a shift, and finally, if any is left over, for themselves. K-ching! K-

ching! is the name of the game.
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The dual-sidedness of taxicab driving, as both play and work, is reflected in the 

extensive discourse of cabdrivers on their occupation when they speak of it to customers, 

boast and complain to each other in after-work bars, or compile their reflections into 

memoirs, short stories, and poetry—San Francisco is not unique in having a rich tradition of 

taxicab memoirists. In the discussion below, I will draw on the writings of San Francisco 

cabdrivers Vera Fleischer, Richard Formentini, David Frankel, MC Mars, Larry Sager, Mike 

Weiss, and Lew Welch.

When I drive cab
I am the hunter. My prey leaps out from where it hid,
beguiling me with gestures.

When I drive cab
all may command me, yet I am in command of all who do.

(Welch 2012 [1955]: 35)

Welch, the cabdriving beat poet, refers to the interactional paradox of the cab driver—

obeying the orders of the customer, but exerting some choice over the selection of 

passengers, and retaining control as driver of the vehicle. In my Master’s thesis I described 

how drivers seek a “sense of control” that relates to both the interior space of the vehicle (the

in-cab interaction) and the exterior space of the city, through the cab’s movements (Anderson

2004: 99ff). In a study of the gestures used in hailing cabs (Anderson 2014b) I described how

cabdrivers’ ability, in both of these spaces, to exert an amount of control that exceeds their 

relatively low social status, reflects what Erving Goffman called the “loose coupling” of the 

interaction order (everyday interaction in face-to-face settings) with the social order 
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(enduring social hierarchy) (Goffman 1979). The loose coupling of social and interaction 

orders—combined with the driver’s access to mobility (you might say, through the loose 

coupling of the taxi with the city streets), and ability to share this access with passengers—

means that the cabdriver, while having relatively low social status, has a relatively high 

degree of freedom and control over interactions. Nevertheless, the driver is at the mercy of 

passengers to make an income. In the end, the cabdriver is both independent and servile, or to

borrow the phrase of Toronto cab researcher (and former cabdriver) Kimberly Berry, an 

“independent servant” (Berry 2006).

Mike Weiss describes the thrill of vehicular performance, and the driver’s 

demonstration of driving competence for his passengers:

As for fast, I get everybody there fast. When the rides were coming quick and 
steady the taxi’s big V-8 became an extension of my wits, and I was more deft 
and certain than I had ever been... What a thing to be good at. I caught the 
synchronized green lights on Pine Street and began my run along the lower 
edge of Nob Hill... cruising at a steady fifty through Polk Gulch, where I 
swerved around two drag queens taking their time crossing against a red light, 
coming as close to hitting them as I possibly could. Olé. (Weiss 1987: 9)

At the same time as he enjoys his own skill at city driving, he dismisses it: “what a 

thing to be good at.” Like a video game, cabdriving is ludic—enjoyable, marked by 

recognizable skill, but not as serious or real as “true” work. Often driver-writers will 

accentuate not the work of driving itself but the experiences they gain from following other 

people’s trajectories through the city. To quote Mars again:

The street holds a mirror up to your life. Negative emotions boomerang back, 
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vicious and ugly. And that’s why, for me, some cab rides are like parables, 
yielding nuggets of wisdom. (Mars 2005: 10)

Mars evokes the image of a cabdriver as a wily hunter, seeking not just income but 

“parables,” “nuggets of wisdom” from the mirror of the street. Significantly, this involves 

adjusting your own emotions in response to your surroundings, particularly in response to the

diversity of passengers you encounter. Drivers gamble the risk of losing self-esteem or 

suffering violence against the opportunity to transcend routine, individualized experience.

The cab driver transforms from driver to psychologist to whipping boy to 
public servant, all in a night’s work... People sit in the back seat and share 
predicaments, a snippet of their lives. Sometimes a snippet is too much. 
(Sager 2007: 7)

The driver-as-psychologist or therapist is a common theme not only in cab writing but

in popular culture. Driver/poet David Frankel celebrates the image of “the social worker 

behind the wheel:”

It’s a movable couch, it’s a movable feast,
If you want just an ear, find a shrink or a priest,
But if you want something special; if you want something real
Look for the social worker behind the wheel. (Frankel 1981: 6)

The driver-as-therapist image captures not only some of the positive motivations of 

cabdriving for drivers, but some of the motivations passengers have for engaging in in-cab 

interaction. It is only a partial image, one of the multiple facets of the public image of the 

cabdriver. As historian (and ex-New York City cab driver) Graham Hodges has shown, this 
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image, reinforced through popular media, has swung over time between poles of relative 

integration (the cabdriver seen as a social equal) and alienation (the driver seen as low-status,

or as dangerous Other) (Hodges 2007). This historical process does not produce a uniform 

image but instead sediments a range of possibilities and expectations which passengers and 

drivers draw on; drivers thus have a range of performances to play.

Richard Formentini took a job as cabdriver to escape from the pressures of a middle-

management position.

I was wiped clean. No one knew who I was. No expectations. No status. No 
reason to shave. I loved it from the first minute.

I loved how no one saw me. I loved how the backseat is a strange 
swirling mix of public and private, of quarks and quirks. I love how light 
bends around the driver’s seat, concealing the driver in a black hole. I loved 
how passengers are somehow certain they are not observed. Who knows why?
(Formentini 2011: 2)

For Formentini, the “non-person” status of the cabdriver is the basis of a liberating 

rather than alienating experience. The cabdriver is not completely free of passenger 

expectations, however, but must play the role of “cabbie,” a mercurial performance that 

Formentini embraces:

They don’t want to talk to you. They want to talk to “cabbie”: a hard luck 
heart of gold, a sad and lonely soul, a brief moment of hard-boiled egg 
whirling about, kicked up by the past, by movies. They want to see themselves
reflected in the rearview mirror. (ad loc.)

Again, this role, shaped by decades of popular culture depictions, is not fixed but 

complex, varying with a range of expectations and preferences as wide as the variety of 
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passengers riding in the back:

So a cab driver is a little like Schrödinger’s cat. He’s a wave covering a series 
of potential positions. When an observer sits in the back, one of those 
potentials is chosen. If you address me as Travis Bickle, I’m Travis Bickle. If 
you expect a slow-witted foreigner, I’m a slow-witted foreigner. Some 
passengers believe that all cab drivers are categorically insane. And each time 
they get in a cab, there is a maniac at the wheel. For those who just want to get
across town, I remain a wave, a set of unactivated potentials. (ibid: 2-3).

For Formentini, the ability to adopt this changeable persona is a matter of pride, a 

sense of the cabdriver’s ability to transcend the expectations of the passenger in the very act 

of meeting them. The “Schrödinger’s cat”-like quality of the cabdriver role becomes a 

resource the driver can make use of in the interaction. Sociologist Abraham Nash, who 

studied the New York City cab industry in the 1960s, described this “status uncertainty” of 

the cabdriver as a product of the intertwined sense of mastery and servility attached to the 

job:

These two components of the occupation create a bipolar or two-sided 
relationship within the status-role of the drivers in which discord and 
harmony, self-love and self-hatred, and contempt and respect for the passenger
co-exist. While almost every occupational status-role has some elements of 
ambivalence, the bipolar elements of the taxi drivers’ job are almost equally 
matched and, therefore, tend to generate greater strain and tension than do 
many other jobs.(Nash 1968: 7)

Nash described cabdrivers with the Yiddish term luftmenschen,  meaning “people of 

‘wind, smoke, and onion skin,’ terms that describe men who are fiercely individualistic and 

without skills or firm social ties” (Nash 1968: 5). As a labor organizer-turned-sociologist who
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had started as an auto worker, Nash was surprised to find that cabdrivers tended to embrace 

this uncertain status, leading them to adopt an individualistic and ambivalent attitude to their 

work, which in turn made it much more difficult for cabdrivers to successfully organize their 

workplace as compared to workers “in a normal factory” (ibid.: 144). Nash conducted his 

research in New York City during a time of transition, as cabdrivers in the US were starting 

to wear everyday streetclothes at work, abandoning the traditional uniform or suit and 

cabdriver hat. Nash noted:

Interesting evidence of the taxi driver’s status uncertainty is the clothes he 
wears. His dress is casual and relaxed and tends to blur the status differentials 
between him and the passenger.... By refusing to wear a uniform, he asserts 
that he does not and will not fit the role of a liveried chauffeur, that he is an 
individual in leisure dress who casually and under his own direction drives a 
vehicle for hire. Caught between conflicting components of his occupation, 
the taxi driver by his rejection of a uniform indicates a preference for status 
uncertainty as a lesser evil to the confirmation that he is a menial. (ibid.: 157)

It is worth noting that during the same decades (1960s and 70s) that cabdrivers in the 

US were adopting less formal clothing behind the wheel, fleets of limousines-for-hire first 

emerged as a sizable subsector of the hired-vehicle business (Bromley and Mazza 2002: 

21ff); limousine drivers today are typically distinguished from cabdrivers by their more 

formal attire.

Though explicit dress codes have in general fallen by the wayside, not all cabdrivers 

today share Formentini’s feeling that driving a cab is “no reason to shave.” Some drivers take

pride in dressing well, while others cherish the freedom not to have to. When I posted the 

above quotation from Nash on a San Francisco taxi drivers’ listserv (sftaxi) it generated a 
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good deal of discussion, including the following post from a long-time driver with experience

driving in both New York City and San Francisco:

Interesting that this guy’s study happened in the late Sixties. Freaks and 
bearded hippies were starting to drive cabs in N.Y. then. The garage I drove 
for had a want ad in the papers saying beards were ok. There was quite a 
driver shortage at the time. 

I went through several phases in my attitudes toward dressing and 
finally dressed up to drive—not suit and tie or even sport coat, but I spent a bit
of money on clothes and paid attention to grooming...

After the Yellow Coop opened up here [in 1977] they went through this
whole trip about drivers’ appearances and “dress codes.” One day they had a 
sign above the dispatchers window: “no denim.” We’ve certainly come a long 
way since then, haven’t we?111

The lack of explicit expectations, and the sedimentation of multiple, contradictory 

images of the cabdriver, mean that drivers have an unusual freedom in how they present 

themselves. Some drivers take this a step further, surprising passengers by reframing the in-

cab interaction in unusual and unexpected ways. New York transplant Bess Kalb describes 

how different San Francisco cabs are from the yellow cabs of New York City, where 

partitions between front and back, and backseat monitors blaring the “Taxi Entertainment 

Network,” interfere with interaction between drivers and passengers. Kalb marvels at the 

multiplicity of taxi coloration and vehicle type found in San Francisco:

Since San Francisco cabs are just painted cars jerry-rigged with meters, you’re
in each other’s airspace (“Gesundheit!”) and earshot (“Your grandma sounds 
like a very nice lady”). Without the wall, conversation starts casually and 
flows liberally, and for all the various types you'll encounter, for all the moods
and agendas, they’re the city’s ambassadors. (Kalb 2011)

111 Chief Alittlehoarse, sftaxi listserv, 4/4/2013.
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Kalb goes on to describe what she calls the city’s “pickup artists,” cabdrivers who add

an individual style to the practice of carrying passengers from point A to point B. Some will 

preach, discourse on politics, or promote their own music or books in the cab; others get 

more inventive:

You might get a showman, who slows down when the light turns yellow and 
fixes the rearview on the backseat. One is a hippie who will hit on your 
visiting mom and instruct her in the art and science of, as a friend puts it, 
“Aboriginal throat chanting, I think.” There’s the “Disco Cab Driver” (Haydar
Alhakim), who cruises around the Mission in a portable nightclub. And there’s
the guy who calls his ride the “Kabaret Kab,” and will sing you a spontaneous 
limerick about your neighborhood (Buzz Brooks). (ibid.)

The popularity of Haydar Alhakim’s Disco Taxi—a regular, licensed San Francisco 

taxi with a disco ball and an impressive array of lights synchronized to the sound system—is 

clear from its Yelp page112 and the numerous in-cab movies posted by passengers to 

YouTube113. The idea of a “disco taxi,” nevertheless, seems to arise quite commonly, and 

disco-themed taxicabs, each one unique, can be found in many cities of the world—a sense 

of which can be given using Google Autocomplete; as figure 1 shows, San Francisco is not 

only one of many cities featuring a “disco cab,” it is one out of many cities beginning with 

the letter “s.”

112 http://www.yelp.com/biz/haydar-alhakim-disco-taxi-cab-driver-san-francisco-2 
113 https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AzNQ_XegV50 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AzNQ_XegV50
http://www.yelp.com/biz/haydar-alhakim-disco-taxi-cab-driver-san-francisco-2
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Figure 4: Google Search autocomplete for “disco cab s.”
www.google.com

Not all drivers who seek to make an impression on passengers go to the length of 

transforming their taxi into a discotheque. Vera Fleischer, who wrote a blog about cabdriving 

in San Francisco from 2006 to 2009, describes how she frequently dressed up in outrageous 

outfits to become the “Costume Cabbie.” Enjoying the smiles and surprised reactions of 

passengers and passers-by, she looks at dressing up on the job as a way of adding an artistic 

touch, not just to her own day but to that of her passengers and everyone she encounters 

while moving through the city, as is clear when she discusses the effects of dressing up in a 

bridal gown for a day:

I think my favorite part of the day was that I was creating strange imagery: a 
bride walking across the street carrying a to-go container of coffee, a bride 
getting into the driver’s seat of a taxi, a bride lifting a wheelchair into the 
trunk of a car. There is imagery in every moment of life but today these 
moments seemed somehow more artistic. I felt a little bit like a filmmaker. 
(Fleischer 2007)
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Buzz Brooks, driver of the “Kabaret Kab,” was inspired by his friend MC Mars, who 

has been performing original hip-hop for passengers, and using his cab to sell albums and his

book for at least a decade. Brooks started out selling copies of Mars’ book Don’t Take Me 

The Long Way, before starting to sell his own cd of original jazz.

I quickly discovered that I needed to sing live to my customers as an essential 
part of the pitch... I followed my friend’s example and created a poster to hang
over the back of the front seats. Clipped small penlights at the top to light 
them up.114

As Brooks’ “pitch” evolved, and he developed more insights into the preferences of 

his customers, he started focusing less on selling cds and more on promoting a special 

experience for his passengers:

So, realizing that what people were really enjoying was the experience of the 
ride itself, with the singing cab driver and his hilarious tunes, I mounted a 
camcorder on the windshield.... I wore the remote control around my neck and
I would surreptitiously start the recording when I had decided to pitch to the 
people. At the end of the ride and performance I would say, “Your friends are 
not going to believe what just happened here; but they will if you show them 
this video...” and then I would reveal that I had shot the episode. I probably 
sold 200 of those at $7 each; eventually, the smartphones started to come out 
of their pockets immediately when I started to sing; this put me out of the 
video business.

...So I started to use a 12 foot ropelight, looped around the posters to 
light them up. Redesigned the posters as well...and sometime that year, it 
occurred to me again, that what people were really digging was the ride 
experience. They would buy my CD, more as a souvenir, than something to go
home and listen to. I do believe that as we speak, there may be hundreds of 

114 The quotes from Buzz Brooks are selected from personal email communications conducted between 
5/19/2014 and 5/28/2014. I am not placing his name in bold font at the beginning of his quotes, to 
emphasize the distinction with quotes from other drivers, who are given pseudonyms. More of Brooks’ 
music can be found at http://www.buzzbrooks.com/ 

http://www.buzzbrooks.com/
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my CDs out there that still have the shrink wrap on them. 

Although Brooks does make money off of his cd sales, and by charging extra for the 

special in-cab “Kabaret Kab Experience,” the performance itself, and the experience it brings

to his surprised passengers, seems to have grown in importance over the years as he has 

honed his act.

I used to be like many drivers who cannot wait for the day that they can stop 
pushing pedals. Since the inception of the Kabaret Kab thing, my attitude has 
changed radically. I now see my job as a sustaining thing; there is an 
intangible benefit in knowing that when I go to work, I will be making dozens 
of people laugh. You can’t buy that.

… At this point, I’d say the experience of doing it outstrips the $ 
reward. It’s a multi-tasking endeavor which I think keeps me somewhat 
“young.” To be able to drive in traffic while singing to the customers is an 
intricate thing, in a way, and as long as I can do that, I believe it will keep me 
up to speed in general.

Brooks emphasizes the need to “read” passengers ahead of time—not everyone is 

equally into his brand of kooky, witty jazz, sung by a kooky, witty cabdriver. He considers a 

number of factors before bringing up the Kabaret Kab:

There are several parameters that I’m looking at, in passengers. Just like any 
cab driver, you have to measure them up before they even get in the cab. You 
look for quality of dress, body language, and overall demeanor. That’s 
standard. 

Brooks points out that this reading of the passenger is standard, something any cab 

driver does when picking up any passenger; this brings home the fact that any cab ride is 

equally a performance, a product of the meeting of passenger expectations with the driver’s 
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repertoire. Pickup artists like those described above seek to fix the problematic, ambiguous 

status of the cabdriver by reframing the in-cab interaction through their own unique, 

individualized touches. As will be seen below, NTC e-hailing apps also seek to work on this 

same problematic, though through very different means.

Needless to say, not all drivers adopt such a theatrical approach to the job. In truth, 

taxi drivers have a wide performative range to draw on. Cabdriver turned e-hailing limo 

driver Dmitri articulates a more disengaged approach, looking to save effort and emotional 

work, and avoid trouble:

Dmitri: I take people from point A to point B, that’s all I do, that’s all I have 
anything to do with. Sometimes you deal with people who are very emotional.
Sometimes, you’ve had a very bad day, you get in your taxi, you’re very 
emotional, you don’t like your taxi driver. I don’t deal with that. I don’t even 
respond. I just go from point A to point B, and I’m not concerned with 
anything else. 

To summarize, the ambiguous status of the taxicab driver can be considered as the 

effect of three inter-related contradictions:

1. Play or work? Like practically every job, taxi driving involves both intrinsic 

motivation (the enjoyability of the work itself) and extrinsic motivation (the fact that you get 

paid for doing it) (Kohn 1998). Yet it is less usual in that, both in the popular imagination, 

and in the everyday experience of individual drivers, cabdriving can swing between poles of 

playful enjoyability—the excitement of the unexpected, of meeting new people, of 

experiencing the city—and of hard work, with long hours and in difficult conditions. As a 

form of “playbor” (play-labor), cabdriving is both of these at once— which is another thing 
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the job has in common with video games (Yee 2006). However, the ludic or playful element 

of the job contributes to its low status, reinforcing perceptions that cabdriving is unskilled 

work that produces nothing tangible.

2. Independence or servitude? In San Francisco many cabdrivers dislike being called 

“chauffeurs,” feeling that the term implies a driver who is a servant, or at the very least 

someone who will bow, scrape, and wear a monkey suit, such as a limousine driver. 

Cabdrivers wish to be seen, not as servants, but as independent equals, in control of their own

vehicles and their own trajectories. Yet, they must repeatedly cede some control over the 

interior space of the cab, and over its destination, to passengers; while remaining in more 

enduring relationships of subordination to cab companies, regulators, police, or even lenders. 

Kimberly Berry captures this contradiction with her description of Toronto cabdrivers as 

“independent servants” (Berry 2006); Mexico City cabdriver Gustavo articulates the 

frustration this can give rise to when he exclaims, “We are not ‘free,’ we are slaves to the 

economy!”115 As discussed above, the issue of just who in the cab is master or servant is 

reflected in the ways many drivers choose to dress for their work: some dressing more 

formally to inspire respect; others more casually, to communicate equality.

3. Intimate or stranger? Multiple competing sets of expectations can be at play as to 

just how drivers and passengers should interact with each other. They are likely to be 

strangers to each other, but are sharing the intimate space of the vehicle. The typologies 

developed by sociologists Henslin and Toiskallio show the range of approaches passengers 

and drivers take to dealing with this felt contradiction (see Chapter 5). Some drivers, as 
115 See Chapter 8.
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illustrated above, may reduce the tension by reframing the interaction, for instance by 

adopting parallel roles—as therapist or as entertainer—which more comfortably transcend 

the intimate/stranger divide. Harking back to Sharma’s (2010) discussion of left and right 

images (and elisions) of the taxicab and its driver in public discourse, this intimate/stranger 

divide provides a foundation for both the sense of danger to the body public, and the sense of

democratic opportunity as a “public sphere on wheels,” that are brought together in the 

taxicab/driver car-son.

As is the case in Mexico City, drivers with years of experience often find themselves 

addicted to the job and to what labor researcher Veena Dubal calls “the aesthetic of 

cabdriving in San Francisco” (Dubal 2012). As a longtime San Francisco cabdriver and taxi 

activist puts it:

Peter: I love this job... I love the city, I love the people.  It’s like an addiction. 
Life would be a lot less interesting if I didn’t drive a cab, I couldn’t handle 
sitting behind a desk all day.

The Rise of the Overcab

As discussed in previous chapters, emerging non-taxicab e-hailers (or NTCs) 

distinguish themselves from taxicabs by reframing the car service itself as “superior to” or 

“better than” a cab, while still being in almost all respects identical to the service provided by

taxicabs. This effect of displacement or overcoming I have termed the “overcab,” after the 

original name of one of the first companies to brand itself in this manner. The reframing of 

the overcab works through the same three axes or contradictions characterizing traditional 
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cabdriver status: play vs, work, independence vs, servitude, and intimacy vs. “stranger 

danger.”

The overcab comes in two primary forms: more formal and less formal. The more 

formal version provides a taxi-like service bearing many of the semantic distinctions 

previously reserved for “limousine” service, including suited or uniformed drivers. The 

original slogan for this service was “Everyone’s Private Driver,” and the planned experience 

for the user was one that was “uber” or “ballin’”—in other words, the experience for a 

regular “taxi person” of living momentarily like a “limo person.”116

The less formal version frames its driver as not a formal driver or chauffeur at all, but 

as simply “your friend with a car, on demand.” This category of service has coopted the name

“ridesharing,” which previously referred to ad-hoc car-pooling arrangements for which 

drivers did not typically receive payment (cf. Anderson 2014b). The drivers for these services

are to be seen as “regular, everyday people” sharing their personal vehicles, motivated by 

friendship, rather than income. Drivers of two of the earliest companies to provide this 

service did not at first technically receive “payment” for their fares, but instead received 

voluntary “donations” from their passengers,117 though these companies have since adopted 

more standard pricing systems. Finally, “ridesharing” drivers drive their own private 

vehicles, or at least vehicles which are not licensed as taxicabs, or (as in the case of the more 

formal variation of overcab) as charter party carriers.

1. Play vs. work. One of the most striking contrasts between the two forms of overcab

116 See Chapter 11.
117 cf. Sharrock 2013 on “Lyft Loot.”
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is their use of the play-work contradiction. Formal overcab drivers dress for the job, act 

professionally, open doors and carry luggage for their passengers. As with the traditional 

limousine, the formal overcab preserves the distinction between the roles and spaces 

accorded to driver and passenger, and, like a traditional limousine, a formal overcab is “a car 

in which the comfort is for the passenger rather than for the driver” (Bromley and Mazza 

2002: 115)—and even more significantly, it is recognized and treated as such by both driver 

and passenger.

“Ridesharing,” in contrast, is framed as a fun activity, rewarding in itself, not really 

done solely for the money: as one company blog claims, “Drivers love [this company] 

because it’s a great way to explore their own city, meet interesting people and earn some 

extra cash.”118 As it happens, this appeal to the play-bor of taxi driving strikes home in the 

objections taxi drivers raise to the re-framing project of the overcab. This can be seen in the 

comments made by cabdriver Trevor Johnson before the San Francisco Board of Supervisors;

among a list of complaints about ridesharing services as unlicensed competitors, Johnson 

adds indignantly:

They are actively recruiting drivers with claims of making extra money and 
meeting interesting people—just like you do as a cab driver!119

Johnson’s indignation is not only over the fact that the new unlicensed services are 

stealing his business; just as significantly, they are stealing his identity, a key component of 

118 SideCar company blog, www.side.cr 
119 SF Board of Supervisors meeting, 2/26/2013. Video available at 

http://sanfrancisco.granicus.com/MediaPlayer.php?view_id=10&clip_id=16923 

http://sanfrancisco.granicus.com/MediaPlayer.php?view_id=10&clip_id=16923
http://www.side.cr/
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the self-image of the cabdriver, by appropriating the social, playful aspect of the job to the 

overcab.

“Ridesharing” drivers are said to be doing their work for fun, or rather, not to be 

“working” at all, but simply to be motivated by the intrinsic reward of “sharing.” As such 

these services are often promoted as part of an emerging trend towards “collaborative 

consumption,” or the “sharing economy.” Like “ridesharing,” the idea of a sharing economy 

originally meant something quite different—a challenge to mainstream capitalism based on 

relationships of reciprocity and degrowth. “Ridesharing” overcabs are a classic example of 

“sharewashing,” the use of the “sharing economy” name to obscure underlying processes of 

precarization (Kalamar 2012). 

Overcabs resolve the work-play status uncertainty of taxicab drivers in contrasting 

ways. The drivers of more formal, “limo-taxi” overcabs are themselves more formal than 

many cabdrivers in their adoption of the “working” role. “Ridesharing,” in contrast, 

emphasizes the playful, social element of the job, and downplays or even obscures the fact 

that the drivers are not just having fun, but are also working for a living.

2. Independence vs. servility. The dilemma of driver independence versus servility is 

every bit as cogent for overcabs as for traditional taxis; yet whereas the contradiction remains

open and resolved in the standard taxi encounter, both forms of overcab attempt to resolve 

the contradiction by emphasizing one side of the equation and occulting the other. Limo 

overcabs emphasize the servility of drivers and underplay their independence; ridesharing 

overcabs emphasize the independence of drivers, while relying on protocological effects 



411

which maintain the drivers in a servile relationship with passengers and the company.

The employment context of formal limo overcab drivers is largely similar to that of 

traditional taxicab drivers. Many formal overcab drivers are drawn from the ranks of the 

“low end” limousine industry (see Chapter 11) or are cabdrivers who have bought their own 

vehicles and have chosen the cheaper, easier TCP licensing regime to operate as “high end” 

taxis. Although some limousine drivers have employee status, others are “independent 

contractors,” and many own and drive their own vehicles. All limo overcab drivers, like taxi 

drivers, have control over their daily choice of where to go and how much effort to put into 

chasing fares; during the in-cab interaction, they control the vehicle and thus the safety of the

passenger. Yet the dress and demeanor of limousine overcab drivers indicates their 

willingness to adopt a more servant-like relationship; this alleviates the potentially dangerous

sense of the driver having excessive control over the passenger. Bromley and Mazza quote 

from a handbook produced by Rolls-Royce for the training of proper chauffeurs; some 

selections:

Assisting the lady to alight, the chauffeur averts his gaze so as not to cause 
embarrassment.

Black shoes, tie and gloves, a dark suit and a cap are the usual uniform,
and the chauffeur must maintain a smart appearance.

He should avoid looking directly at the passengers.
When driving, a chauffeur must not slouch or drive with his arm 

resting on the window sill, even when alone.
He should move his rear-view mirror to the dipped position in order to 

avoid making direct eye contact with the passengers, and he should not enter 
into conversation unless first addressed by a passenger—in which event, his 
reply should be brief but courteous. (Bromley and Mazza 2002: 35)
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Although contemporary limo overcab drivers are by no means as formally servile (or 

as highly trained) as the chauffeurs for whom the Rolls-Royce handbook was written, the 

“private driver” image is their service’s primary distinction from a taxicab.

Ridesharing overcab drivers are, by contrast, framed as independent. Driving their 

own privately-owned vehicles, they choose freely to “share” a ride with passengers. The 

independence and lack of servility of ridesharing drivers is reflected in the call for passengers

to treat them as equals (cf Chapter 12). Nevertheless, ridesharing drivers have less freedom 

than traditional cabdrivers, due in part to the very framing mechanism which casts them as 

“equals.” Like all overcab drivers, ridesharers are dependent on maintaining good ratings 

from passengers; and the framing as “your friend” establishes expectations which, if not met 

by the driver, can lead to negative ratings and exclusion from the system. Ridesharers thus 

have less of a performative range open to them than traditional cabdrivers, and less control 

over the character and meaning of the in-cab interaction. They must smile; they must 

fistbump.

3. Intimate or stranger? Overcabs seek to overcome the contradictory contagion of 

social distance in the taxicab in different ways. Formal limo overcabs reinforce the status 

distinction between drivers and passengers; reinforced through separate spaces and modes of 

demeanor for the players of each role. Ridesharing drivers, in contrast, play the role of on-

demand “friend,” and passengers are encouraged to sit in the front seat, fistbump, change the 

music selection, chat, and so on. At the same time, both varieties of overcab resolve the 

underlying trust issue of getting into a car with a stranger by relying on the protological 
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effects of the app software to produce “trust,” without the traditional mechanisms of 

oversight and trackability associated with licensed taxicabs (see Chapter 11).

The growth of the overcab has been articulated with a neoliberal discourse on the 

ability of software-based technology to alleviate the need for government regulation—thus 

rendering the traditional means of establishing taxicab trackability obsolete. At the same 

time, while the language of “community” is used frequently in overcab marketing, overcab 

trackability relies, not on trust between members of a community (as do vernacular cab 

services), but on a technical apparatus to which the establishment of “trust” is delegated.

“They Treat Us Worse Than Taxi Drivers But We Dress All Like CEOs”

Both forms of overcab seek to resolve the ambiguities of the status of the hybrid car-

son, or taxi-driver; this is achieved not only through affective reframing (e.g., through 

marketing) but also through reliance on the protocological effects of the e-hailing app. Of 

most significance are two aspects of the ways the apps work: first, the ratings system which 

supplements the apparatus of trust, regimenting the behavior of drivers (and to a lesser 

extent, of passengers) and reinforcing the affective distinction from traditional taxis; and 

second, the related “peer-to-peer” framing of the interaction which obscures the control 

exerted by the company. The success or failure of the overcab project depends on both these 

regimenting and obscuring effects, and on the maintenance of the framing of the overcab in 

the interaction by both passenger and driver.

Ridesharing companies vary in how explicitly they encourage the drivers to engage in
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overcab framing. Investigative journalist Justine Sharrock, who drove briefly for one 

company, recounted how her one-day training session for new drivers emphasized the 

company “lingo:” “We were repeatedly reminded, ‘You are a best friend with a car.’ ‘It is a 

community movement.’ ‘Don’t make them feel like it is a cab’” (Sharrock 2013). Like the 

cabdriving “pickup artists” described by Kalb, ridesharing drivers for this company are 

encouraged to individualize the experience for passengers:

The hardest question during the in-person interview was, “How will you make
your car unique?” Just like Jennifer Aniston’s waitressing gig in Office Space, 
this job requires flair. (One driver is a yoga instructor, the interviewer 
explained, so she mists her car with lavender scent, gives out organic sugar-
free gum, and puts Post-it notes with positive affirmations on her dashboard. 
Another is a DJ, so he has disco lights and a karaoke setup, and spins records 
out of the back of his car while waiting for riders.) (ibid.)

None of the ridesharing drivers I interviewed adopted any more “flair” than that 

which could be expected from a standard, friendly taxi ride—though Silvio did confide that 

he refrained from wearing a hands-free headset for his smartphone while driving because “it 

is mostly the cabdrivers and limo drivers you see wearing those, I don’t want to look like 

that!”

The fact that some ridesharing drivers do individualize their vehicles, or make other 

gestures such as handing out cupcakes or valentines to passengers, has played a large role in 

the media reception of the overcab. Interestingly enough, the development of unique ride 

experiences by particular drivers—such as two highly reported San Francisco ridesharing 

drivers, one of whom themes his car as a disco; the other performs a hip-hop trivia show for 
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passengers (Johnson 2013)—is seized on as an indication of what makes these overcabs 

different from taxis:

Can you imagine a taxi driver theming his ride “hip-hop” and playing trivia 
games with passengers? It’s doubtful the taxi company would approve of that, 
and it might seem weird to anyone who jumped in the car. But... when you’re 
encouraged to ride alongside the driver in the passenger seat and fist bump to 
say hello, it makes perfect sense. (DeAmicis 2013)

In countless interviews, company representatives describe the real connections made 

between passengers and the “fellow humans” who are now driving them:

… drivers and passengers are already forming deep connections. One 
Thanksgiving, [the CEO] says, a driver invited a passenger over to dinner 
because they had nowhere else to go....drivers have also been helpful to 
passengers going through breakups. On the flipside, passengers have even 
brought flowers for drivers. (Dickey 2014)

Certainly, real friendliness and connectivity between passengers and drivers must in 

fact take place within the overcab, just as it does within the traditional taxi. Nevertheless, a 

significant part of the apparatus maintaining the overcab’s distinction from traditional taxis is

borne by the dual ratings system. For the ratings system to create a sense of “trust” and 

“friendliness” in the car, it is necessary that the diegetic framing of the interaction (the 

narrative motivating participants, in this case, that they are taking part in a “peer-to-peer” 

interaction) obscures the non-diegetic operations by which the access of both drivers and 

passengers to the service is constrained by the ratings system itself. When the working of this

system becomes too evident, or is experienced as arbitrary, the ratings system loses 
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effectivity, just as would any other such pharmacological device (Stiegler 2010).

In the previous chapter, I described some of the tactics used, and frustrations 

experienced, by ridesharing drivers with the ratings system. Here, it will be sufficient to note 

the cracks that seem to be growing in the user experience from the passenger’s point of view, 

as this is reflected in the evolving popular discourse on the overcab. To illustrate, radio host 

and ridesharing passenger Manoush Zomorodi writes of her shock when discovering that she 

had a low rating, low enough almost to exclude her from the ridesharing service. Upset that 

passengers “are being held to opaque and subjective standards and we don’t even know it,” 

she tried to puzzle out which driver or drivers held her in such contempt:

I remember the first two rides of the day distinctly: I wasn’t rude, I didn’t hit 
anyone or vomit on the back seat. But maybe the first driver didn’t appreciate 
when I corrected him as he headed toward Clinton Street, not Clinton Avenue,
as requested?

Or maybe the bad rating came from the chatty second driver. When I 
smiled and put on my headphones, explaining I needed to listen to something 
for work, he admonished me, “Don’t give me a bad rating just because you 
don’t feel like talking!” (Zomorodi 2014)

Tech writer Dara Kerr tells the story of another ridesharing passenger who was 

informed by a driver that she had a low score, below the standards accepted by some drivers:

Ever since [she] found out she had an abysmal 4.3, she’s been looking for 
ways to raise her score—by being more chatty and trying to be timely during 
pickups. During one recent ... ride, a driver told her that if she gave him a $5 
bill, he’d give her a 5 [star rating].

“Now, I do that all the time,” she said. “It’s like a barter system.” 
(Kerr 2014)
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It is a telling irony that tipping—which has traditionally been done in taxis as a 

recognition of the affective labor of cabdrivers (see Chapter 5), and which the ratings system 

is meant to replace—returns to the overcab as a means for passengers to assure high ratings 

from drivers. Yet beyond the unpredictability of the ratings system, and the unpleasantness of

knowing that you are being rated, what annoys critics of the ratings system is the affective 

work it imposes on passengers who must anticipate the expectations of the driver. As 

Zomorodi concludes, echoing driver Dmitri:

No one should have to charm you, dear driver, to get 5 stars and ensure 
another driver will pick her up the next time she’s stuck trying to get home at 
midnight and the subway isn’t running.

Sometimes you just want to get from Point A to Point B. 
(Zomorodi 2014)

Another commentator suggested, for the same reason, that ridesharing overcabs 

should be more like traditional taxicabs:

Free advice...: Eliminate the convention that riders get in the front seat and 
give their drivers fist-bumps as they begin a drive. A lot of your potential 
customers want to get to their lunch appointment on time, not make a new 
friend. (Irwin 2014)

Such a complete deflation of the overcab back into the character of the traditional 

taxicab, however, may not be necessary. Instead, what if a way for passengers to choose 

whether to engage in the affective work of interaction, or to indicate their willingness to 

interact with a highly individualized driver-performer, were built into the system? Such a tool

could preserve the superiority—and purifying function— of the overcab, while relieving 
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passengers of some of the stress of the purifying ritual. Josh Constine, interviewing the 

founders of one ridesharing overcab, went so far as to ask:

So the feature request I hear most often from people... is that they want like a 
quiet ride button, so they can just sort of subtly tell the driver, like hey I’ve 
like been really stressed out, I’ve got a long day ahead of me or something,  I 
just wanna just ride and relax, I don’t wanna make small talk or chill or even 
fistbump. Is that something you guys would ever even offer?120

To their credit, the founders responded that no “quiet ride button” was on their 

agenda, and suggested that passengers who wanted a quiet ride simply tell their driver so—

that is, they encourage Constine to engage in diegetic action within the “friendly” narrative 

framing of the driver-passenger relationship, instead of relying on the non-diegetic action of 

a button. Nevertheless, Constine’s question is not stupid— he has not misunderstood the 

implications for how drivers and passengers should interact in the overcab, he has 

understood too well; that is, Constine, like others who share his wish for a “quiet ride 

button,” has internalized the allegorithm at the heart of the overcab, and is responding 

logically within that frame.

The issue of the quiet ride button—why passengers might ask for it, and why 

programmers would refuse to install it—points to the enduring affective lines of tension 

which the overcab fails to purify from the driver-passenger relationship. If the passengers are 

feeling this tension, be assured that the drivers are feeling it as well. One sign of this is the 

emergence of worker organizing, strikes, and unionization attempts among both kinds of 

120 Josh Constine, interview with Logan Green and John Zimmer, TechCrunch Disrupt SF 2013 conference. 
Video at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qjWyX62Xf9M 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qjWyX62Xf9M
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overcab drivers. At a driver strike held outside the offices of a limousine e-hailer, Raj 

Alazzeh, speaking for the newly formed Limousine Drivers Union, articulated the 

frustrations of drivers who must bear the costs—financial and affective—of maintaining the 

“overcab” framing of a cab-that-is-not-a-cab:

We have to put up the money to buy forty thousand dollar cars to put in the 
street, and we have to repair the cars, and we have to keep a certain 
professional dress code. They treat us worse than taxi drivers but we dress all 
like CEOs. And please if you can take a look, and see all the guys here today, 
everybody is in suit attire.121

The emergence of critique among “ridesharing” overcab drivers is indicated by the 

following post to a ridesharing driver forum on May 14, 2013, by a driver responding to 

others who have apparently been discussing the alienated relationship between driver and 

passenger:

Reading the ... driver lounge posts makes me mad. People act like entitled 
asshats in half the posts. At the end of the day we’re drivers. Stop complaining
about how people sitting in the back “presents a dynamic of master and 
servant.” Get over yourself, drop people off, make money.122

This post betrays the overcab’s multiple potential lines of fracture. If other drivers on 

the forum find inequality built into the driver-passenger relationship, such inequality can only

be critical to the extent that it undermines the “friend with a car” relationship of the informal 

overcab (participants in the formal overcab, on the other hand, explicitly invoke this 

121 Raj Alazzeh, Limousine Drivers’ Union strike, 3/22/2013. Video at https://www.youtube.com/watch?
feature=player_embedded&v=b-IiEgF0JiI (cf. Yeung 2013).
122 Quoted at https://thenoets.wordpress.com/2013/05/14/another-happy-day-in-the-lyft-lounge/ 

https://thenoets.wordpress.com/2013/05/14/another-happy-day-in-the-lyft-lounge/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=b-IiEgF0JiI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_embedded&v=b-IiEgF0JiI
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relationship rather than obscuring it). For the author of the post above, in contrast, it is the act

of complaining about this enduring inequality that reveals the complainers as “entitled 

asshats.” While dismissive of the overcab’s dialectically-minded critics, the poster’s move to 

flatten the overcab into a simpler relationship—that of a “driver,” dropping people off and 

making money—throws all the affective framing of the “friend with a car” out the window 

with a call to “get over yourself.” Drivers, the poster argues, should not demand more but 

rather less than what the overcab promises in terms of the affective status they can expect in 

the interaction. Just take people from point A to point B, and make money. K-ching! K-ching!

is the name of the game.

Yet if, “at the end of the day”—or, in the final instance—it is not the affective 

experience of the “shared ride,” but the labor provided, and the economic relationship 

entered into, which matters, the overcab itself threatens to melt away, exposed as no more 

than the grotesque fantasy of the app’s allegorithmic brain. For drivers to actually insist on 

the equality, on the resolution of ambiguity and unease, which the overcab promises, is to 

threaten to pull down the entire fragile edifice.

How could the mere insistence by drivers that the overcab deliver on its promises be a

critique of the overcab itself? The fact is that the overcab, like other fantasies of capital, is 

not fabricated out of thin air, but is a mimicry, an echoing of dreams and desires for a better, 

friendlier world, dreams born out of the frustrations and conflicts of the present one. As what 

Benjamin called a “wish image,” the appeal of the overcab relies on these desires for the 

resolution of the very inequalities and tensions that the overcab itself continues to create, and 



421

recreate. This dream is not merely that of resolving the problematic relationship between 

cabdriver and cab passenger, but that of a society

… where nobody has one exclusive sphere of activity, but each can become 
accomplished in any branch he wishes... and thus makes it possible for me to 
do one thing today and another tomorrow, to hunt in the morning, fish in the 
afternoon, rear cattle in the evening, without ever becoming hunter, fisherman,
shepherd or critic. (Marx 1978: 160)

And why not—while travelling from one to another of these vocations—taxi driver? 

Unfortunately, the liberation of society from the alienating aspects of work—from what Marx

called “this consolidation of what we ourselves produce into an objective power above us”—

depends on more than the framing capacities of the overcab allegorithm. It takes more than a 

new name for an old trade, or a new set of tech-enabled regulatory mechanisms, to transform 

the underlying inequalities of capitalism and the market. As long as the drivers and 

passengers who meet in the overcab are entangled in this broader web of relationships, 

expectations, and conflicts, the overcab as wish image can never be lasting. 

A joke, which can be found in numerous places on the internet, runs as follows:

Q. What does an Anarchist taxi service look like?

A. The driver-passenger relationship represents an essential hierarchical 
relationship which must be broken down through long co-operative discussion
and decision-making. Once all the occupants of the taxi are on equal terms, 
and those external to the taxi are aware and comfortable with their freedom to 
associate or disassociate with those within the taxi, discussions of possible 
destinations can begin in earnest....

It’s a joke, of course, but it points to the important difficulty of repairing social 
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inequality, and the obscurantism of the fantasy that such reparation can be achieved simply 

by the application of an appealing new technology. The truly anarchist taxi service, as the 

joke points out, requires recognizing and dealing with the lines of social tension and conflict 

within and without the cab, in other words, it requires a conscious politicization of 

momentary and affective interactions in their coupling with the social order. The overcab 

moves in the opposite direction; it moves to deter such “earnest discussion,” and attempts to 

depoliticize affective relationships by delegating responsibility to the allegorithm.

“But Sir, It’s Only an Allegorithm!”

The last two chapters have covered the rise of the overcab as a project for purifying 

the problematic space of the taxi by means of the protological effects of e-hailing apps. The 

new e-hailing technology, rather than simply being a means for connecting drivers with 

passengers, has been harnessed to a reframing of the affective interaction between driver and 

passenger. As discussed above, the effectiveness of this reframing depends on the acceptance 

and performance by participants of the “overcab” narrative—specifically, the maintenance of 

a contrast between the experience of the overcab (formal or informal) and that of a taxi. 

There are indications that the transcendence of the overcab is fragile, and that cracks are 

developing in the experiences of both drivers and passengers, due to continuing tensions 

which the overcab has either failed to resolve, or which have in fact been introduced as part 

of its regulating mechanisms, such as the ratings system.

In the realm of urban transportation, the overcab stands at the intersection of several 

contemporary trends. One is the splintering of urban transport, the movement away from the 



423

“integrated ideal” into the development of more stratified transport options serving separate 

“communities.” Another is the continuation of the trend of taxi labor flexibilization with both

its attractions and its perils. A third is the contemporary, ecologically-motivated challenge to 

the dominance of the automobile; yet, though the informal overcab has made use of the term 

“ridesharing” to attach to itself some of the appeal of this critique of automobility, the 

overcab is better understood as a project for the salvaging of automobility, a suggestion that 

instead of moving away from reliance on the automobile, we can draw on the affective core 

of the experience of shared automobility to create a new, more “social” space in which the 

car is seen, not as the problem, but as the solution.

What is the relevance of this beyond the taxi? First, the spread of ubiquitous 

computing, and increased reliance on mobile technologies, can be expected to lead to the 

proliferation of more allegorithmic projects of this sort, as software is used to manage, 

massage, or fix social relations. Second, these affective politics will continue to be central to 

both the policing and the contestation of the continuing flexibilization and precarization of 

labor in the “gig” or “freelance” economy (Standing 2011). As the growing legions of 

“freelance” workers working temporary jobs or even “non-jobs” in the “sharing economy” 

come to experience the contradictions of their own freedom and constraint, what new 

affective technological fixes will emerge, like the overcab, to purify their status uncertainty? 

What dreams or myth images will be called upon to recruit players in the new allegorithms? 

And will these fixes succeed in their purifying mission, or lead to new sources of conflict, or 

even struggle?
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CONCLUSION

As Of This Writing

Since I conducted my research on the emergence of the overcab in San Francisco, the 

phenomenon has spread with great success, although not without controversy. The California 

Public Utilities Commission rescinded the cease-and-desist order which it had issued against 

for-profit “ridesharing” and instituted a rulemaking process to determine whether and how to 

regulate the new companies. In September 2013 the PUC issued its decision, dismissing the 

argument that for-profit car services could qualify for exemption from regulation as 

“ridesharing,” while also rejecting the argument of local regulators that these companies, as 

taxi-like services, fall under the authority of local taxicab regulation. Instead, the PUC 

created a new legal category, the Transportation Network Company (TNC), under the PUC’s 

jurisdiction, with less regulation (in terms of licensing, inspection, and insurance) than either 

existing taxicabs or charter party carriers.123 This decision was highly favorable to the for-

profit ridesharing companies, and as they have spread nationwide they have encouraged 

regulators in other cities and states to adopt similar regulatory language.

In San Francisco, the flood gates were opened, and the number of vehicles plying for 

hire as “TNCs” rapidly dwarfed the number of licensed cabs. By late 2013, there were at 

least six companies offering for-profit ridesharing in San Francisco (though one of these was 

123 The decision can be read at http://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/SearchRes.aspx?DocFormat=ALL&DocID=77192335 . 
As explained in Chapter 11, I find the acronym NTC (“Non-Taxi” Cab) more apt.

http://docs.cpuc.ca.gov/SearchRes.aspx?DocFormat=ALL&DocID=77192335
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later acquired by one of its competitors), and several more startups scheming to get into the 

business. By 2014, the MTA reported that the average number of paid trips completed per 

taxi had dropped from 1,424 per month in March of 2012, to 504 in July of 2014 

(Cabanatuan 2014)—in other words from about 46 fares per day (or 23 per shift) in 2012, to 

16 per day (or 8 per shift) in 2014.124 Though this impression of catastrophic decline was 

challenged as overly pessimistic by the city’s large cab companies, which countered with 

their own data showing a much smaller decline in business (Kwong 2014), there is no 

denying that the introduction of unlimited numbers of drivers plying for hire has hurt the 

ability of licensed taxi drivers to make a living.

NTC drivers suffer this effect as well, along with the compounding factor that the 

companies they drive for are not held to a regulated fare schedule—the result being that the 

two major NTC companies have repeatedly slashed prices as a means of undercutting the 

competition. NTC drivers, amassing a long list of complaints, from the unilateral lowering of

fares, to the unilateral “deactivation” of drivers by companies, have begun to organize, 

holding strikes and protests to call attention to their treatment by NTC companies. Although 

at least one early picket line was defused when the targeted company met drivers with coffee 

and bagels (DeAmicis 2014), NTC drivers have begun to organize in many cities, most 

notably with the California App-Based Driver’s Association, which has formed alliances with

Teamster’s locals in Los Angeles and Seattle, and helped organize a nationwide day of 

protest on October 22, 2014, when drivers for the largest for-profit “ridesharing” corporation 

124 This is actually an extremely low number, and presumably reflects the fact that cab companies are not filling
all available shifts, so that many cabs sit empty, giving zero rides per day.
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turned off their apps and protested in cities across the US (Kosoff 2014). For their part, 

licensed cabdrivers have responded to the crisis with a level of organization which has not 

been seen in the industry for many decades. The Taxi Workers’ Alliance in New York City, 

since its formation in the 1990s one of the most active and successful cabdrivers’ unions in 

the nation, achieved member status with the AFL-CIO in 2011, and has begun the 

groundwork for the re-establishment of a national cabdrivers’ union. San Francisco’s United 

Taxicab Workers (UTW), San Francisco Cabdrivers’ Association (SFCDA), and Association 

of Burmese Cab Drivers joined forces to form the San Francisco Taxi Workers Alliance 

(SFTWA), as a local affiliate of the national movement, in the most significant instance of 

labor unity in San Francisco since the failure of the old Teamsters’ local in the 1980s. Though

the “ridesharing” and “taxi” driver movements are so far separate, both are reflections of a 

present tension in which promise and peril are met with a will

not to be governed like that, by that, in the name of those principles, with such
and such an objective in mind and by means of such procedures, not like that, 
not for that, not by them. (Foucault 1997: 28)

Driver protests, nevertheless, have yet to slow the growth of the NTCs, or to alter 

their behavior. Vaunt, in particular, has been very successful at finding backing from 

powerful venture capital investors, and has reached a world stage, operating on multiple 

continents and doing battle with equally powerful European and Chinese-born competitor 

apps. In some world cities the introduction of smartphone hailing has been as “disruptive” as 

it was hailed as being in the US; in others, the reception is complicated by the already 
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existing diversity of stratified taxi industries. Switching on the Vaunt app and scrolling the 

map image to Mexico City, for instance, it is common to see Vaunt Black car icons massed in

wealthy Polanco and touristy Zona Rosa, with a scattering up west into Santa Fe and east into

the historic center. Switch to the lower-end Vaunt Lite option, and a trail of icons appears 

along the length of Insurgentes, spilling into the adjoining business districts. Swipe the map 

east into Ixtapalapa, Ciudad Neza, or south to Milpa Alta, (or outside the periférico freeway 

in almost any direction) and the screen reads “No Vaunt available.” Vaunt’s disruptive effect, 

so evident in San Francisco, seems in Mexico City to have been largely absorbed by the 

already existing taxi-like strata (and spatial distribution) of black taxis turisticos and informal

taxis ejecutivos (cf. Lajous 2014). At the same time, Vaunt must compete here with Spanish 

limousine e-hailer Cabify and two licensed taxi e-hailers, Brazilian Easy Taxi and Mexico 

City’s own homegrown Yaxi125.

E-hailing seems to be impacting, and encouraging, taxicab stratification in Mexico 

City, but largely within the already existing strata which were in effect at the time of my 

study. Thus, its introduction is best understood, not as a moment of restructuring or 

“disruption,” but as another moment where new technology is articulated with much more 

enduring trends and conflicts, which in Mexico City means the patterns of growth, toleration,

and regularization of informal cabs, and the continued enlightened upgrading of taxicab 

integration in line with the image promoted by city leaders. The situation remains complex. A

controversy emerged in 2012, when a crackdown on pirate taxis captured a vehicle from a 

fleet owned by city Assembly member Leobardo Juan Urbina Mosqueda, (who also 
125 http://www.cabify.mx/es/home; http://www.easytaxi.com/mx; http://yaxi.mx/.

http://yaxi.mx/
http://www.easytaxi.com/mx
http://www.cabify.mx/es/home
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happened to be on the Transport Committee, and thus responsible to some degree for the 

regulatory oversight of the taxi industry); the scandal centered, not on the fact that the 

legislator was operating an unlicensed fleet of taxis ejecutivos (this had been common 

knowledge for some years), but on the spectacle of the asambleísta blustering in front of 

police, trying to use his personal influence as an elected official to intimidate them, so as to 

prevent them from seizing his vehicle (Alcocer and Viale 2012). The city rebranded its 

Secretary of Transport (SETRAVI) the Secretary of Mobility (SEMOVI), and, just a scant 

few years after the controversial change in the mandatory cromática (color scheme) of city 

taxis to red and gold, has imposed a new change to white and pink—which different factions 

in the cab industry are already in the process of protesting, challenging, and undermining 

(e.g. Aguilera 2014).

Labor, Knowledge, and Politics of Cabdriving

The experience and labor of cabdriving is shaped by the uses to which its three 

products, as a form of spatial labor, are put—these being physical movement (getting from 

point a to point b), the experience or feeling of travel, and the meaningful relationship 

created between the inside of the vehicle and the exterior, the city through which it moves. 

Each of these products has its political context—that of the provision of access in terms of 

physical mobility to differing populations; of the affective micropolitics of how drivers and 

passengers are expected to interact during the journey; and of the contestation of knowledge 

created by moving through the city, whether this takes the form of a struggle between too-
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knowledgeable drivers and psychogeographically aspirational passengers (along the lines of 

Will Self), or of too-inexperienced drivers and the delegation of knowledge to wayfinding 

devices.

As a form of spatial labor, cabdriving relies on the production, among drivers (as well

as among passengers, though to a more limited extent) of a particular knowledge about the 

city, built through the range of experiences they encounter, and framed by the practical needs 

of their occupation. In the discussion of Mexico City cabdrivers and their knowledge and 

work strategies in Chapter 8, three aspects of cabdriving as a rhythmanalytical practice were 

highlighted: 1) the points of confluence, or the geographic mode of intersection or confluence

by which drivers link up with passengers; 2) the temporal and monetary patterns of 

constraint the occupation puts on drivers, which affects their rhythmanalytical practice; and 

3) the sense of the city which emerges, as this is described by drivers. Such possessive urban 

knowledge was also seen at play in San Francisco, in the contests between drivers and 

passengers over the practice of tipping, and in the politics of knowledge as this was reflected 

in Self’s concerns about cabdrivers apparently robbing him, as a passenger, of the 

opportunity to form such knowledge himself. In both Mexico City and San Francisco, the 

industry relies on the willingness of long-term drivers to invest, economically through the 

purchase of vehicles and/or licenses, and affectively in the work identity.

As described in Part Three, the political context of these contestations is changing as 

new technologies are introduced to the cab, motivated to a large degree by the specific 

mandate of reframing and correcting the discomfort of the taxicab encounter. In Chapter 9 I 
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described the proliferation of new dispatch devices in San Francisco taxicabs. Best 

understood within the broader category of porous interfaces, these devices are intended to 

reframe the relationship between the interior of the cab and the exteriors (urban and 

informational spaces) through which it passes. At this moment of new technological 

efflorescence, the variety of available competing technologies means that drivers possess an 

unusual freedom to choose between multiple services, each offering different representations 

of the city and linking drivers to different hailing publics—though drivers also experience 

some compulsion to keep themselves and their cabs open to multiple channels. Their choices 

and strategies for selecting, combining, or refusing services shows their power, within the 

multiply porous space of the multiply interfaced cab, to affect those other spaces with which 

the cab interfaces. At the same time, these porous interfaces also expose cab and driver to 

powerful interests seeking to track, influence, profit from, and regulate their movements and 

interactions.

The trend towards increased control which the new interfaces can lead to, is revealed 

in the rise of the NTC (or “Non-Taxi” Cab, a cab that is not a cab), and its associated 

affective framing, the overcab (a cab-riding experience which is superior to the experience of

riding in a cab). The overcab, which comes in both formal and less-formal varieties, 

regiments the interaction of drivers and passengers through the protocological effects of 

adaptive pricing algorithms and ratings systems. To the programming of the app is delegated,

not just the assurances that social roles and expectations will be played out, but the 

production of knowledge (in particular, wayfinding, and the knowledge of how to find 
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customers by predicting their movements). The effectiveness of the overcab’s reframing 

project depends on the acceptance and performance by participants of the “overcab” narrative

—specifically, the maintenance of a contrast between the experience in the overcab (formal 

or informal) and that of a taxi. There are indications that the transcendence of the overcab is 

fragile, and that cracks are developing in the experiences of both drivers and passengers, due 

to continuing tensions which the overcab has either failed to resolve, or which have been 

introduced as part of its regulating mechanisms, such as the ratings system.

Whether they take hold or collapse, these prosthetic interventions into the taxicab 

must be seen in the light of the larger crisis of disciplinary society. This crisis is also one of 

the individual’s self-sufficiency, as increasingly precarious and temporary workers do not 

bring with them, or do not spend the time to acquire, the skills, habits, or values inculcated 

by disciplinary mechanisms. Thus, the protocological fix of the overcab is linked to the 

increased precarization in the workforce, as drivers’ seats are filled by part-timers working 

multiple jobs in the freelance or “gig” economy. The spread of these fixes is motivated in part

by the desire to supplant or replace the forms of occupational knowledge and investment 

which are eroding. Often these fixes are deployed willingly by the workers (and consumers) 

themselves, notably in the form of mobile apps, such as those used by e-hailing drivers and 

passengers. Superficially experienced as “peer-to-peer” devices, these mobile porous 

interfaces link up users, their social relationships, and the sites in which they interact to the 

centralized nodes from which the networks are governed. DeCerteau’s distinction between 

on-the-ground “walkers” and overseeing “voyeurs,” which has to date been an overly 
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simplistic and reductionist opposition, could become an accurate description of the kinds of 

urban knowledge and vision available in the emerging society of choice which stands as a 

potential replacement for the collapsing integrated ideal.

The Society of Choice

As de Certeau noted about train travel, automobile travel can be “at once 

incarcerational and navigational” (de Certeau 1984: 113). In speaking this way about train 

travel, de Certeau was taking a more nuanced look at the same issue of separation and loss of

connection with the landscape which Schivelbusch wrote about (see Chapter 9). De Certeau’s

“incarcerational,” though, while referring to this experience of isolation or disconnection 

created by the technology of travel, includes a nod to Foucault’s depiction of the carceral as 

the means by which disciplinary methods are normalized and spread through society 

(Foucault 1979: 293ff). Just as discipline is the societal organization, not only of repression, 

but of the productive aspects of the exercise of power, so the “incarcerational” aspects of 

automobile or train travel are inseparable from the “navigational” aspects in which skill at 

interpreting and evaluating possible routes, and enjoyment in finding one’s way, are 

developed. Just as the disciplined subject is formed through multiple points of contact with 

disciplinary institutions, so the moving subject gains power by ceding power, to machines, to 

the built environment, to hired drivers, conducting while being conducted between sites of 

education, family life, work, and consumption. For the carceral archipelago, a carceral ferry.

Foucault’s “carceral archipelago,” though, is not a static constellation of points, but an
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active project for transforming society—the endlessly problematizing, ongoing project of the 

Enlightenment, and of the integrated ideal. The carceral has been, according to Foucault, 

transformed over time, from a project of punishment, to one of normalization, to the society-

wide production of positive power. On the way, successive forms of proper conduct and of 

delinquency were made meaningful or meaningless; new bodies of knowledge, scholarly 

disciplines, formed and spread, taking individuals and the social as their objects of reforming 

intent. The Twentieth century story of the taxicab, and of automobility more generally (cf. 

Packer 2003), was shaped by these negotations over the compromises of mobile conduct, 

framed by projects of discipline and reform.

The disciplinary society described by Foucault is not a permanent or stable creation, 

but is in the process of dissolving through the increasing efficiency whereby its own methods

and logic impact the social (Deleuze 1992). Deleuze insisted that the incipient “society of 

control” abandons disciplinary society’s focus on the interiorization of social rules and 

expectations by an enduring subject; focusing instead on immediately measurable effects and

outcomes, made possible by the capacities of new technology for continuous oversight, and 

the operationalization of “big data” by algorithms which learn and act faster than can 

humans. This can be illustrated by contrasting Jeremy Packer’s description of Twentieth 

Century automobility as a disciplinary system, premised on inculcating driving subjects with 

personal responsibility and the values of public safety and order, with Deleuze and Guattari’s 

vision of

 a city where one would be able to leave one’s apartment, one’s street, one’s 
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neighborhood, thanks to one’s (dividual) electronic card that raises a given 
barrier; but the card could just as easily be rejected on a given day or between 
certain hours; what counts is not the barrier but the computer that tracks each 
person’s position—licit or illicit—and effects a universal modulation. 
(Deleuze 1992)

Deleuze must be forgiven for the fact that this vision of the society of control is too 

simplistic, too obvious, too rooted in the paranoias of enclosure native to disciplinary society.

In truth, “control” is too brutal and direct a term for this emergent logic of social 

organization. If the society of control had a name for itself, it would be the society of choice, 

because “choice,” rather than “control,” sums up the key value governing the agency granted 

to, and mobilizing, subjects. Instead of an authoritarian card granting or denying access, the 

society of choice would make use of a program (such as an app) which users willingly install 

on a personal mobile device (such as a smartphone), and which offers mobility consumers 

choices between mobility options—their resulting movements thus not being controlled by 

the predeterminations of a card, but conducted by their own freely chosen actions within a 

protolocologically constrained range of options.

As noted before (see Chapter 2) the “logic of choice” is inseparable from logics of 

security and control (Mol 2008). It is merely a difference of emphasis; like the artifactual 

market, the value of “choice” privileges the position of a subject “freely” choosing among 

available options which arise within a pre-constrained field of possibilities. The control 

which is at work in establishing the boundaries of this magic circle of freedom must remain 

obscured by the act of choice by which subjects freely move and act. The shift from 

disciplinary society to the society of choice means that a new relationship develops between 
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the subject and its surroundings—the necessary compromise at the heart of disciplinary 

society, whereby the individual surrenders some power in order to gain more power, becomes

too perilous for the more fragile subject of the society of choice, whose capacities are not 

internalized but remain dependent on the environment provided (cf. Standing 2011: 19)

What this means is that problematic encounters—recurrent discomforts and 

negotiations such as the question of how to interact with and tip a taxicab driver—which 

disciplinary society either neglected or found recuperable to the goal of providing lessons 

about the need for self-governance—become, with the society of choice, serious problems 

requiring prompt fixes. In other words, just as the integrated ideal formed the basis for the 

formation of a whole host of social problems, requiring the constant development of 

solutions, so too does the society of choice require the development of fixes. The logics of 

each era, however, are different, as are their central values. While the integrated ideal valued 

uniform space, and equal access to services and mobilities, the individualization of the 

society of choice means a retreat from the shared space of the integrated ideal, in favor of 

individual trajectories and outcomes. Splintering takes place as, in the place of the 

maintenance of the integrated ideal, new projects form around the issue of how best to 

provide individuals with convenient choices. The regimenting and meaning-producing role of

the “social,” meanwhile, is delegated to the realm of social media (Cohen 2008).

The success of this emerging vision of social reorganization, however, is no more 

assured than any other historical outcome. The contemporary conflicts, and competing 

visions, which exist at this moment of transition can be illustrated through two contemporary 
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controversies: over the role of GPS navigation technology in taxicabs, and over the future of 

the driver.

Do Psychogeographers Really Hate GPS?

 I was standing in the courtyard of the Japantown mall, waiting for my Mool to arrive,

watching my vehicle on the phone screen map as it moved erratically through the Fillmore 

district on the way to picking me up. Though I had given an address at Post and Buchanan, 

the mall itself spans two city blocks, and the app’s GPS seemed to have translated my 

location into an address on the Geary Boulevard side. As the driver was discovering, that is 

not an easy spot to reach from the south. After watching the car-icon circle the intersection on

the map a few times, I received a call from Bryce, the driver, asking for clarification on 

where to pick me up. “Post and Buchanan,” I suggested, giving him some turn-by-turn 

directions to the correct pick-up point.

When Bryce finally pulled up, who could be dropping off in the same intersection but

an El Dorado cab, driven by Seth, an old friend of mine (and contributor to my previous 

study of San Francisco taxicabs), who while making change for his passengers, was giving a 

distasteful glance at the pink mustache on the front of Bryce’s car. It was a warm December 

afternoon, and everyone’s windows were open; I asked Bryce to take me to Twenty-Fourth 

and Valencia, so he leaned into his windshield-mounted GPS device, and asked it, “Take me 

to Twenty-Fourth and Valencia.”

Seth, in the neighboring vehicle, shook his head and could not resist commenting 
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through the window:

Seth: You need a GPS to go there?

Seth has a good point. The street map for much of San Francisco, including the 

Mission, where we were headed, closely resembles a chess board, and is about as difficult to 

navigate. As long as Bryce knows where Valencia is, he should have no problem finding 

Twenty-Fourth—it should obviously be beyond Twenty-Third, which should be beyond 

Twenty-Second, etc. In addition to that, it doesn’t take a San Franciscan driver long to figure 

out that most of the city is numbered in relation to the Ferry Building at the foot of Market—

this rule of thumb determines the order of numbered streets, as well as which side of a given 

street has odd addresses and which side has even. This ordered system breaks down in outer 

neighborhoods like the Sunset, where new rules take over; but it makes central 

neighborhoods like Japantown, the Western Addition, and the Mission (all the ones we would

be passing through) very legible.

As it turned out, Bryce did know the way to Valencia and Twenty-Fourth. He did not 

use GPS to get there because he needed to find the way; he used it because it was Mool’s 

company policy that their drivers should use and follow GPS-generated routes to get to all 

their passengers’ destinations. The company uses the same service to predict and review the 

routes chosen by drivers, and when drivers stray from the provided route, they can receive a 

call from the company headquarters asking for an explanation.

Philip, another Mool driver, assiduously followed his GPS instructions as he drove 
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me through Pacific Heights on the way to Sixth and Clement in the Richmond. This struck 

me as curious, first of all because this is another of those eminently legible chessboard-like 

neighborhoods; second, because he was (to my eyes) needlessly zigzagging—driving a block

or so west, then cutting to the south a block, then proceeding west a few more blocks before 

jumping another block to the south. I asked him if he really needed to use the GPS for this 

and he explained that Mool required its drivers to chart each paid fare with Waze, a 

“community driven” mapping app that suggests routes based on user-submitted travel times 

and traffic reports.

Philip: I’ve been doing this for five months, so of course I could have found 
Sixth and Clement without an app. It’s just, they [Mool] like that you do that, 
follow it precisely. Because Waze is a community app, and so the route is 
usually gonna be the best route available, better than if you just used your 
sense of direction to find your way around.  You can never really know where 
traffic’s going to be. So Waze is likely to give you a better route.

My skepticism about this “better route” seemed confirmed when Philip’s GPS 

directed him to emerge onto the busy Arguello Boulevard from Clay Street, where we had to 

wait for heavy two-way traffic to clear before making an unprotected left turn, instead of 

from California Street, which would have been the obvious choice for anyone following an 

experience-based “sense of direction.”

When I asked George, a driver for the Vaunt Black e-hailed limousine service, to take 

me from the Union Square area to an address on Golden Gate in the Western Addition, he 

had to pull over and enter the address into his GPS device. This was not due to company 
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policy;126 it was just that George, like many limousine drivers, had little familiarity with parts 

of the city to the west of Van Ness. As it happened, this was just one of many trips I made 

between my apartment (at Golden Gate and Baker) and the conference I was attending (the 

American Anthropological Association meeting) at the Hilton hotel at O’Farrell and Taylor. 

As I learned, the routes back and forth between these two locations were a fair test of any 

driver’s basic familiarity with San Francisco, because another of the city’s rules of thumb is 

the pairing of parallel one-way streets. Mention Golden Gate Avenue to any experienced San 

Francisco driver, and they will immediately recall that Golden Gate is an eastbound, one-way

street, whose west-bound twin is Turk Street. Thus, to travel westward from downtown to an 

address on Golden Gate, the simplest thing will almost always be to take Turk out to the 

nearest cross-street and then turn over a block to Golden Gate. It’s very simple, and almost 

all the cabdrivers I took back and forth grasped this principle. At least half of the ridesharers 

struggled with it. The Vaunt Black service being much more expensive, George’s was the 

only one which I took on this route, and when he turned on his GPS I resolved to sit back and

see what happened.

What happened may have been the fault of the GPS, or of user error, or of both. 

George, following his GPS, turned south off of Turk far too soon, then discovered, as he tried

to turn onto Golden Gate, that it was one-way in the wrong direction—which he followed, 

despite my suggestion to try going one block further and turning up McAllister. Eventually 

we got turned back around and took McAllister the rest of the way: although this detour was 

126 Unlike Mool, Vaunt does not require its drivers to use GPS. It does, however, encourage them to do so, as a 
prosthetic for experience. New drivers receive a number of “driving tips” via email, e.g., “When in doubt, let
GPS be your guide. You don't need to know every one-way street in your city. It already does.”
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quite expensive, I was gratified when Vaunt emailed me a receipt with the following map 

after the end of the trip:

I was reminded, of all things, of Will Self’s diatribe against cabdrivers which he had 

delivered at Google Headquarters a few years earlier. As described earlier (see Chapter 2), 

Self proposed that “psychogeographers hate cabdrivers;” my counter-proposal is that 

cabdrivers are the psychogeographers par excellence. Self’s relationship with cabdrivers is, 

of course, a bit more subtle than I am representing it here (see the earlier chapter), and in 

fact, just after he complains that cabdriver knowledge displaces or disables passenger 

knowledge, he begins to mourn the coming disappearance of cabdriver knowledge as this is 

replaced by GPS technology:

 
Although interestingly, in London nowadays, which, we have a very, very, you
know, we have a burgeoning immigrant community... the cabdrivers, not the 
licensed cabdrivers, but the minicab drivers, drive using SatNav, entirely. So 

Figure 5: Map from ride receipt for Vaunt Black trip from O’Farrell and Taylor (the
hailing figure) to Golden Gate and Baker (the car icon).
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you get into a cab, so unless you have a zip code, they won’t carry you. They 
can’t carry you, in fact, because they don’t know where they are, at all!  They 
are more familiar with Lagos than with London, so if you get into a cab, they 
plug the zipcode of your destination into the SatNav, and then they drive 
solely on the SatNav. They do not know where they are anymore. So that’s an 
exception, maybe we’re evolving entirely into this microworld, where 
nobody’s going to know where the hell they are. (Self 2007a)

It is worth pointing out that his critique is not of “licensed cabdrivers,” the iconic 

black cabs of London, but of the drivers of minicabs, or Private Hire vehicles, which are the 

English precursor to the current US trend towards a lesser-regulated, de-skilled alternative to 

the mainstream cab (Skok and Tissut 2003).

Experienced cabdrivers take pride in looking askance at the vagaries of GPS, and I 

will take the liberty of including a few dismissive and somewhat humorous stories told by 

such drivers on the sftaxi listserv (the authors having granted me permission to use these):

I recently had a ride to the Mt. Davidson area and had two guys with different 
GPS with female voices giving instructions. Once we arrived in the area the 
two voices gave me opposite directions at every corner. Hilarious but not 
surprising since it’s a very confusing area. Interestingly they would both 
would lead to the correct address but on much longer routes than the one I 
drove. My customers were impressed and tipped me well.

By the way, I've never let anybody use those machines to tell me how 
to go... unless I’m in an unfamiliar area. Needless to say, that wouldn’t be San 
Francisco.

Recently I had a fare who requested a ride to the rental car terminal at the 
airport from downtown and insisted that we follow directions from his Iphone.
He gave me a few directions at a time. We set out to go down to the airport 
first and then backtrack. I thought OK, we’ll take the long way and I’ll make 
more money. Thirty minutes later as we approached the San Mateo bridge I 
became anxious and demanded that he read out extensive directions. It 
became clear that we were headed for the Mojave desert where we would 
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probably die.
It was then that I formulated a new policy for my cab. No more turn by

turn directions from an Iphone in my cab.127

Ironically enough, the dissatisfaction and distrust these cabdrivers feel for GPS 

devices is precisely the same as that felt by Will Self for cabdrivers. Psychogeographers hate 

GPS! It is the same relationship: the device stands in the way of the driver’s attempt to gain 

psychogeographical knowledge; further, the easy competence of the device undermines the 

driver’s professional identity. From the perspective of a subject for whom wayfinding and 

urban knowledge are an accomplishment to be achieved through long effort and investment 

in work identity, GPS devices are a horrifying supplement, an embodiment of the 

pharmacological effects of new technologies which displace the role of labor and local 

knowledge in the process of the creation of the society of control (Stiegler 2010). Hence, the 

importance of remembering and retelling stories of when the GPS failed; like stories told by 

passengers of rude or incompetent cabdrivers, these stories reassert the superior competence 

and psychogeographical groundedness of the storyteller.

Needless to say, technological prostheses are experienced differently from within the 

society of choice. Above, I took issue with Philip’s assertion that the “community-driven” 

Waze app was more reliable than an experience-based “sense of direction.” But there is really

something more than a “sense of direction” involved; it is a sense of being surrounded by 

possibilities and alternatives, versus an insistence that there is one best path, which can be 

revealed with the help of the right technology.128 A GPS device is, after all, less a digital map,

127 For more wit and sagacity from the drivers on this listserv, see Anderson 2014b.
128 Fittingly, the non-Euclidian geometry which allows more than one shortest path between two points is called
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than a set of instructions (written, spoken, or outlined on the map), a turn-by-turn account of 

how to get from one place to another. As long as drivers like Philip or Bryce merely follow 

these instructions, why do they need a map screen on which to situate themselves? If a 

driver’s job is to follow a line on the app screen, of what purpose is the depth of detail 

concerning the things which surround the line? Why should the name of a park we are 

passing appear on the map? What does it matter whether Sacramento Street exists if you are 

to travel only down Clay? The answer, of course, is that this is diegetic space, a frame which 

allows app-users to situate themselves socially, as movers within the city.129 Yet this sense of 

connection is here achieved with the help, not of the representational spaces formed through 

experience (and which are at the heart of the rhythmanalytical experience), but through the 

representation of space, a gamespace within which the user takes the role of willing player.

My insistence that this is a diegetic gamespace should not be taken as a claim that the 

sense of connection it provides is necessarily shallow, or merely illusory. An illustration is 

provided by the profile of two “drivers of the week” on a ridesharing company blog. A 

married couple, Candice and Daniel are recent transplants to San Francisco, occupying 

themselves with various creative activities and free-lance gigs—Daniel, for instance, 

produces Portuguese voice-overs and translations—while driving occasionally for the 

ridesharing service SideCar:

Candice says, “I don’t like routine or schedules. I love acting and working 
from home, and with SideCar I feel like I’m free!” Daniel laughs, “It feels like
a video game!” (Sublett 2012)

“taxicab geometry.”
129 cf. Chapter 6 on the “cartographic illusion.”
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Among the video-game like aspects of the job is the GPS map navigation which 

overcab drivers are either encouraged or required to follow. Like the miniature map at the 

corner of a video game screen, the GPS device orients the user in space and frames the 

relationship between the immediate location (viewed through car windows and doors, from 

within the city) and the larger urban space (envisioned from above, from the perspective of 

de Certeau’s voyeurs). Though Candice, as a new driver in an unfamiliar city, relies on the 

prosthetic of GPS as a corrective stand-in for her own lack of local wayfinding knowledge, 

she also discovers, unexpectedly, a further affective layer to the experience of using the GPS 

app:

Their favorite SideCar story involves a nav app called Waze, Candice’s first 
week driving, and Daniel’s voice. “Vire à esquerda na Pine Street,” says the 
Waze voice-over. “Daniel? Is that you?!” Little did she know, her husband’s 
voice was directing her around San Francisco through her Waze app. (ibid.)

This story—whether true, or the product of some marketer’s imagination—illustrates 

the dream of the society of choice. Displacement, precarious employment, and reliance on 

technology are to be embraced rather than feared; felt connection to place, and the 

development of local knowledge and affective investment, no longer require time but can be 

portable, even instantaneous, facilitated by the created (and curated) “community” of an app. 

It is imperative that this new narrative not be dismissed, nor blindly embraced: it must

be both appreciated and critiqued. One important implication is that there is still hope and 

meaning to be found in a technologically mediated world: there is no “waning of affect” as 
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Jameson worried (Jameson 1990). As I argued before (see Chapter 9), the sense of depth or 

affective connection through porous interfaces is not an illusory stand-in for the “real” 

experience of physical interaction, it is just differently shaped and enabled by differing 

technologies.

There is, nevertheless, an important shift in how the act of learning the city is 

delegated (among drivers and passengers, their devices, and the devices’ programmers) and 

how the meaningfulness found in this learning is framed. The process of wayfinding

—“mapping” in Ingold’s terminology—becomes split into two acts of “mapmaking” (by the 

designers of the GPS, the community of users who contribute to it, and the algorithm which 

learns from their contributions) and “map-using” (by the drivers who use the app). Or, to use 

Lefebvre’s terminology, connaissance is once again subordinated to savoir. If the conflation 

of the roles of map-maker and map-user into one—into the commingled experience of being 

both inside and outside—is a prerequisite for the practice of rhythmanalysis as Lefebvre 

imagined it, the purification of these roles disables rhythmanalysis. That is, as Lefebvre 

imagined it, and as it has been practiced by such classic urban wayfinders as taxicab drivers.

But while the GPS-user is relieved of the role of analyst (and hence of 

rhythmanalyst), that role does not disappear—it is simply re-delegated. The new assemblage 

of linked GPS-using mobile urban subjects opens the possibility for a new kind of analysis, 

of trends and patterns found in the so-called “Big Data” which is generated by the tracked 

choices, movements, and connections made by the users of the service. To the extent that this

analysis takes as its object urban flows in space and time, it is a new form of rhythmanalysis, 
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practiced at the voyeur-level of the software algorithm, and experienced at the walker-level 

of allegorically interpreted user experience. Yes, this is allegorhithmanalysis, a re-imagined 

and technologically enabled form of psychogeographical practice.

This new form of rhythmanalytical/psychogeographical practice differs from previous

forms. Cabdriving, as I have suggested many times in this text, can be understood as a 

situated form of rhythmanalytical practice, the practical goal of which produces a situated, 

incomplete, and open-ended knowledge of social space. The Situationists imagined 

psychogeography as a revolutionary practice, a way of challenging the spectacular alienation 

of the city by bringing new possibilities and contrasts into shared experience. Lefebvre 

imagined rhythmanalysis as a possible tool for relieving social ills through the 

encouragement of “eurhythmia;” the Precarias see the possibilities of the dérive for starting 

new conversations with the goal of promoting a logic of care rather than of security.

Allegorhithmanalysis also seeks eurythmia, but by means of the security logic built 

into protocologically controlled networks, linked through mobile devices which are also the 

points (or “plug-ins”) of surveillance informing algorithmic manipulation. As a fitting tool 

for the society of choice, allegorhithmanalysis seeks to understand and enable the movements

of “networked individuals” (Rainie and Wellman 2013) in terms of logics of security and 

choice, rather than a more difficult and situated logic of care.

“The Other Dude in the Car”

The designers of the overcab celebrate precisely this allegorhithmanalytical project. 
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After all, if the overcab is to survive, instead of collapsing back into the traditional discourse 

on cabs and cabdrivers (as I have indicated is likely to happen), it must achieve some means 

of escape velocity into a new discourse on the potential of networked sociality in the society 

of choice. As the CEO of a for-profit ridesharing company (which integrates its driver-

passenger “community” with a major social media network) explained in an interview:

That’s why Lyft is trying to build a real-world social network that just so 
happens to be the best way to get from point A to point B... Down the road, 
Lyft may integrate more of your social graph into the experience, That means 
you could get a driver who has similar interests or mutual friends. (Dickey 
2014)

Within this statement should be clearly heard the creaking and snapping sound of new

splinters forming in the integrated ideal. The need for a “driver who has similar interests or 

mutual friends” exists only in a context in which other drivers (non-overcab drivers) could 

not be imagined to share such interests or friends, and the interests and friends they do 

possess must be imagined as inherently undesirable. More basically, the ideal of a “real-

world social network that just so happens to be the best way to get from point A to point B” 

excludes from consideration the already existing public space of the taxicab, or for that 

matter, of the bus. The need for such networked sociality is not motivated by the lack of 

existing opportunities for mobility and interaction, but by the need to purify a magical mobile

site of the troublesome micropolitical manifestations of social inequality and difference.

Spatial labor is also purified from the ideal new mobile site of the overcab. Beyond 

de-skilling the driver by re-delegating wayfinding ability, and constraining driver 
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performance through the protocological effects of the ratings system, lies the dream of doing 

away with the driver altogether. The founder of one of the first overcab companies pointed to 

labor costs as a problem for the sustainability of the overcab model: “you’re not just paying 

for the car—you’re paying for the other dude in the car” (Newton 2014); the solution, he 

claimed, would come when the long-awaited technology of the self-driving car does away 

with this “other dude.” In this vision, the problem of the taxi driver’s presence in the in-cab 

interaction is solved.

However, this vision of a future cab freed of its driver does not match up with the 

present situation, or the immediate future, of the overcab. The overcab business model is in 

fact very dependent on the presence of “the other dude in the car.” On an economic level, the 

overcab driver bears the costs of the vehicle, along with its operation, maintenance, and 

insurance—it is the ability to offload these costs onto drivers which make overcab companies

reportedly so much more profitable than traditional licensed taxi providers. But just as 

significantly, the overcab relies, for its distinction from the traditional figure of the taxicab 

driver to be maintained, on the interactional framing achieved through the driver’s affective 

labor, performing as either “everyone’s private driver” or “your friend with a car.” Thus, far 

from doing away with the driver, the overcab remains, for now, if anything more dependent 

on the drivers’ affective investment and spatial labor.

Automation of the workplace, in any event, is not actually a contest between the 

abilities of humans and those of machines, but a struggle over control, between workers and 

capital. As noted earlier, the same device, whether GPS navigation system, or e-hailing app, 
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can play the role either of instrument or of machine (Marx 1993: 692-3). The instrument is 

under the worker’s control, and is used to extend the reach and efficiency of their labor-

power; the machine, in contrast, controls or limits the input of the worker, reducing them to a

“conscious linkage” in the system, and thus represents the “appropriation of living labor by 

objectified labor” (ad loc.).

As things now stand, the technologies used by the overcab are used to purify and 

depoliticize the site of the cab, and by extension, to aestheticize and depoliticize the 

production of space; atomizing and deskilling spatial labor while searching for a way to 

monetize the unpaid social work of passengers as mobility consumers. What remains to be 

seen is whether a counter-movement will emerge, a move to recast these technologies as 

instruments rather than as machines, and to insist on the political contestation of the 

networked mobility they help create. A first step could be the recognition of the role of 

spatial labor in the production of space.
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EPILOGUE: A TUCSON PRIVATEER

Until someone needs me
I have no reason to be.
I have no destination of my own.
I spend my life driving in circles
and never get any closer
to the center.

– Mather Schneider, “Destiny of a cabdriver”

It is almost 8 am on a Saturday morning, and I’m feeling a bit like the narrator of 

Tucson poet-cabdriver Schneider’s poem. I had been sitting at home, writing, when my Vaunt

Lite driver phone, which was turned on and sitting on my desk, pinged with an order sixteen 

minutes away. I had scrambled to get out the door quickly, and was quite proud of myself for 

beating the sixteen minute estimate to the caller’s location, a small, very dark and quiet house

in a suburban cul-de-sac on Tucson’s east side. Now, twenty more minutes had passed, with 

not a peep from anyone inside the house.

I had the caller’s phone number, and was weighing whether or not I should call. Vaunt

encourages its drivers to wait after arriving at a pickup before calling passengers who aren’t 

showing. After all, the callers receive a notification on their own phone when the driver has 

arrived, and if they are attentive, they can watch the driver approach them on the in-app map.

Most importantly, a driver should not make the passenger feel hurried or hassled, feelings 

which could lead to a disastrous low rating for the ride.

But twenty minutes is too long. I picked up my two smartphones—the driver phone 
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supplied by Vaunt, with the caller’s number on the screen, and my own phone on which I 

dialed. “Hello, Joseph? Your Vaunt is here.” A grumpy voice, as if just aroused from sleep, 

answered, “We’ll be right out.” I settled back into the seat and waited, as another twenty 

minutes passed.

I considered cancelling the order—certainly in my cabdriving days I would not have 

had patience for customers who kept me waiting so long without any explanation—but then I

considered, why call for a Vaunt way out here on the east side? They must be travelling to the

airport, or at least downtown; any ride from out here is bound to be a sizable fare. Second, I 

did not actually want to do anything but wait—Vaunt was offering a weekend promotion, 

guaranteeing that they would pay $400 minimum to any driver who kept their app on (and 

car available) for at least 30 hours between Thursday evening and Monday morning.130 Easy 

money, and an even better deal if you took as few passengers—and did as little work—as 

possible. The only trouble: you had to keep an acceptance rate of at least 85% (which means, 

accept almost all calls which you receive over the Vaunt app) and a cancellation rate under 

10% (which means, don’t cancel rides once you’ve accepted them).

Third, I told myself, I should stop complaining and start taking notes. I’m not doing 

this for a living, after all, but for the experience—this is research!

Taxicabs in Tucson

Tucson’s taxicab system is a product of the deregulatory experiments of the 1980s. In 

130 In other words, even if I brought in less than $400 in income, Vaunt would pay me the difference, assuring 
that I would make at least $400. Possibly, I might make $400 or more on my own, but then it would be all 
due to my own work (and car-related expenses) and nothing would come out of Vaunt’s pocket.
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1982, the State of Arizona centralized authority of taxi regulation at the state level and 

radically loosened entry and oversight requirements (Teal 1986). Most notable was a 

minimization of both entry controls and fare regulation. The result is an open taxi system in 

which any number of operators can ply for hire, simply by registering with the state, 

obtaining commercial insurance, and attaching the word “taxi” to their vehicle. Fares must be

calculated using a state-inspected taximeter, and operators are free to charge as much or as 

little for time and distance as they choose, as long as they file these prices with the state and 

post them visibly for passengers, and as long as their taximeter, upon inspection, is found to 

charge the rates advertised.131

Contrary to the expectations at the time of deregulation, this loosening of controls led 

to a rise, rather than a fall in prices, and there was some consolidation as small operators left 

the industry (Teal 1982). Today, Tucson’s cab industry is dominated by several large players: 

a statewide company operating several differently branded fleets through the same dispatch 

service; a fleet operated by a multi-state transit company; and another statewide fleet 

integrated with the Taxi Wizard e-hailing app. Tucson’s small-time operators tend to be 

quirkily individualist, sporting names such as “Sassy Taxi,” or “The Cool Cab,” along with 

the occasional bumper sticker (e.g., “All who wander are not lost”).

A sense of the cabdriving experience in Tucson can be gleaned from the writings of 

driver-poet Schneider (Schneider 2011, 2013) and driver-storyteller Nic D’Anna (D’Anna 

2014).132 Schneider and D’Anna paint a sometimes desolate picture of long hours and danger,

131 http://www.azdwm.gov/?q=resource/vehicles-hire-licensing. Regulations also allow for flat-rate “livery” and
pre-arranged “limousine” modes.

132 More of these authors’ writings can be found at http://matherschneider.blogspot.com/ and 

http://matherschneider.blogspot.com/
http://www.azdwm.gov/?q=resource/vehicles-hire-licensing
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punctuated by encounters with warm, fascinating, bizarre, or downright evil passengers. Both

authors describe taking risks, accepting shady or criminal fares, necessitated by the difficult 

economic prospects of cabdriving in this small desert city. Tucson drivers lease their cabs for 

12 hour, 24 hour, or weeklong shifts. An anonymous driver-blogger claims that, with high 

lease rates, and low amounts of business, drivers end up working the equivalent of two full-

time jobs:

Let’s do the math. If you are Yellow Cab driver, you are going to work during 
a good week 38-42 hours just to pay Yellow Cab – this to cover your $588 
weekly lease, and the gas expense just to generate the $588. This is a 
breakeven point of approximately $690. Then you’ll have to work another 40 
hours to make money for yourself – $300 to $400. That’s right – most cab 
drivers work the equivalent of two full time jobs to provide for themselves 
and possibly a family.133

In 2012, a group of drivers for several of the larger companies formed the Tucson 

Hacks Association in an attempt to better their working conditions (Herrera 2012a, 2012b). 

Driver complaints included low-paying voucher runs, high credit card transaction fees 

charged by the companies, and the legality of their status as “independent contractors” 

instead of employees. The companies, however, moved quickly to stifle the organization. 

One of the key organizers, who had played a role as media spokesman, was fired (Herrera 

2012b); an important organizing meeting was derailed when one of the big companies threw 

a barbecue for drivers on the same day, as a driver explained:

The Tucson Hacks thing didn’t go off, they were going to have a strike in July 

http://www.tucsontaxitales.com/.
133 http://tucsoncabstand.blogspot.com/2010/12/yellow-cab-has-declared-war-on-its.html 

http://tucsoncabstand.blogspot.com/2010/12/yellow-cab-has-declared-war-on-its.html
http://www.tucsontaxitales.com/
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and you know what these guys [the company] did? They put a sign right here 
[on the dispatch computer screen], “Barbecue at 1 o’clock!” So everybody 
forgot about the meeting. They went to the barbecue, they had hot dogs, 
hamburgers, carne asada. Then they didn’t want to go to the meeting because 
they say, I already lost two hours, I can’t afford to lose more time later.134

Vaunt and Mool, the two largest overcab e-hailers, began operation in Tucson in late 

2013, and with the help of friendly state legislators, introduced a bill in early 2014 to legalize

their business model by creating a new legal category (“rideshare network”) which would be 

exempt from the already minimal regulation for hired vehicles in the state. Supporters of the 

“rideshare networks” argued that each of these regulations (having permanent taxi signage on

the vehicle, establishing set rates of fare, and obtaining full-time commercial insurance) 

would pose an unfair burden on their new, tech-enabled industry. Representatives of the 

established taxi industry expressed incredulity that such further deregulation was necessary 

in what had long been one of the most deregulated taxi jurisdictions in the country (Sunnucks

2014). In the end, after much acrimonious debate, the bill (HB 2273) passed the state 

legislature only to be vetoed by the governor. After this failure at legalization, the overcab 

companies continued to provide service in Tucson and Phoenix, with the state largely 

backing off from threats to crack down on drivers (Stephenson 2014).

Vaunt and Mool thus continued their common practice of operating outside the letter 

of the law, while largely avoiding punishment by regulators. As noted in the chapters on 

Mexico City, the development, toleration, and regularization of informal cabs is not 

uncommon in the taxi industry (see Chapter 7). However, three key elements distinguish the 

134 Personal communication, Tucson taxi driver, 11/15/2012. 
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for-profit ridesharers from traditional informal or vernacular cabs; the first two being money 

and power. Unlike vernacular cab services such as Homobiles (see Chapter 11), a typical for-

profit ridesharing company hires lawyers before they ever hire drivers; the financial backing 

to influence the public and legislators is also something which vernacular cab operations 

lack. Thus, though many critics of the new taxi-like services deride them as simply semi-

legalized or tolerated “gypsy” or “pirate cabs,” these terms are completely inadequate. Unlike

your typical pirates, these legally incorporated (in Delaware) corporations have access to 

legal representation, and financial backing from powerful “angel” investors. A more apt term,

then, would be privateers—that is, pirates with lawyers and investors.

The third difference between these privateers and traditional informal or unlicensed 

cab services, of course, is that the new services are distinguished by the technologically 

managed framing of the overcab, as a cab-riding experience that is better than riding in a cab.

Having conducted interviews with ridesharing drivers in San Francisco, and followed the 

evolving discourse on the overcab experience in the media, I wanted to find out first-hand 

what it was like to work under the constraints and opportunities which shaped the work of 

for-profit ridesharing. How was it similar to, or different from, the experience of driving a 

cab?

A Saturday in September

Signing up to work for Vaunt was carried out completely online—I never met or 

interviewed with a company representative or any other Vaunt driver, for that matter. Vaunt’s 
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Tucson operation seemed to be run remotely by staff based in Phoenix.  “Driver Training” 

meant watching a few short online videos. After submitting to a perfunctory background 

check, sending in copies of my driver’s license, insurance and registration, and photos of 

myself and of my car, I was approved to drive. Vaunt sent me a locked-down iPhone, usable 

for Vaunt but for nothing else; to “activate” driving status I had to click through and “agree” 

to a 17-page document of terms and conditions which were not downloadable, and practically

impossible to read on the small phone screen.

As soon as I started my driving experiment I learned that Vaunt, in turn, conducts 

behavioral experiments on its drivers, primarily by tinkering regularly with driver 

remuneration. Just as I started with Vaunt, it dropped its mileage and waiting prices in 

Tucson, claiming that this would drive up demand, and thus driver income; at the same time, 

Vaunt offered weekly and monthly promotions which guaranteed minimum incomes to 

drivers who worked a minimum number of hours. For the week in which I was most active, 

they offered the promotion which I described at the beginning of this chapter, guaranteeing 

$400 to any driver who spent at least 30 hours available (logged into the driver app) between 

Thursday evening and Monday morning.

Why drop prices, then offer to pay drivers to stay on the road? I learned one reason 

for this the very night I decided to try out Vaunt’s promotional guarantee. This was 

September, the season for monsoons, the Southwest’s torrential summer thunderstorms, 

which can quickly flood streets and bring traffic to a standstill. And sure enough, a monsoon 

rolled into town just as I was considering turning the app on for a few hours. Well, there was 



457

no way I was willing to drive my new car around in flooding rain, so I logged off my app for 

the evening. There was a problem, though: heavy monsoons were predicted throughout the 

weekend. It dawned on me that the 30-hour promotion was designed, in part, to keep drivers 

on the street during the rain.

Another reason for the promotion, of course, was Mool, Vaunt’s sole ridesharing 

competitor in Tucson. Just as in San Francisco, many Tucson drivers had joined up with both 

services, and kept both logged on, accepting calls from whichever pinged first (this can be 

easily seen with any smartphone by switching between the Vaunt and Mool apps, and 

counting how many cars appear, in the same location, on both maps). In its quest for 

dominance, Vaunt wanted to drive down Mool’s driver supply by keeping them logged into 

its own app, solely. Hence the 30-hour guarantee, which would be difficult to meet if drivers 

accepted Mool rides, which would necessitate either turning off their Vaunt app, or declining 

Vaunt rides, either of which could disqualify them for the promotion.

By Saturday morning I had only logged about ten hours on the app, so I turned it on at

5:30, hoping to keep it on for fourteen hours that day. This would leave only eight hours 

required for Sunday (which was expected to be rainy) in order to receive the four hundred 

dollars. By the time I was sitting around outside the dark Eastside house, reminding myself 

that I was trying to do research, not make a living, I had put in three hours, most of them 

spent sitting at home.

Around 8:50, a young man and woman finally came out of the house. I sat 

uncomfortably while they quarrelled outside of the car—a heated break-up. Finally the 
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woman, sobbing, got into the back seat while the man returned inside. “Stella and Mann, 

Stella and Mann,” she repeated, staring at the floor.

A short trip, around a mile at most. Research, not income, I reminded myself. And oh 

yes, with the guaranteed promotion I get paid just as much for not working as for working, in

the end.

“I know Stella, but where is Mann?” I asked.

She wasn’t responsive, staring at the floor and starting to sob again. I took off in the 

direction of Stella, three blocks away. On reaching Stella I pulled over on the corner and 

asked, “Which way on Stella, east or west?”

With an effort she brought her attention back to the car, and looked up and down the 

street. “We have to be headed toward Wilmot,” she said at last. I turned west and we soon 

came to the intersection of Stella and Mann. I followed her directions onto Mann and then 

into a narrow alley through a very sad looking complex of tiny, shabby bungalows. A big 

white guy with tattoos was standing in an empty lot, apparently starting a barbecue in what 

looked like the emptied-out shell of what had once been the front part of a pickup truck. We 

pulled up alongside her cottage, and she sighed, “Did fuckface already pay for this?”

I said “Yes, it’s already paid for, through the app.” She started to get out, then looked 

around frantically in the back seat, “I didn’t leave anything, did I?” I helped her look, but we 

couldn’t find anything. Finally she got out and stumbled, deeply drunk, towards her home. 

While I waited to make sure she got in, I pondered what rating to give her (evident) ex-

boyfriend. Not only had I just spent an hour on this $6.45 trip (out of which Vaunt took a $1 
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“safety fee,” plus twenty percent commission, leaving me with $4.36), but seriously—what 

kind of jerk dumps his girlfriend by sending her home in a pre-paid Vaunt cab?

Until then, I had given all my passengers five-star ratings, just like I had received 

from the drivers I interviewed in San Francisco. I considered giving the jerk a one-star, but 

had heard that any time you gave someone that low of a rating, Vaunt staff are likely to call 

you up and ask for the reason. I did not want any trouble with Vaunt, so I gave him three 

stars, a low enough rating to bar him from being matched with me in the future. I, at least, 

would never have to give this guy (or his rejected girlfriends) a ride again.

I also pondered yet another effect of the 30-hour promotion: here I was, willing to sit 

through some very thoughtless behavior by passengers, and extremely low hourly pay, 

something I would never have put up with as a licensed cabdriver. And instead of being 

dispirited, I was planning to work an additional eleven hours that day, all for the sake of 

meeting that 30-hour goal. Like a card-counting gambler who believes the winning 

combination is bound to show up eventually, I could ignore my current losses by focusing on 

hopes of future winnings.

Still, I needed coffee, and was on my way home to get some when my Vaunt phone 

pinged again. This time it was a call downtown, near the University of Arizona campus, the 

epicenter of Vaunt and Mool activity in Tucson. I jumped onto the Aviation parkway and 

headed towards campus.

To be honest, after only one week of privateering, I had already found occasion to 

lose heart in the job. Waiting for my Vaunt phone to arrive, and my account to be activated, 
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had actually been a bit exciting. I was looking forward to playing at being a taxi driver again,

a job which, despite its many difficulties, I had found addicting in the past. I began each 

morning that I drove by enthusiastically vacuuming out and carefully washing my car, taking 

pride in its cleanliness (not easily achieved for a family car with two teenagers); I stocked the

car with several ice-cold bottles of water, to offer to passengers; I even made a point of 

dressing “business-casual” in decent, collared, buttoned shirts (a contrast to the more, er, 

bohemian style of my younger cabdriving days). As for the customer service aspects of the 

job—driving safely, and interacting with passengers—I felt I already had years of experience 

of judging when passengers wanted to talk and when they didn’t, when they wanted the door 

opened for them or when they preferred to do so themselves, etc.

And after giving just a few days of rides about town, my five-star rating plummeted 

to a 4.4!

Low ratings, of course, lead to deactivation. My research project was in danger of a 

premature end. Who gave me low ratings, and why? Vaunt, unfortunately, did not provide 

any feedback to accompany the score, and only provides the aggregate, not the individual, 

rating. I was reduced to guessing. Had I been too slow to turn up the AC? Did riders expect 

free candy, which many rideshare drivers hand out? One early morning couple had seemed 

displeased at the length of time it took me to pick them up—not my fault, because the app 

had sent me from across town—when, as they told me, they were used to being picked up 

quickly in their neighborhood. A good deal of the fun was taken out of the job as I found 

myself second-guessing each passenger, and each interaction.
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Saturday morning I had already given up a little—I vacuumed the car but did not 

wash it (it was going to rain anyway) and wore a T-shirt and jeans. Stressing over the ratings 

was taking up too much energy, and I figured I would just work these 30 hours and see what 

happened—if I got deactivated, I got deactivated. Who cares, it’s only research!

The caller near campus turned out to be a nice young woman on her way to work in 

an office park. We chatted about Thai food. Soon after dropping her off, my phone pinged 

again, sending me to the Levels, a student-housing highrise on the far side of campus. 

The Levels are somewhat notorious for the frat-like obnoxiousness of many of their 

wealthy occupants (student apartments rent for $1800 per month). Shortly after I quit driving,

Levels residents made the news for hurtling empty beer bottles and obscenities onto a 

mosque and Islamic community center which have the misfortune to be located in the 

highrise’s shadow (Herreras 2014). This was my first visit to the Levels, but as I quickly 

found out, the epicenter of the epicenter of Vaunt passenger demand in Tucson is centered on 

the Levels and a handful of similar highrise dorms nearby. In fact, whenever business is slow,

there are sure to be Vaunt or Mool cars sandbagging the Levels.

As a matter of fact, I’ll just check both apps right now—yes, there are four Vaunts and

three Mools sitting within a block of the Levels, at this moment. Though that only comes to 

five cars total, because two of the drivers appear to be using both Vaunt and Mool (and thus 

showing up on both maps).

Anyway, on my first trip to the Levels I was following the GPS, which had me turn 

off Speedway onto Park, then around the block to an address on Tyndall. As soon as I pulled 
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up I received a call from my passengers saying they had seen me drive past them on the Park 

street entrance, which is apparently where everyone, except the GPS, knows to pick up riders

at the Levels.

I circled around to the correct side of the Levels, to find two frat-looking guys sitting 

at a table. They reacted so slowly to seeing me that I wasn’t sure it was them at first. As it 

turns out, they were just going a few blocks to—surprise—a frat house on Greek row. Seeing 

as it took me ten minutes to get to them, I couldn’t but wonder, why hadn’t they walked?

One advantage that Vaunt and other e-hailing services provide is recorded data for 

each ride, through an online “Partner Dashboard.” So let’s take this one apart. The fare came 

to $4.25, minus Vaunt’s dollar fee and 20% commission, leaving me with $2.60 for the ride. 

Now, my 2013 Honda Accord gets 28 miles to the gallon, and with gas prices at $3.30 in 

September of 2014, the cost of gas alone (that is, not counting vehicle depreciation or 

maintenance) was $.12 per mile. The trip itself was only .65 miles, but I had “dead-headed” 

just over five miles to get there, so my gas cost was around 72 cents for the trip, leaving me 

with $1.88 for the quarter hour of driving, and looking at an income of $7.52 an hour, if this 

kept up.

Well, it’s a good thing I’m working for that promotion! A funny sentence; in most 

occupations, “working for that promotion” means hoping for advancement. In “ridesharing,” 

it just means hoping you get paid decently to begin with.

I had no sooner dropped when “surge pricing” went into effect. With Vaunt, “surge 

pricing” is a multiplier added to the standard “base fare” when demand is high. When I 
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drove, surge pricing went into effect several times a day, but only in one particular zone of 

the city, around the university and downtown. When surge pricing hit, this zone on the driver 

map would turn yellow, then orange, then deep red, corresponding to how high the surge was.

Surging on the map is often a good indicator that you are about to get a ping. Mine came 

almost immediately, directing me to an address way down on 22nd at Highland.

I followed the GPS down Campbell and onto 22nd, until it wanted me to take a left 

onto Highland which was of course impossible, since that street has been blocked off by 

construction for several years. I continued on 22nd and waited for the GPS to redirect me; it 

sent me left onto Park, then told me to go left on 23rd, which is no longer a street, but the 

approximate location for which is now a side entrance to the Retreat, another student housing

complex.

Now I could abandon the useless GPS, and use my own knowledge; in my few scant 

days of driving for Vaunt, I had already learned how to navigate this particular complex. The 

Retreat is a sprawling compound, walled against the poor, largely Chicano and African-

American neighborhood out of which it was carved in the last few years (to the great 

confusion of Vaunt’s GPS navigation system). The side-entrance-which-had-formerly-been-

23rd-Street led to a gate with a keypad; a large sign next to the gate read “No Tailgating,” 

which, as I had learned a few days before, is a good clue as to the way everyone gets in here. 

I pulled over and waited, and within a minute a resident’s car came through and opened the 

gate, and I followed them through, along with about three other cars which appeared out of 

nowhere at just the right moment. My GPS still showed my passengers’ location way off in 
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the middle of what had once been a desert lot, but navigating the Retreat’s driveways I was 

able to find them.

These two guys must have been working out, because their body heat dramatically 

raised the temperature of the car as soon as they got in, one in the front passenger seat, and 

the other in back. I turned up the AC, but still had to open a window to let some of the heat 

escape, along with the sweaty smell. One was going to a sandwich shop near campus, the 

other to “the Hub.” Well, the Hub is a restaurant in downtown Tucson; “The Hub 

downtown?” I asked. No, it turns out this Hub is another student highrise right next to the 

Levels.

With a surge pricing multiplier of 2.5, this trip was very expensive, coming to $22.92,

the second most expensive trip I gave in my short Vaunt career. After Vaunt’s cuts, my 

portion of this came to $17.54; with about 6 round trip miles (2.99 paid, and about 3 

deadheading to the order) the gas cost came, once again, to 72 cents, leaving me with $16.82,

for about 20 minutes of work: about $50 an hour! This sure looked a lot better!

At this point, I was desperate for coffee, so I turned off the app and drove home. After

a short break I turned it back on around 10:45. Sometime after 11 o’clock I saw that surge 

pricing was starting up again (for research, I took a picture of the screen). And right after 

that, I got a call to go pick someone up at 5th and Euclid, right back on that West side of 

campus where I had dropped an hour earlier. I was thinking about the inefficiency of this, as I

drove several miles to pick someone up from the same small area that almost all rides start or

end in. And in fact I had driven almost all the way—the app had just instructed me to 
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“prepare to park” in front of the address—when the caller cancelled. I was only a block away

and this was ten minutes, at least, after I had gotten the call; Vaunt, like many e-hailers, 

supposedly punishes this sort of behavior by charging a $5 fee when passengers cancel more 

than five minutes after ordering. But if this customer was charged for cancelling, none of that

money went to me, for my ten minutes of time.

But I got another call right away, on Highland in the student dorms on the south side 

of the school. These people (a guy and a girl) wanted to go to the Levels, which I didn’t 

know the name of yet—this trip was how I learned it. They had the address which seemed 

familiar, but I wasn’t confident enough to guess; so I asked, is it near the university on the 

west side? With the help of GPS we found it and they pointed out the building, which I 

recognized. I said “I see it has many levels,” which made them laugh. I also made a point of 

mentioning, as we pulled up, that I was positioning the car to let them out where there was a 

walkway instead of piles of rocks to step over. Surge pricing must have been in effect again, 

because these nice kids paid $11.86 for a fare just over a mile.

A big part of the Vaunt experience (as a form of “overcab”) is not seeing the price tag 

until later, when you get your receipt. Exiting the car, you are supposed to feel like a hot shot 

who doesn’t care about little things like money. Add to this the habits of a certain student 

demographic to live off a parent’s credit card, and a good part of Vaunt’s Tucson ridership, 

and their indifference to surge pricing, is explained.

My self-consciousness was returning. I felt good about that last fare—they seemed to 

like my humor, and my care in letting them off in the right spot. On the other hand, my lack 
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of knowledge of “the Levels” was embarassing. This feeling was heightened after I picked up

my next fare, two fratty guys from a house on Lee a few miles northeast of campus, going 

right back where I had come from. I had the local public radio station on softly, playing 

classical music; the mood it created seemed somehow alien to these guys, at least in my 

mind. They were heading to a bar on University where some people they knew would be 

hanging out; they had me let them out around the corner, though, so they could walk by and 

“check it out” before committing to the scene.

Cruising around the university waiting for my next fare, I saw the surge zone on the 

map turn yellow. Then ping! I quickly touched the screen the accept the call. I had to admit, 

this could be fun... like a video game!

The caller was a young student standing in front of a grocery store on the corner of 6th

and Tucson. He was going—where else?—to the Levels. A New Yorker, he sat in front and 

was very talkative. Opera music came on and, self-consciously, I switched the music to a pop

station that one of my daughters had programmed into the stereo. This was actually a bit 

uncomfortable, like I was trying to cater to him in a way he hadn’t asked for, based on my 

own assumptions: he said he didn’t mind the music one way or another. He talked about 

some of the hijinks pulled by other Levels residents and seemed a bit embarassed about the 

place’s reputation. He pointed out the looming structure as we neared, “My apartment is the 

one with the Texas flag hanging in the window. My roommate is from Texas, if you can’t 

guess. I wasn’t too happy when that went up.” I suggested he put up his own New York flag, 

or an Arizona flag. He said, “I’ll put up a Wildcats flag.”
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My next ping was at a little dirt alley intersection north of campus; another young 

East Coast transplant (from Philadelphia), who sat in the front. He looked a bit hung-over. 

“Good night?” I asked.  “Good night, bad morning,” he replied. I said, “You have to 

accentuate the positive.” We hit it off, and chatted during the drive. I told him about the early 

morning fare with the guy who dumped his girlfriend at 8:00 in the morning and sent her off 

in a Vaunt; “A Vaunt dump, that’s pretty cold,” he agreed. The pop station was still playing, 

and at one point he sang along with a Macklemore song, so I suppose he was feeling better. 

As he got out I told him to get some Vitamin B for his hangover.

Now, to maximize the benefit of the 30-hour guarantee, I should preferably be giving 

no rides whatsoever. Yet, every time I tried driving away from the center of demand around 

campus, the app would ping, pulling me back to the same spot. In order to save gas, I decided

hanging around campus was the best option. Getting to know the off-campus student housing

map pretty well, I shuttled some girls dressed up for a luau from the District on Fifth (another

dorm) to their sorority house on campus. Pulling up, there were milling crowds of sorority 

sisters similarly dressed, two idling tour buses, and, running the whole show, a burly guy 

with a clipboard and blackberry who reminded me of Mr. Clean. Dropping behind me were 

two licensed city cabs; I wondered what they might think or do if they realized I was a Vaunt 

driver. I got out of there quickly.

After dropping at the sorority house I pulled into the parking lot of a nearby restaurant

to await the next ping. No sooner had I accepted one and started to pull out into the street, but

they cancelled—a fact I was only alerted to by the phone pinging yet again, with an address 
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on University. I had several of these cancellations during the day. Why did people call for a 

ride and then cancel? Did they check my profile and decide to take a different driver (not 

liking my rating, or my car?) Were they calling Mool and Vaunt at the same time, and taking 

whichever one arrived first? Or was it other Vaunt drivers, trying to spark surge pricing by 

artificially inflating the number of calls?

The block of University west of campus is packed with restaurants and bars, and it 

was hopping. Pulling onto University from Euclid, a long white stretch limo was standing in 

front of the Irish bar, with the message, “Vaunt and Mool, you can eat my LIMO!” scrawled 

in red on the windows. I pulled up in front of my address, another bar, and eventually four 

tipsy frat guys came out and squeezed into the car. The white limo went by and one of them 

remarked, “When I saw that limo I was hoping it was our Vaunt!” “That would be awesome,”

the others agreed. Sorry guys, you got the little Honda Civic.

When they gave me their address, a house on Lee, I realized that two of these guys 

were previous passengers, who I had taken to the bar just a few hours ago. Four bodies with 

booze in their system heated up the small car, and they all rolled down their windows and 

told me to turn the AC up full blast. “And turn up the music full blast, too!” one in the back 

insisted. “That is how we roll!” “That is how we roll,” the others agreed. They sang 

uproariously along with the song that was playing, although—perhaps because it was a song 

my daughters liked, and I thought of it as a bit young and girly—I couldn’t tell whether they 

were being ironic, or if they really liked this music.

The one sitting next to me, at least, wanted different music. He pulled out his phone 



469

and asked if I had a music cord. It took me a moment to understand and then I thought, oh 

crap, he wants that auxiliary cord! Vaunt had included one with the package when they sent 

me the phone, but I hadn’t thought to keep it in the car. “A passenger stole it,” I lied.

Back when I was a real cabdriver, I had some strict rules about music, rules which I 

had picked up from older, more experienced drivers. Rule one: if I am playing some music, 

or a radio program, and the passenger doesn’t like it, I will gladly turn the volume down or 

off. Well, maybe not gladly, but I’m willing to pretend. Rule two: if there is something else 

you would like to listen to, it is up to me whether it actually gets put on. The passenger can 

suggest music, but only the driver can choose it.

This really is the sort of subject which groups of cabdrivers stand around discussing 

all the time. Control over the radio was a fairly common source of friction between 

passengers and drivers, and at least one San Francisco cabdriver had been hauled in before 

the Taxicab Commission to give an explanation when the right, politically connected 

passenger had reported him for not turning the radio to the station of their choosing. The 

rules I had chosen, and which I had learned from other drivers, were seen (by us, anyway) as 

a reasonable middle ground, granting the passenger respect, but retaining actual control in the

hands of the driver.

With the e-hailing apps and ratings systems, this solution went right out the window. 

Argue with passengers over the music, and you will be out of a job. Part of the whole 

overcab experience, in fact, is the music selection—drivers should not only be willing to let 

the passengers choose music, they should have playlists and selections available for 
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passengers to peruse, if they wish. Or they should let passengers plug their own phones into 

the car stereo, which was why Vaunt had provided the auxiliary cord which I had stupidly left

at home. The passenger was visibly disappointed that he couldn’t play his own music in my 

car. Oh well, I thought, there goes another ratings point.

As a matter of fact, Vaunt has since integrated its app with a streaming music service, 

which passengers can take control of with their own app. Which means they don’t even have 

to ask the driver anymore if they can put on their own music; they can control the car stereo 

directly from their own smartphone, with the push of a few buttons. It must be almost as 

good as a quiet-ride button.

There was a lot of loud talk over the music, complaining about the bar they had left, 

planning new adventures for the evening. One guy in the back seat was upset over seeing his 

ex-girlfriend at the bar. “I have to fuck something tonight,” he insisted loudly, at least three 

times. After dropping them off I couldn’t but notice that my car had gained a certain smell 

through the day; various sweaty bodies (the desert will do that), whiffs of clashing perfumes, 

and the beer and cigarette haze from the bar came together to produce a distinct odor which I 

recognized from my cabdriving days:  this car smells like a taxi! I now knew what the smell 

people complain of in cabs (and busses, and so on) is—that of the “body public.”

Not that the public I was interacting with as an overcab driver was quite coextensive 

with that traditionally served by taxicabs—I was certainly not encountering any of the 

“sleazy variety” Henri Lefebvre encountered as a cabdriver in Paris, and which certainly 

exists also in Tucson, as recounted by Schneider and D’Ana. The Vaunt passenger 
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demographic in Tucson obviously was obviously delimited by access to a credit card and a 

smartphone. Beyond that, there is the factor of selection, as callers are attracted to different 

overcab framings, buying in to either Vaunt’s or Mool’s allegorical stance. And what kind of 

passengers get excluded by low ratings from drivers? An overcab driver, it seems, is bound to

experience a more circumscribed, curated vision of social variety than the traditional taxi 

driver; an improved public, cleaned up through the allegorithmic filter.

The sky above was still clear and blue, but there was a heavy line of thunder heads 

lining up down south-east, foretelling the monsoon’s approach. A bad taxi joke popped into 

my head (Someday a real rain’ll come...). I turned back west and headed towards campus 

anyway. The pop music was starting to get on my nerves, so I tried the alternative station 

again—they had switched to zydeco. This feels right for a cab, I thought, and left it on. Who 

knows what people want to hear, anyway?

Coming back on Speedway I was pinged again, and followed the GPS instructions 

north and west on side streets until finding the address, a desolate-looking apartment building

on Vine. I sat there for a few minutes before realizing the real entrance was probably on the 

other side of the building, no matter what the address implied. I drove around into a parking 

lot where my passengers turned out to be waiting, a young blonde girl in a bikini top and a 

baseball cap, and a quiet boy, of whom she made clear (generically, for the understanding of 

all and sundry) that he was not her boyfriend. She sat in the front. He sat in the back, and 

didn’t talk much.

She gave me an address on Fifth, and asked if she could pay with a ten dollar bill. 
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During the day, prices had swung up and down frequently, and several times I had marvelled 

when two rides of roughly equal length would end up costing radically different amounts. 

Given the dramatic unpredictability of prices, I had no idea whether ten dollars was a good or

bad price for the distance we were going. I wondered if surge pricing had gone into effect, 

and she was trying to get out of it by paying cash? The easy thing to do was to toe the 

company line: “Vaunt rides are paid automatically through the app which you hailed with,” I 

told her. She should save the ten bucks and put it towards her credit card bill.

As it turned out, the fare only came to $8.08 (leaving me $5.66 after Vaunt’s cut), so I 

should have taken the ten. I learned afterwards that both drivers and passengers often have an

incentive to use cash instead of the card—drivers, to cut Vaunt out of the deal; passengers, to 

regain some control and clarity over the price of the ride; and both, to reduce the 

complicated, algorithm-driven fare structure into something more predictable.

As we headed east, I pointed out the big, serious-looking rain front building up from 

the south. Apparently not convinced by this visual evidence, she pulled out her phone, looked

up the weather, and confirmed that, yes, it was going to rain. As we turned south on Country 

Club, lightning flashed ahead of us, brightly profiled against the dark wall of oncoming 

storm. Trees were shaking as the wind picked up.

Approaching the address on Fifth, I recognized it as a house I had already dropped at 

a day or two before. The guy in the back woke up and asked, “Is this Cheese’s house?” “You 

already knew that!” she scoffed. Apparently Cheese was throwing a party, because other cars 

had arrived and people were spilling out, milling in the driveway, which forced me to stop a 
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bit unsafely in the street while my passengers jumped out, shouting greetings to their friends. 

A few lengths in front of me, a white SUV was doing the same thing. Another Vaunt driver?

It was just after two, and I was less than nine hours into my 14 hour commitment. 

That incoming monsoon, on the other hand, wasn’t joking around, and I would have to drive 

towards it to get home. The wind was starting to howl, like it does before a monsoon; but if I 

turned off the app, I was giving up on that $400 guarantee.

Looking back (with the help of the “partner dashboard”), I gave 19 trips that week 

(most of them on that Saturday), for which my passengers paid me just over $180. After 

Vaunt’s various charges (including $10 for the use of their smartphone), I made $137, not 

counting the cost of gas, etc. In my cabdriving days I would have considered this a pretty 

miserable income. Hey, I was only starting: maybe with time my earnings would improve. 

And that guarantee, assuming I made it, had its appeal. My driver rating, by the way, had 

crept back up to 4.7. But as I pulled away from Cheese’s house I could only think to myself, 

I’m sure glad I’m not actually trying to do this for a living.

The white SUV was still letting out its passengers as I started along Fifth Street 

toward home. As I drove past, I looked at the driver—another middle-aged guy like me, 

dropping off a bunch of partying college kids. His face was lit by the glow of a phone 

mounted on his dash. I thought again of Mather Schneider’s “Destiny of a Cabdriver” 

(Schneider 2011: 37), with its driver who enters, momentarily, into the circles and struggles 

of his passengers:
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But when they get to where
they want to go
I can’t follow.
I’m again left floating alone
in a purposeless void,
chained to my cab
like karma. 

Screw karma, screw the rating system, and screw Vaunt, I decided. A scattering of 

heavy drops hit the windshield as I turned off the app and headed home.
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