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In this booklet, I look into types of paving, their reasons for use and the 
potential problems they cause for accessibility in cities. As something 

that every city dweller interacts with on a daily basis, the importance of it 
is often overlooked, which is why I chose to investigate it.



Gendered Infrastructures - Paving the way...

‘For the body to move, it must usually have a surface of some kind, and it must have 
at its disposal whatever technical supports allow for movement to take place. So the 
pavement and the street are already to be understood as requirements of the body 
as it exercises its rights of mobility. No one moves without a supportive environment 
and set of technologies.’

Rethinking Vulnerability and Resistance
Judith Butler

Getting people from A to B safely, efficiently and comfortably is of utmost 
importance in the infrastructure of cities. Without successful movement, a city 
would not function. With the invention of the car, infrastructure in modern cities was 
planned and built to accommodate vehicles. Road networks took priority, asphalt 
was laid and traffic took over. 

In recent times, the investment put into infrastructure for cars has backfired. The 
environmental impact of the car is huge, and driving fails to encourage a healthy 
lifestyle. It was discovered that killing the planet and contributing to obesity is not 
a good way to develop a successful society. The focus is now on developing cities 
for Non Motorised Users (NMU), in a desperate attempt to repair the damage done. 
But it is not possible to rip out roads and go back to the drawing board, and so one 
must look for alternatives that are maybe more feasible, or rather less heavy on the 
taxpayer’s pocket. 

Something as simple as the ground plays a huge part in the behaviour of a 
pedestrian. Paving can be informative, tactile and even beautiful. However roads 
are designed to serve the car, and cars are designed to serve the driver/passenger. 
This allows them a degree of freedom, to pick a car that suits their requirements. For 
pedestrians, cyclists, wheelchair users, pram users and more, this is not as relevant. 
There is a much more direct relationship between the person and the pavement. 
Different users would have different preferences, maybe even contradicting each 
other, so can paving serve everyone to its optimum potential? 



Infrastructural Vulnerabilities - Who uses pavements?

In places where women drive less, they could be considered more likely to use 
the pavements.  Men drive around twice as many miles per year, on average, than 
women, and female pedestrians account for over half of journeys by foot in the UK. 
http://www.brake.org.uk/facts-resources/1593-driver-gender

Yet problems with paving seem to apply more to women than men, suggesting that 
maybe they were not considered as much during construction. Raised cobbles 
give limited accessibility to heels, smaller feet, and also to wheels. Historically, 
responsibilities of childminding were with women, and so they were far more likely to 
handle a pushchair/stroller than a man. 

The streets were being designed and built by people who are not experiencing and 
therefore not considering these problems. Successful infrastructure often works 
unnoticed. Feeling uncomfortable to walk places to the point of feeling the need for 
a car is a huge sign of unsuccessful pedestrian infrastructure.



Infrastructural Instruments - Why were they built like this?

An important question to ask is why a surface that has so many inconveniences was 
ever used in the first place. The disadvantages of this are prominent to anyone who 
has tried to take a stroll down an old town road. 

There are a few advantages to the use of cobblestones. They remain more usable 
in different weather conditions; they do not becoming too muddy in wet weather or 
too dusty in dry weather. Another benefit was to do with their acoustic properties. 
The noises caused by horse carriages and wheels alerted pedestrians of their 
presence which created a more safe environment. On top of this they were available 
in abundance and therefore very cheap, and required very little skill (although a lot 
of labour) to lay down. 

With technological advances in dealing with the weather, cobble stones started 
to be replaced with larger, flatter blocks. The replacement gave the opportunity 
to provide a surfacing that benefited society, but we find many instances in cities 
where even the replacements are not friendly to heels, pushchairs, bikes or 
wheelchairs. 

In some instances, these kinds of paving are maintained and protected because 
of the charm associated with them. They can are frequently associated with status, 
power and history, and are often romanticised. In some cases, they have been 
installed much more recently in an attempt to recreate that appearance, despite 
modern paving being much more safe and comfortable. 

‘His voice was handsome and broken, like a cobblestone street.’ 
Jonathan Safran Foer



Infrastructural Love - An ode to a stone.

I have been thinking a lot about our relationship lately. How romantic it was, in the 
beginning. When you were not familiar enough to me, for me to be able to see your 
flaws. You were this beautiful stranger. I’d often look for you throughout my day. 
Glorify you. Photograph you. 

You supported me. You were my rock. You kept me grounded. 

But sometimes, it seems like your only goal is to trip me up. It is almost as if you take 
pleasure in seeing me fall. And if you weren’t quite successful with that, you put me 
through immense discomfort and pain along the way. 

To others it may appear that I walk all over you. But I never had a grip over you. 
Sometimes, I would take the long way home just so we wouldn’t cross paths. Just so 
for once, I can go to bed without thinking of the pain  you caused me. Just so that I 
could wear the shoes I want, and you wouldn’t give me grief about it. 

So I write this to say- what we once had is no more. As handsome as you may be, I 
am afraid I must take a smoother path through life. 



Infrastructural Affects - But how does it make you feel?

The issues that arise with certain types of paving are not just reserved to a niche 
group. There are entire threads of discussions on-line, featuring women ranting 
about how painful and inconvenient cobblestones are. Some deal with problems 
in their home towns, which they have to face on a day to day basis. Others find 
this as an obstacle when traveling, sometimes ruining what should be a wonderful 
experience. 

“To start, the cobblestone is uneven. I have to walk with extra care everywhere I go 
in fear of tripping over a loose piece.  I’ve almost fallen flat on my face at least six 
times.  It’s also very uncomfortable…..can’t be good for the knees, ankles, legs, feet 
or anything else that we use to walk for that matter.”
“On a personal level, cobblestone has limited my footwear choices for going out. It’s 
impossible to wear anything that has any kind of heel because it will get damaged.”
Cobblestone: to know you is not to love you

by Jaclyn DeGiorgio
http://asignorinainmilan.com/cobblestone-to-know-you-is-not-to-love-you/

These kinds of ground conditions are excluding women who choose to wear heels, 
people with disabilities that make movement difficult, and in many cases cyclists as 
well. It is not only about having “heel friendly” cities, but it is important not to limit the 
comfort and ability to wander on foot and explore a city with ease. 



Infrastructural Maintenance - Breaking down

Infrastructure becomes most evident at the moment of failure, this means that 
infrastructure is vulnerable to breakdown. In this instance I am considering 
‘breakdown’ as a failure to fulfill a purpose. The purpose of a pavement is to 
provide a surface that allows users to travel across in comfort. Instances where 
characteristics of the pavement prevent certain users from accessing their 
destinations is, to me, a failure. 

Variations in levels, surface slipperiness, cracks and other problems with paving can 
sometimes be so extreme that it affects accessibility. In these instances, the paving 
is a barrier, discriminating against groups of people. It is blocking people, which is 
the opposite of it’s original purpose which is to connect them.  



Infrastructural Care - The role of the Architect

Wherever possible within the scope of an architect, being involved in the design 
and selection of paving can help to ensure the safety and inclusiveness of a public 
space. Form follows function. It is important that architects are not designing this 
infrastructure for its aesthetics over its practicality. Architects have a responsibility 
to research and understand the needs of every user group, and design accordingly, 
so that pavements are accessible to all. 

“However, recent studies such as Rosner and Ames (2014) highlight the gap 
between designers’ ideas about how products will be used and treated, and the 
processes that actually take place on the ground,”

The politics of collective repair: examining object- relations in a postwork society
Valeria Graziano & Kim Trogal

By designing without considering all users, vulnerabilities and flaws are inevitable. 
Architects often imagine themselves to be quite aware and well versed on the 
needs of society, however this is not always the case. Throughout the industry, 
there is a need for awareness of all issues regarding gender, ability, age etc, so that 
architects can design for equality. 
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