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In this paper I investigate the relationship between skills and identity of an elite cyclist, who during his career managed to become a big star in the professional peleton. This is Jesper Skibby. The paper is based on a reading of his autobiography "Forstå mig ret." In the book he reproduces his career chronologically progressing through a series of identities from an amateur rider, to a team rider and a captain. On the surface and in his own self-understanding these identities and the corresponding competencies belong to the individual. But on closer reading based on actor-network theory, it turns out that the conception of the self-reliant, performing individual does not hold. In this paper I will argue that the rider achieve his skills through the deletion of personal boundaries and re-assembly with an ever-wider range of actors in the surrounding world. To develop as a rider the individual must put his identity at stake through displacement and temporary disintegration of the self to connect to a new network. I therefore propose that the widespread notion that identity is a core in the individual is replaced by a network metaphor whereby identity conceptually is distributed to a network with a specific composition that enables the rider to perform in a certain way. 

Perspectives on Identity 

When you read theories of competence, the notion of identity as a solid core is strongly accentuated. In her book about competence and pedagogical design education researcher Bente Jensen writes for example, that development of identity is about an "I" being transformed to a "me". Identity is built on a continuous answering of questions like "Who am I?", "What can I in comparison to others?", "What significance do I have?" Identity work is about narrating ones own life and to tell ones own experiences to oneself about oneself. Through these stories a core is created that returns to statements like "I am like that" and "I always do this" and such stories are linked together into a coherent self-image that can be presented to the outside world (Jensen 2002).1 

Philosopher Finn Olesen (2011) sees the whole tendency to understand identity as a core as an offshoot of the Western formation tradition. The western tradition of formation is characterized by the notion of the edifying human. An individual can objectify himself and gets thereby an opportunity to gain a better self. He sees certain symmetries between the Western man's efforts to subjugate and control the outer world and the kind of formation thinking that seeks to build and control the self. He criticizes the idea of understanding the individual as an autonomous entity for not sufficiently take in to account all the entities which the individual is linked to. Opposite the idea of formation he puts the sociotechnical idea where identity comes about through an exchange with technologies and other materials. Donna Haraway's Cyborg figure is an example of the sociotechnical idea containing an opportunity to understand identity as a network of material and semiotic relationships (1985). He also places the actor-network theory in this category. It is a theory that dissolves all substances to examine how they have been put together. It examines how technologies and people are connected through socio-technical practice and studies what effects are produced. Technologies can for instance invite certain agencies to be performed. Through practice, people and technologies can be connected in a way so they produce certain emotions, norms and identities. The socio-technical idea implies another kind of edification, which is not ego-centered. It is linked to the individual’s interaction with the world and proposes that the individual learn who it is in a specific socio-technical network through connections and exchanges.

Since, according to actor network theory, there is no over or behind the network, one must understand the inside of the individual as being of the same kind as the external network to which the individual is connected. The inside of the individual must also constitute a network. A network that can be devided into several seperate entities. This paper investigates the relationship between the external and the internal network. Development in competence and changes in identity of the rider is in this perspective described as a translation process through which a large number of heterogeneous actors in the outer and the inner network are brought to work together to produce a given effect. Every time a translation is successful, one actor acts more and more on behalf of the many and becomes a stronger actor (Olesen & Kroustrup 2007). Through the translation process a number of actors become alligned whereby they come to appear as a single unit with a common project. In the world of sports the joint project of the actors is the desire to win. 

Identity as amateur rider 
In Jesper Skibby’s biography "Forstå mig ret" 2 the rider appears for the fist time as an internal network consisting of a head and a body in his juvenile years. 
”Cycling had caught me, and while I ran around and played robbers and soldiers, I grew bigger and stronger physically. And in my head grew the belief that I would be a cyclist. That it was there that I could do something. I would be a professional cyclist. "(Askvig 2006:31) 

Instead of writing that he grew bigger and stronger, he writes that his body grew bigger and stronger. Already at this early point of his career you can see the contours of a barrier between the body and the head. In this quotation the head does not have to influence the body to perform better. It seems to happen all by itself in these years when the body grows much. Later in the amateur life the head takes a more active approach, as evidenced by this quote: 

"I was still some way from being able to make myself relevant in the A class. But I did so that day and to stand as winner was a watershed event. I was filled with a sense of deep satisfaction. I had gained recognition by virtue of my will. The endless training hours with hard work day in and day out had been successful. I was 17 years old, and there was nothing more than cycling that interested me" (ibid. p. 51) 

Here it appears that the body does not just run by itself. There must be trained and it requires commitment. It is not only the body that has been at work. The head has had a crucial role in maintaining the body in a comprehensive training regime. The head has in turn placed itself available for assignment as a whip against the body. There is nothing else that interests the head briefly before Skibby goes to Belgium to ride as a professional. 

Through the described translation process Skibby’s body and head have been aligned so that the rider now can effectively mobilize his body in the fight for victory. It has created a kind of clarity and order between head and body through a focused interest, steely determination and extensive training effort. 

Identity as team rider 

In the professional peleton, competition has become fiercer and expectations of riders correspondingly greater. The question is how the neo professional riders learn to perform at the new level. The keywords are specialization and division of labor. 

A significant difference from Jesper Skibby’s time as an amateur is that he must specialize to fill a specific role on the team. It was his job to lead the Roland Skala team's sprinter out to the sprint, so he could win the race. Enrollment in the role of team rider involves a translation of Jesper Skibby’s body to a certain kind of body with specific skills. Skibby describes his own body as a "big engine", which means that his body is able to maintain a high pace over a long time. This is what a printer needs to close the gaps and run through to sprint. This construction of his body, which appears through an exchange with the printer, makes him "roulleur". 

The translation leads to a new temporary alignment, where the captain of the team can mobilize a number of team riders beyond his own forces to fight for victory. You can see it as a distribution of forces from the team riders to the star on the team. This again builds on the fact that the auxilliary rider has mobilized his body to perform in a certain way for example by keeping the maximum pace for the last mile toward the finish line. To be able to do so the rider must learn to train in a certain way, and he must learn to live as a professional cyclist, implying that he eats a certain kind of food, sleeps adequately and leave everything else than training for other professionals on the team. 

"I ate in the hotel restaurant at breakfast, lunch and dinner, and the staff did my laundry and cleaned up the room. My bike was maintained by the local bicycle mechanic who was the father of our teammate Patrick Deneut. After every race and every workout I just handed the bike in the workshop, and it was cleaned and adjusted the next time I needed it. I was not supposed to do anything else than run the bike. "(Ibid. p. 65) 

The identity as a team rider becomes self-confirming, because he spends so much effort to close gaps, fetch water, and at worst give his wheels to the captain, if he has a puncture, that he never has the strength to run for the victory. It is only those who have been protected throughout the course that can do that. The identity makes him, on the one hand, coveted because it is difficult for the sprinter to win without him, on the other hand, it makes it hard for the team as well as for Skibby to imagine that he might perform in other ways.
Identity as captain 

Whether the rider is able to transcend the role of team rider and transform himself into a star on the team depends on the availability of alternative coupling options and on whether the body can be recruited to fill other roles. Jesper Skibby’s transformation to captain is mediated by his performance in the time trial in the major stage races, where he had a legitimate opportunity to ride his own chance. After a peak performance on a time trial in Tour de France the team's sports director sees Skibby in a different light. He equips him with a better time trial bike and categorizes him as a protected rider without sacrificing tasks. This will give Skibby a better opportunity to win for himself. However, with the role of a protected rider comes increased pressure of expectations, partly brought about by the sport director's explicit objectives, and partly by the other riders and staff on the team who offers their help to him.3 

There is immediately created an imbalance in the rider between expectations and capabilities. Enrollment in the role of captain means that the rider must reorganize his own internal network in an attempt to restore balance. This is partly done through an exchange between the rider and the doctor who is employed on the team. The exchange may intervene more or less with the riders' preparation for races. At Jesper Skibby’s next job with the TVM team, the doctor had great influence. The exchange between the physician and the rider had several consistent effects: 

Firstly, it reinforces the previously described tendency to split riders into two parts: body and head. Secondly, it makes the body subject to inspection by means of surveys, tests, schedules, monitoring and analysis. This dissolves the body into its component parts or micro actors: 

"He (the doctor) measured weekly, my lungs and heart and in my blood he could see exactly what my body needed. (...) All riders underwent endurance tests, which showed what we could improve through training and it became familiar to talk about resting pulse rate, lung capacity and how many watts, we could produce. "(Ibid. p. 115)
It is through extensions of the body via the measuring instruments and needles for blood collection, the body's internal functions become available through figures and charts that can be read by specialists outside of the rider. The physician obtains knowledge of the rider that each rider does not necessarily have. After the body has been disassembled into smaller actors such as lungs with a particular lung capacity, blood with a particular hematocrit level, heart with a particular resting heart rate, muscles with the ability to take a certain number of watts, the body is assembled again with the addition of a variety of other actors, which the body is considered to be missing. Sugar and salt added to the rider's body via the drop during stage races; vitamins and minerals along with a special diet. Skibby says further that he was ordained liver cleansing medication ,Samyr, and painkillers, Voltaren, respectively to remove the waste that the liver did not have time to remove and to soothe pain from congestion. Through this process of breaking up and reassembling the body is translated to a tool:
“I had expanded my knowledge of how the body worked, and I understood that it was a tool, a tool which obviously should be in tiptop condition." (Askvig 2006:115) 

Together with the team physician Skibby is able to align the entities of the body so they can be mobilized to meet expectations for a star performance. At the same time the body becomes still more instrumentalized. 

Identity as optimally prepared 

The trend towards instrumentalisation of the body is further enhanced in the latter part of his career where Jesper Skibby took an ever increasing amount of doping substances. Without having any desire to defend the use of doping, then it must also be understood as an effect of the network that made up professional cycling in the nineties. Both Jesper Skibby, Bo Hamburger and Bjarne Riis, who all have written biographies, explains that doping became necessary as a means to maintain their position in the domain. Skibby puts it this way: 

"... to survive under the pressure I had to use all the means available." (Askvig 2006:124). 

Doping is included as part of the riders' preparations on equal footing with the maintenance of the bicycle, training, medical care, massage, etc. Although all riders are aware that doping is forbidden, the consumption produces neither guilt nor shame. It produces rather an inner satisfaction of having done what was necessary to pass through the obligatory passage point by demonstrating the will to victory. When Skibby meets drugged up for a race, he does not see himself as a cheater, but as an optimally prepared athlete. Doping enhances the differentiation of the rider's internal network and extends the body with a number of new entities. Besides from the physician or contact who delivers the doping substance, the riders need syringes, a fridge and a centrifuge for measurement of hematocrit. The bloods capacity to carry oxygen to the muscles becomes externalized through measurements and becomes part of the rider's consciousness of himself and his performance. Allegedly doping became an integral part of many professionel riders identity during these years. 
Competence and identity troubles in cycling 
I have argued that learning takes place as an exchange between an actor and a network. Through the exchange the actor becomes a particular kind of cyclist and the network becomes a particular version of the sport. In this paper I have analyzed how the athlete develops from amateur to captain through a series of adjustments between an internal and an external network. The imbalance between the external network's increasing expectations and the practitioner's level of competence creates a crisis. In order to solve the crisis the rider must consider his inner self as a micro-network that consists of a number of actors that can be adjusted and optimized through extensions and linkages to other actors. If the body's internal actors can be recruited to perform at the expected level it creates a kind of temporary alignment of the actors who have been enlisted by the rider to perform at increasingly higher levels. Once alignment is achieved the body appears as a black box (Callon 1986). From the outside it seems like it is the individual who is doing the performance; that it the individual who has the capacity to perform at a given level. The individual itself might even believe in this ego-centered account of who he is as a rider. However, the analysis has shown that such an understanding of identity does not sufficiently account for all the heterogeneous agents which assist the rider in achieving his goals. In fact the rider cannot maintain his identity as neither amateur, nor team rider nor captain outside the networks that produces those identities because performance is a joint endeavor. In a sense, the rider loses his expertise if he is cut off from the sport, which is what happens if he gets a prolonged injury or quarantine, e.g. in connection with a conviction for doping. The rider is not only cut off from the scene where performance is staged. He also loses the opportunity to maintain the inner connections that are established to relate to the heterogeneous actors in the external network at a given performance level of the sport.

Until the doping crisis seriously hit professional road cycling in the nineties the sport was able to produce a punctualising effect conveing the impression to the audience, press and sponsors and in effect to the riders themselves that it was the riders who did the performing. However, in light of the extensive revelations about doping in the Festina team during Tour de France in 1998, the audience began to ask themselves who was actually responsible for the performance. Was it the rider or the doctor; the body or the drugs? Investigative journalists looked for medical disposals in the bins outside the hotels at which the teams stayed between stages. The findings were displayed in the press and images of the extended body were exposed. The audience found it inappropriate and offensive to penetrate the healthy body with syringes and connect it to drop over night. Seen from an actor network perspective the doping crisis was not simply a revelation of fraud, it was a revelation of the fact that performance does not belong to the individual rider. The lid blew off the black box, so to speak, and for a moment it became visible that performance is contingent upon a successful mobilisation of numerous external actors some of which are connected to the body through penetration of the skin.

So how should we understand the identity of the skilled rider when we cannot locate a centre for the performing agent? A skilled rider is an agent who is able to rearrange his body and mind in a way so it fits a position in a performance network. It is only possible to act skilfully from particular postions in the network. Therefore the various rider identities as for instance amateur, teamrider and captain must be understood as exchanges which under ideal circumtances produce a punctualising effect. However, they ride in a cultural context which generally expects identity to belong to the individual. So it creates all kinds of disturbing emotions if the riders do not appear as bounded individuals as they do not in times of crisis. The cycle audience are offended by the fact that the individual is leaking and allows substances to run through his body and enter into his mind in order to gain an advantage against the competitors. In this sense the identity of the rider is ontologically troubled.

References

Askvig, B. (2006). Skibby. Forstå mig ret. København: Ekstra Bladets Forlag.
Callon, M. (1986). Some elements of a sociology of translation: domestication of the scallops and the fishermen of Saint Brieuc Bay. I J. Law, Power, Action and Belief: A New Sociology of Knowledge? (s. 196-233). London: Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Haraway, D. (1985): A Cyborg manifesto: Science, Technology and Socialist-Feminism in the Late Twentieth Century.

Jensen, B. (2002): Kompetence og pædagogisk design. København: Gyldendal Uddannelse

Olesen, F. (2011): Dannelse og teknologi – hen mod en opbyggelig teknologiforståelse. Keynote speech 6.12.2011 ”Det tredje rum konference”. Aarhus Universitet, Emdrup.



