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A B S T R A C T

For some time now, many planners have embraced the idea of congestion pricing, an idea that has its
origins in the field of transport economics. A positive attitude towards pricing, however, seems to be at
odds with values commonly held by planners. To clarify this paradox, we need to thoroughly understand
the history and sociology of the idea, and to acquire such understanding, this dialogue discusses the claim
that the history of thinking about congestion pricing can best be understood by seeing it as a discursive
politics of the market. The current view on congestion and road pricing originated in the 1950s, and there
is clearly a link between the dissemination of the idea of congestion pricing and the rise of neoliberal
thinking in general, although a different, rather Keynesian, tradition has continued to exist since the early
days. The article also presents some criticisms of congestion pricing based on technical, equity as well as
normative arguments. Finally, some attention is devoted to the format of the paper, given that it is written
as a dialogue.

ã 2016 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

‘Congestion’ is a term of art1

Preamble

Congestion pricing is an idea that has its origins in the academic
economics of the 1950s. Since then the idea has spread and an
increasing number of planners have become convinced that
pricing is an essential element of any comprehensive urban plan.
However, the degree of professional acceptance varies across the
world. While the Australian planning and transport reports
analysed by Nicholas Low remained largely silent on road pricing,2

official Dutch planning documents saw congestion pricing as an
important tool for traffic management already in the 1970s and
1980s.3 Nevertheless, the Dutch government has not succeeded in
implementing a road pricing system. In London, where a
congestion charge was introduced in 2003, the local branch of
the Royal Town Planning Institute recommends to extend the
existing system, arguing that ‘Intelligent road-user pricing is
needed to reduce peak motor traffic demand, internalise the costs

of road transport, and incentivise low and zero-carbon vehicles.’4;
likewise, a recent manifesto of the Flemish Council of Spatial
Planners (Belgium) promotes road pricing as a means to internalise
the social costs of travel.5 Finally, we can refer to the ‘Policy Guide
On Planning & Climate Change’ of the American Planning
Association (APA).6 According to the APA, congestion pricing is
one of the effective tools to reduce congestion and transport-
related greenhouse gas emissions, and ensures efficient use of
transport infrastructure and a more balanced modal split.

In general, planners with a positive attitude towards the
concept see pricing as an anti-car measure, as an alternative for
road construction, and as one element of a policy cocktail
consisting of demand management, investments in public
transport, traffic calming and physical planning strategies. This
places these planners in the ‘progressive’ camp of road pricing
proponents.7 For this camp, pricing is not a goal in itself, but a tool
to achieve environmental goals, and also the goal of congestion
reduction is regularly mentioned. Although the division into two
camps is a simplification, it makes clear that congestion pricing
advocates can also be found in ‘mainstream’ neoliberal circles.
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6 APA (2011).
7 See e.g. Arnott (2005).
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Remarkably, both sides of the spectrum share the same underlying
model, which, as will be argued bellow, is clearly distinct from the
traditional funding toll concept. According to the ‘new’ approach,
prices are set at short-term marginal cost, with the consequence
that charges vary throughout the day and over space. The right to
use road space is then re-conceptualised as a commodity in a
newly constructed road transport market. As the quote from RTPI
London illustrates, the statement that there are too many cars on
the road is rephrased in terms of excess demand, external costs, a
too low price for driving, and systems that confront road users with
the real cost of travelling by car.

This application of market metaphor to road use is part of the
broader trend of neoliberalisation and this paper presents a
dialogue in which the idea of congestion pricing is analysed as an
example of neoliberal market constructivism. A full understanding
of congestion pricing requires insight in the history and sociology
of the idea, which obliges us to focus on the transport economics
discourse. As the literature acknowledges, economists played a
significant role in the development and dissemination of neoliberal
ideas, however, this does not mean that neoliberalism and
academic economics are the same thing.8 In order to go beyond
a superficial description of the relationship between neoliberalism
and economic thought, we build on the work of Zuidhof, who
understands neoliberalism as a discursive politics of the market
(inspired by the work of Mirowski and Foucault).

Markets, such as the market for road use, are actively
constructed, both discursively and materially, and this process is
accompanied by discursive shifts in how we think about roads and
trips. To illustrate, the idea that congestion ought to be understood
in terms of traffic demand and supply was met with considerable
scepticism in the 1950s, while today this is no longer the case. Note
that besides the rise of congestion pricing rhetoric, other discursive
shifts have occurred with regard to roads. O’Neill discusses the
privatisation of ownership, financing and operation of infrastruc-
ture, and he emphasises the role of language since privatisation
requires a redefinition of roads as private property, i.e. as a product
in which one can invest, that generates profits, and that can be
traded.9 Commercialisation and privatisation are accompanied by
a discourse that normalises investments by, for example, Spanish
or Australian companies in a motorway in Canada, something
which was unthinkable in the 1960s.10 Similarly, congestion
pricing implies that the right to drive on a particular road at a
particular time is a service to be bought; this would be a strange
view not only for the ‘average’ planner of the 1960s, but also for the
‘average’ economist.

These conceptual transformations are an essential part of
processes of neoliberalisation, and the aim of this paper is to revisit
the history of congestion pricing, interpreting it as an example of
neoliberal market constructivism. This approach enables us to
address following questions: (1) How did the once ‘unthinkable’
idea of congestion pricing become popular—at least among
transport professionals? and (2) What is wrong with the idea of
congestion pricing? The answer to the first question is a historical
explanation, while the second question deals with normative
issues. The latter is important since congestion pricing is often
promoted as a progressive measure. The critique presented here
focuses on what we consider the essence of neoliberalism, the
market constructivist aspect, while (progressive) proponents see
congestion pricing mainly as a means to ‘tame’ the private car, and
to reduce congestion and pollution. These supporters also
emphasize the positive effects of most implemented schemes

on the distribution of income.11 These issues are all relevant,
however, most studies tend to ignore the fundamental transfor-
mation of infrastructure in the pricing discourse. What this paper
hopes to make clear is that congestion pricing is not just a means,
but a political project that transforms the nature of infrastructure
and mobility.

The remainder of the paper consists of six dialogues. The first
introduces the perspective on neoliberalism used in this article.
Although this section contains little new material, it provides the
background necessary to understand the rest of the paper, and for
the sake of completeness, this section deals with some popular
misunderstandings, such as the equation of neoliberalism with
neoclassical economics, or with retreating governments. Subse-
quently, the construction of the congestion problem and the
pricing solution in the 1950s and 1960s is discussed, which is
followed by a section on the sociological dimension. Given that
understanding congestion pricing requires insight in the history
and sociology of the idea, the composition of the ‘congestion
pricing discourse community’ is outlined. The next dialogue deals
with major development after the 1960s, such as the growing
attention to environmental problems, the neoliberal answer to
these problems, and the effective implementation of congestion
pricing schemes in several cities. The fifth dialogue provides a
critical assessment of the idea of congestion pricing. Finally, a
stand-alone section reflects on the dialogue as a style and method
for academics. The reader interested in the dialogue approach may
want to read this section first.

1. Introduction: neoliberalism

A: Welcome, and thanks again to accept the invitation to
participate in the panel debate.

B: The pleasure is mine. But there is still plenty of time, right?
A: Definitely. But I have to do a lot of practical work before the

debate. So, let me introduce you to another participant, then you
can talk about the topic of the debate.

B: Congestion and the city, that was the theme, right?
A: Yes. As you might know, mobility, congestion and road

pricing are widely debated within the planning community. We
invited both planners and transport economists to have a fruitful
dialogue and to – hopefully – join forces.

B: Well, my main question is whether planners and others fully
understand what congestion pricing means.

A: That’s what you can find out today. But, please excuse me for
a moment. Ah, here is one of the other panellists.

C: Nice to meet you.
B: Hello. Nice to . . .
A: I really have to leave now. Please take food and drinks as

much as you like.
C: No problem.
B: So, finally we meet, professor road pricing . . .
C: . . . and the one who can discredit me with one word.
B: Umm . . . and that one word is?
C: Neoliberal. You called congestion pricing a neoliberal idea, am

I correct?
B: Yes, I did, as did some others.12 Although you said it half-

jokingly, I assume you don’t like to be called like that.
C: Well, . . . when you don’t like something, you just have to

call it neoliberal, then no further explanation is needed.
B: I understand your point. I hesitated to use the word

neoliberal too. Today, the term is only used by critics and often in a
very vague way. On the other hand, it is an established term that

8 Mirowski (2009)
9 O’Neill (2013).

10 Torrance (2008), O’Neill (2010).

11 Eliasson (2014).
12 Chronopoulos (2012), Rooney (2014), Sager (2011).
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