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1. Title: Urban transport as a social construct: Reimagining transport’s role in urban studies
Authors: Yingling Fan, Astrid Wood, and Evelyn A Blumenberg
Abstract: This essay seeks to cultivate a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the social dimensions of urban transport. Through a historical account of theoretical developments and an overview of contemporary trends, we propose a framework for conceptualising urban transport as a social construct. This perspective encourages a shift away from seeing transport as physical and spatial entities to emphasising the complex social dynamics that underpin the functional aspects of transport systems. Grounded in social constructivist thinking and critical theoretical traditions, our framework offers an integrative foundation for connecting three key strands of urban transport scholarship: individual-level analyses that link transport to quality of life outcomes such as well-being, opportunity and exclusion; collective-level perspectives that position transport systems as arenas of social meaning, contestation and mobility flows; and systemic-level investigations into the co-evolution of transport infrastructures with broader societal structures and power relations. We argue that, as societal shifts – such as growing socio-economic inequities, post-COVID transformations and the rise of digital transport economies and new mobility options – continue to reshape mobility, a sociological approach becomes increasingly relevant in understanding transport’s evolving role in urban life. By framing urban transport as a social construct, we aim to establish a critical and socially–embedded understanding of urban transport, catalyse new dialogues on how social, cultural and political forces shape and are shaped by urban transport systems, and pave the way for research that not only analyses but also seeks to transform the social dimensions of urban transport.
2. Title: Mobility freedoms: Conceptions of freedom in contestations over urban transport
Authors: Tim Schwanen, Debbie Hopkins, and Ian Loader
Abstract: The link between urban transport and freedom has long been recognised in academic literature and is drawing renewed attention in controversies over initiatives to reduce car use within urban areas and flying between cities. This paper analyses how multiple conceptualisations of freedom from across the humanities and social sciences are, and can be, implicated in public contestations over urban transport. It suggests that individualised notions of freedom are commonly invoked by adversaries of car- and flight-curbing initiatives, a dominance that reflects prevailing histories of systems of automobility and aeromobility across the Global North. It also proposes that those initiatives can be understood as applications of Mill’s harm principle by the (local) state seeking to reconfigure the co-evolution of mobility freedoms and unfreedoms. Yet, the harm principle is ultimately inadequate as legitimation for interventions in urban transport on a climate-constrained planet given its grounding in individualised freedoms. The paper therefore elaborates a collective, dynamic and non-sovereign conceptualisation of mobility freedoms as a framework for changes to urban mobility systems from above and below. The paper concludes that harnessing freedom’s descriptive and performative capabilities can enrich analysis of urban mobility contestations and facilitate practical action to transform urban mobilities at times of climate emergency.
3. Title: Towards addressing transportation planning’s contradictions: The unified theory for transportation planning based on the capabilities approach
Authors: Matthias Sweet
Abstract: This article proposes a unified theory for transportation planning based on the capabilities approach which helps reconcile three key contradictions with which transportation planning has not sufficiently grappled. Those contradictions include the following. First, should transportation planners focus on opportunities or outcomes? Second, is travel good or bad? Third, how can transportation deliver value in a polyrational world which faces challenges in balancing universalist principles (meaning that they apply everywhere) and local context? To address these contradictions, the proposed unified theory firstly includes nine core principles, builds on the work of Vecchio and Martens, and centers locally produced understandings of accessibility (here refined to the construct of freedom of access) as one of many capabilities necessary to live a life of dignity. Transportation planners’ key roles are to locally co-produce understandings of freedom of access as a capability—thereby bridging universalist ethical frameworks (ones which apply everywhere) into local circumstances through discourse ethics. Secondly, the proposed approach embraces the necessary linkages between freedom of access and transportation system use. Therefore, while travel is not of central interest, it is necessary to realize other capabilities. Third, the constructs of fertile functioning, corrosive disadvantage, and tragic dilemma enable transportation planners to uniquely co-produce (with residents and institutions) interpretations linking freedom of access-as-a-capability with transportation system use-as-a-functioning. Finally, the proposed unified approach reframes public involvement from project-specific initiatives toward a community-centered and domain-specific spatial ethics of transportation planning which revisits the changing meaning of freedom of access over time.
4. Title: Foreign infrastructure, local frictions: Contested mobility and social constructs of the Nairobi Expressway
Authors: Cheng Chen and Ang Liu
Abstract: Enduring tensions between neoliberal hegemonies and indigenous responses prevail in post-colonial African urban discourses, particularly regarding the exclusion and reclamation of indigenous, informal, or non-state transport’s access to formal infrastructure systems. This paper examines the intricate relationships between Nairobi’s matatu system—a prominent symbol of African transport and indigenous social infrastructure—and emerging Chinese-backed mega infrastructures in Kenya. It examines how the matatu system, bearing both neoliberal policies and controversial social images since its inception, interacts with the emerging formal and transnational hegemony of Chinese infrastructure investments. This paper highlights novel tensions between the indigenous matatu system and the privatized, foreign, and monopolized public infrastructure, exemplified by the Nairobi Expressway: Kenya’s first major transport Public-Private Partnership (PPP) project funded, built, and operated by a Chinese contractor. With field observations, surveys, mappings, and interviews between 2022 and 2024, this paper explores socio-economic structures and spatial implications of these transnational interactions. It reveals how Chinese contractors, mainly engineering-focused state-owned enterprises (SOEs), export their domestic experiences and visions of modern infrastructural development abroad. It highlights distinct funding structures, operational patterns, development paths, and institutional agents of Chinese infrastructure, contrasting sharply with both indigenous self-organization and neo-liberalizing formal regulation in Kenya. It also documents, analyzes, and visualizes the socio-spatial dynamics of matatu’s struggle for access to formal transport infrastructures and the socio-technical construct behind. Highlighting intersections of indigenous transport systems with emerging Chinese presence, this paper enriches accounts of decolonizing African urbanism and contributes to broader discourses on Global South urbanization and infrastructural politics. It extends traditional post-colonial discussions to South-South contexts.
5. Title: Historical institutionalism for critical transport studies: The politics of private railways in Tokyo
Authors: Yudi Liu
Abstract: Critical transport studies view transport systems as socially constructed and politically situated, challenging the prevalent approach centered on technical efficiencies and utilities in transport research. However, existing approaches have not sufficiently emphasized the institutional path dependence and contingencies arising from historical decisions. This study addresses this gap by introducing historical institutionalism (HI) as a framework for interpreting institutional stability and changes in rail transit systems and transit-oriented development (TOD). HI reflects a scientific constructivist epistemology to explain the power dynamics and historical contingencies underlying institutions. It complements existing lenses that focus on historical details, class relations, or everyday situations. An HI analysis of Tokyo illustrates how path dependence and contingent decisions preserve and reinforce a globally rare institution that encourages private rail transit entities to profit from non-transport businesses. This institution permits land speculation and underserves less populous areas because it expects rail entities to be self-financed through profits rather than relying on subsidies. Its continuous reinforcement has led policymakers and the public to take it for granted and rarely consider alternatives. Such HI insights allow transport research to critically understand how policies stabilize, change, and diverge, thereby informing theories and policymaking.
6. Title: Americans meet congestion pricing: Reframing the equity debate around CBD tolling for auto-dependent countries
Authors: Matthew Palm and Alainna Thomas
Abstract: This paper examines how equity claims were mobilized in the public debate over New York City’s Central Business District Tolling Program (CBDTP). We analyze approximately 8300 public comments submitted during the environmental review and use large language models (LLMs) for stance/equity classification followed by structural topic modeling to surface latent themes. Proponents’ equity arguments clustered around a compact set of frames: drivers paying their fair share, non-drivers reclaiming public space and road safety, air-quality improvements, and benefits to transit riders. Opponents advanced more varied arguments, ranging from fee regressivity and affordability pressures to distrust in the Metropolitan Transportation Authority’s management. Many opponents framed the fee as inequitable where driving is not discretionary—for example, medical/disability trips, off-peak and emergency workers with equipment, and contexts with unsafe or unreliable transit. These objections reflect Sandel’s critique of the market society, where willingness to pay (WTP) is mistaken for value, while ability to pay is overlooked. We extend this insight to transportation by highlighting unequal abilities to avoid paying. Even in New York, many commenters characterized the toll as an unavoidable levy. Congestion pricing’s legitimacy may depend not just on distributional effects, but also on whether payment is experienced as a genuine choice. Public comments reveal the enduring relevance of two choice-enhancing strategies in the literature: funding new mobility options for those who cannot pay, or preserving non-tolled alternatives for those who would rather wait than pay. If these concerns are being raised in New York, they are likely to dominate debate elsewhere in North America.
7. Title: Doing transit infrastructure otherwise: Arts in Transit,the Southwest Corridor
Authors: Rebecca Heimel
Abstract: The Arts in Transit project, which took place in Boston, Massachusetts in the 1980s, offers an example of transit art and transit art practice with the potential for engagement with, and agency through, infrastructure. In 1984, the Massachusetts Bay Transportation Authority (MBTA) relocated Boston’s Orange Line from an elevated track to an underground heavy rail system along a 4.7-mile stretch of land referred to as the Southwest Corridor. Arts in Transit was designed and managed by UrbanArts, Inc. as a subcontractee of the MBTA, and installed public art in nine new transportation facilities along the Southwest Corridor through a community-involved process of artwork selection. Though Arts in Transit was a familiar project locally during its time, it is relatively unknown to a wider audience. Through previously unexamined archival materials and interviews with participants, this historical case study uncovers Arts in Transit’s potential for doing infrastructure otherwise through the process and practice of transit art, revealing the processes in which community groups affirmed the sociotechnical nature of mobility infrastructure through the visual.
8. Title: Mobility practices and the social construction of urban centralities in Belo Horizonte (Brazil) and Bogotá (Colombia)
Authors: Eugênia Viana Cerqueira, Ana Marcela Ardila Pinto, and César A. Ruiz
Abstract: This paper examines how urban centralities are socially constructed through mobility practices in Bogotá (Colombia) and Belo Horizonte (Brazil). As socially constructed geographies, centralities are shaped not only by agglomeration and density but also intersubjectively by mobility practices that vary widely depending on situational and relational dimensions of individuals such as gender, age, income, and their modal transport choices. To identify the formation of centralities beyond ‘traditional’ urban cores, we developed two indexes: the Diversity Centralities Index, which identifies areas attracting a broad range of social groups, and the Differential Centralities Index, which identifies areas attracting specific groups such as older people, women, low-income individuals and active transport users. The results show that while obligatory travel patterns align with planned centralities, distinct local centralities also emerge based on the spatial patterns of different social groups. In both cities, these local centralities appear not only in traditional cores but also in peripheral areas. These findings challenge the central–peripheral dichotomy often emphasised in urban planning and reinterpret urban centralities as dynamic, socially constructed spaces shaped by diverse and differential mobility practices.
9. Title: Risk en route: Women’s mobility and exposure to gender-based violence in public spaces in Curitiba, Brazil
Authors: Agnes Silva de Araujo, Geisa Tamara Bugs, and Flávia da Fonseca Feitosa
Abstract: Sexual violence against women in public spaces remains a persistent and troubling societal issue. The daily rhythms of people’s routine activities offer important insights into when, where, and who may be most exposed to gender-based violence. This study proposes an exploratory spatio-temporal approach to investigate women’s potential exposure to gender-based violence in public spaces in Curitiba, Brazil, adopting an intersectional perspective that considers gender, education level, income, and age. Using sample data from Curitiba’s Origin-Destination survey, we analyze the associations between the spatio-temporal patterns of the ambient population and those of gender-based crimes. Our results reveal that the correlation between population flows and gender-based crime incidents varies throughout the day, with stronger associations during daytime hours, especially morning and afternoon, when movements typically relate to commuting between home, work, and other destinations. Findings show that young women, those from low-income groups, women with secondary education, and those relying primarily on walking or public transportation tend to be more exposed to gender-based violence throughout the day, especially during peak hours. High-incidence crime areas are more closely linked to women’s destinations than to their places of residence and tend to align with public transport hubs. We conclude with a discussion on the implications of these findings for public policy and research agendas.
10. Title: Social representation,self-identity and anticipated guilt in universal access: A constructivist approach to (non-)visible disabilities
Authors: Ho-Yin Chan, Ka Ho Tsoi, and Anthony Chen
Abstract: Conventional transportation research often focuses on physical barriers, sidelining the social and psychological challenges faced by individuals with (non-)visible disabilities. This narrow focus neglects the broader societal impact on those with non-visible disabilities or varying degrees of mobility restrictions. This study, rooted in the social constructivist perspective, investigates how the social perception of universal access, self-identity regarding disabilities, physical impairment and feelings of guilt influence walking route preferences in Hong Kong, a transit-centric city. Using a mixed-methods approach, including a stated-reference experiment with 305 participants, structural equation modelling–hybrid discrete choice model and semi-structured interviews with 13 participants, we reveal that walking route choices are influenced by anticipated guilt, familiarity, travel habits, and physical impairment. Perceptions of mobility-aid facilities as convenient yet exclusive for individuals with disabilities significantly impact route selection, particularly among females, due to cultural norms. Guilt intensifies when they are perceived as inadequate, discouraging use, while physical impairment informs self-identity as disabled without fully aligning with the medical model of disability. Interview insights highlight a trade-off between physical needs and social discomfort, supporting a discrete choice model of decision-making. These findings highlight the interplay of social representation, guilt and identity, calling on policymakers and urban designers to adopt a more empathetic, inclusive approach to urban accessibility.
