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THE PUBLIC, all of  us “ordinary people” mentioned above, tend to understand and en-
gage with the public sector (things provided by the state) in the arenas that are most, well, 
public. We engage where we are most directly touched: often as users of  public infrastruc-
tures (schools, transportation, housing, etc.), or as voters in public elections. However, the 
element of  this definition that says that public refers to things “done or existing in open 
view” is painfully ironic. So many elements of  our government are not open or accessible.

How does the public engage in decisions made by the FCC or the USDA, for example? How 
does it weigh in on the work of  a public prosecutor? Or stand up for public water in Detroit, 
or public currency (aka cash money) in daily life? We don’t have a decently grounded set 
of  expectations of  the public within our shared consciousness. We don’t have means to 
imagine—let alone demand—more say in regulations, uses of  public space, new public 
rights, etc. This paper exists to help us see the public as a work in progress, and to help 
us imagine new possibilities for the public in ways that can also help us find new ways to 
fight for them.



PAGE: PAGE:2 3THE PUBLIC: A WORK IN PROGRESS THE PUBLIC: A WORK IN PROGRESS

quality of  daily life and the delivery of  shared 
infrastructures, we know we have a lot of  work 
to do. This is more than the work of  progres-
sive elected officials and more than the work 
of  the social justice sector. This will require 
the work of  many, and to reach that, it must 
attract and inspire a much wider cross-section 
of  the horizontal public.     

How do we do this? We have a hunch that sim-
ply using forms of  protest won’t work. Pro-
tests, while vital in the fights for so many dis-
tinct issues, are too easily dismissed by too 
many to be our primary strategy for the kind 
of  sea change needed. We suggest a less fa-
miliar, perhaps more intriguing, way to start…

A stronger public—one that can hold its insti-
tutions accountable—requires new visions for 
horizontal culture and new horizontal publics. 
There need to be new ways to see and connect 
among people, new public spaces that encour-
age dialog and play, and even new public in-
frastructures that enrich lives and remind us 
that “public” means all of  us. Without these 
new forms of  horizontal publics, there will not 
be the scale of  force to demand the changes 
needed in the vertical public or state.  

For years the Design Studio has been creating 
“productive fictions”. We create small glimps-
es into what might be in the world we want, 
and build spaces where that world already ex-
ists. These productive fictions create room for 
people to jump off  our ideas and imagine new 
possibilities for public infrastructures, spaces 
and rights that they might want to fight for. 
We think that by demonstrating to people new 
possibilities for the public, both vertical and 
horizontal, we might be able to build a new 

tecting the environment, providing health care 
to the poor, etc.,--are now seen as market inef-
ficiencies. As we speak, the public sector has 
abandoned the desire or responsibility to priv-
ilege or protect the common or the vulnerable.

We believe that if  left to its own devices, a very 
elite slice of  the market sector—with global 
reach, power and extractive capacity—will 
concentrate most of  our resources into the 
hands of  a few, homogenize our cities and 
communities, and make consumerism the 
fundamental form of  expression and being. 
Given the current set of  levers of  change we 
find ourselves with, the government sector still 
remains our best hope of  curbing the market 
sector’s effect on our social and economic 
lives. That said, the fact that our government 
sector is busy cannibalizing itself  and selling 
itself  to the lowest bidder is a meta-problem. 
And the fact that our third sector—those of  us 
engaged in nonprofit, civil society and social 
justice work—is busy fighting for our silo-ed 
issues, means that we aren’t fighting at the 
scale of  the problem. Until we start to change 
the sectoral imbalance, we’ll all continue to 
lose on our issues. It’s incumbent that we 
start to build a new game for creating social 
justice. For us that starts with a fight for the 
public. 

Our hope is if  we can take a fight for the pub-
lic to scale, we might be able to win. Not just 
win on one issue or another, but win in ways 
that generate more wins, win in ways that re-
balance the sectors and create more power for 
the public and less for the private. We might 
win in ways that make the earth safer, ways 
that make communities more vibrant, ways 
that create more accessible, powerful demo-
cratic procedures. If  we see the vertical pub-
lic as the body responsible for our rights, the 

In this paper, when we talk about “the public” 
we often differentiate between the horizontal 
and vertical public. By this we are differenti-
ating between the people and the state. The 
traditional and social (what we call horizontal) 
public, refers to the people: the greater popu-
lation, a large set of  folks who live together and 
identify as such, be they a community, tribe or 
nation. This public has to do with public life, 
shared spaces, interactions, customs and val-
ues. In its more current and institutional (we 
say vertical) sense, the public has come to 
mean the state, or more specifically, the ser-
vices, laws and infrastructures that the state 
creates or maintains for its population.  This 
includes such things as currency, the military, 
citizenship and voting rights, laws and regu-
lations, as well as public infrastructures like 
public schools, hospitals, roads and transit.

To understand the current state of  the pub-
lic in the U.S., it is worth looking back at the 
roots of  public life. In the early colonies, the 
vertical public was less formal and more able 
to engage the horizontal public in its actions. 
For example, early colonial settlers in the U.S. 
had private farms, but also worked together 
to maintain common lands that large farm 
animals could graze on. This common area, 
much like the one-room public school house, 
felt very tangible and necessary to the lives of  
the public. The operations of  these small pub-
lic institutions were responsive to settlers be-
cause they were the ones maintaining them. 

While some challenges to the functioning of  
the public have come from expansion and 
population growth (the U.S. population has 
now surpassed 300 million), many current dy-
namics were embedded from the start. As we 
know, the “We the People” of  the U.S. Consti-
tution excluded women and people of  color, 
while the constitution itself  included laws for 

the owning of  enslaved Africans and systemic 
disenfranchisement of  Native Americans.  

As the U.S. grew beyond the scale where the 
public meant you and other people like you, 
it began to mean other people you might not 
want to know. Now, things that are called 
“public” are often seen as inferior and for in-
ferior others. What do we mean by this? Criti-
cal public infrastructures that serve people 
across class and race are not commonly re-
ferred to as “public”. Note how streets, water 
in our sinks and toilets, music on our airwaves 
and police in our neighborhoods are not regu-
larly referred to as public streets, public water, 
public music or public police. But infrastruc-
ture that has been divided between the haves 
and have-nots—those who can afford the pri-
vate options and those who must receive the 
public—are always labeled accordingly. Take 
public and private schools and universities, 
public and private hospitals, public and pri-
vate swim areas, and public housing for ex-
ample. In these cases, “public” has come to 
mean less than, and come to mean a resource 
for people who are seen as less than. 

The result of  this has been a widening dis-
parity between the horizontal and the vertical 
public, resulting in the horizontal public striv-
ing to access privately administered goods 
and services instead of  strengthening the ver-
tical public to ensure quality public services 
via taxation. The horizontal public at present 
is convinced that taxes are a burden, and life 
would be better if  all things were private, and 
both the public and private sectors advance 
this argument. As a result, the problems of  
the “public” are seen as someone else’s prob-
lems, and not something we should have to 
pay for or a set of  assets that we all benefit 
from. 

Our public sector now has a crisis of  identity. 
Each traditional role it gives up (public school-
ing, public safety, public health, even public 
property), makes it less relevant. Its former 
strengths—protecting people’s rights, pro-
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One of  our Boston participants, Terry Mar-
shall, had this to say about his experience at 
Dance Court: “I figured ‘Outdoor party? Great!’ 
but after having visited it, I realized that it was 
much more. As someone of  Caribbean back-
ground I know something about public life. It’s 
called Carnival. But that is a once a year big 
event. What if  the mobile euphoric living ex-
perience that is carnival was to be had every 
day? What if  it was a part of  everyday life in 
the same way that one can choose to play bas-
ketball or soccer with friends? How would life 
be different?”

We have many ideas for what a thriving pub-
lic sector would look like. We frequently work 
with communities to imagine new uses for 
public spaces. We regularly imagine new infra-
structures that would make our lives healthier, 
more affordable and convivial. But instead of  
listing these and advocating for them each as 
if  they weren’t parts of  a whole, we share with 
you our next productive fiction, right here in 
this paper. The Public Times, reporting on all 
things public… (and yes, we have many ideas 
for public media as well!)

We hope this “first edition” inspires you to join 
us in imagining new possibilities for the pub-
lic, wherever you live. We hope it underscores 
not only that the public is a work in progress, 
but that its future could be quite remarkable! 

Stepping into Public Kitchen, Upham’s Corner 
residents got to think creatively about how a 
Public Kitchen—like a public library—could 
make their lives more connected, affordable 
and vibrant. For us, each iteration of  Public 
Kitchen is a chance to capture the imaginary 
about what strong public infrastructure could 
offer. With it, we wanted the horizontal public 
to experience new possibilities for being to-
gether. 

Dance Court

Basketball and tennis courts are ubiquitous 
in almost every town and city. Dance Court 
asks the question, “If  dance courts were part 
of  the ubiquitous landscape like basketball 
and tennis courts, how would they be used?” 
Our first Dance Court experiment included a 
sound system and DJ that we set up in the 
local unused tennis court across from the Stu-
dio. Sounds simple enough, right? Well, unlike 
basketball and tennis, the idea of  a casual im-
promptu dance space required tons of  paper-
work and pre-planning. Permits were required 
and expected to be applied for literally weeks 
ahead of  time. It is this sort of  public space 
policy that can get in the way not just of  danc-
ing, but of  a vibrant public life. Multiply this 
by the fact that poor communities and youth 
of  color are hyper-policed, and you have a tre-
mendous barrier to civic life.

kind of  politics in the United States. Currently, 
the political imagination is limited and prone 
towards private fantasies—massively privatiz-
ing schools, “generously” privatizing parks, 
surreptitiously privatizing voting equipment, 
etc. We want to go in the opposite direction, 
creating public fictions for all to share and 
build on as a strategy for building momentum 
to change what’s real. 

EXAMPLES OF PRODUCTIVE FICTIONS 

“A Public Kitchen, like a public library”: 

“What would you want to  see in a Public Kitch-
en?” At first the question elicited a lot of  re-
sponses about other people—poor people—in 
the neighborhood who needed food. But as 
neighbors started to come inside Public Kitch-
en, a “pop-up food community center” that we 
created in the Upham’s Corner neighborhood 
of  Boston, they started to eat together, share 
recipes and imagine possibilities for how 
they themselves would use a Public Kitchen. 
Whether it was the neighbor who shyly agreed 
to make her famous Caribbean black cake for 
the Sage Gourmet Potluck, the youth program 
which asked to borrow the mobile kitchen for 
street organizing, or the daughter who finally 
convinced her mom to share her secret chick-
en recipe, it was clear that far from being for 
other people, Public Kitchen was for everyone. 

THE PUBLIC TIMES: 
REPORTS FROM 

THE PUBLIC IMAGINARY
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The Public Times reported on topics as diverse 
and wonderful as sensorial education in pub-
lic schools, public health workers doing body 
alignment at bus stops, and a Department of  
Public Memory. Its next issue could feature 
articles about a free, participant-powered out-
door public cinema or the selection of  a pub-
lic policy jury.  The possibilities are endless 
if  we can step into the view that the public is 
still a work in progress and if  we can step up 
to fight for the possibilities that we imagine. 

We believe the next step in this work is actually 
a grand invitation. Just as productive fictions 
invite their guests to step into something that 
does not yet exist, this paper invites you, the 
reader, to step into the notion that the public 
is still a work in progress. And if  you step into 
that space of  possibility, we also invite you to 
share that space with others: to create more 
productive fictions, more opportunities for the 
horizontal public to see itself, to get to know 
itself, to enjoy itself, to imagine collectively 
what its rights, needs and desires are. 

From there, we believe we just might have the 
scale of  power to rebalance the public and 
private sectors. We believe an empowered 
and inspired horizontal public could create 
the momentum required to kick the vertical 
public into action. With the support of  its 300 
million denizens, the government could re-
gain its ability to regulate the private sector, 
to pass legislation that enhances our lives and 
protects our rights, and to fund high quality 
public infrastructures like libraries, schools, 
and transit. (Not to mention Public Kitchens, 
Dance Courts and more!) 

WHAT WOULD IT TAKE TO SWEEP PEOPLE 
INTO A NEW IMAGINARY OF THE PUBLIC? 
WE BELIEVE WE NEED TO FIND OUT. WE 
HOPE YOU’LL JOIN US. 
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