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E dit ors’ N ot e

De bor a h C h as m a n & Jos h u a C o he n

o n i n a u g u r a ti o n d a y 2 0 1 7,  w e p u blis h e d a n ess a y b y B o n ni e H o ni g 

c all e d “ h e Pr esi d e nt’s H o us e Is E m pt y.” h e o nli n e r e a cti o n w as e x -

tr a or di n ar y —t h e pi e c e w e nt vir al, s e n di n g a r e c or d n u m b er of r e a d ers 

t o B osto n Re vie w ’s w e bsit e.

H o ni g’s st arti n g p oi nt — as i n t h e u p d at e d v ersi o n w e ar e p u blis h -

i n g h er e — w as t h e Pr esi d e nt’s a n n o u n c e m e nt, m a d e m o nt hs e arli er, 

t h at M el a ni a a n d B arr o n Tr u m p w o ul d n ot b e m o vi n g i nt o t h e W hit e 

H o us e. F or H o ni g, t his d e cisi o n t o “ o pt o ut” s y m b oli c all y cr yst alli z e d 

o ur i n cr e asi n g a b a n d o n m e nt of p u bli c t hi n gs —fr o m e d u c ati o n t o cl e a n 

w at er — a n d o ur di mi nis hi n g s e ns e of b ei n g a p u bli c w h o ar e “i n it t o -

g et h er” a n d w h o all d e p e n d o n t h os e t hi n gs.

S o w h e n w e br ai nst or m e d i n e arl y s pri n g a b o ut ur g e nt t o pi cs f or 

t his iss u e, a n d t h o u g ht a b o ut e n vir o n m e nt, h e alt h c ar e, a n d e d u c ati o n, 

w e w er e str u c k b y t h e t hr e a d t h at ti e d t h e m t o g et h er: t h e y c o ul d all 

b e gr o u p e d u n d er t h e i d e a of p u bli c g o o ds —t hi n gs t h at ar e ar g u a bl y 

n e c ess ar y f or a d e c e nt lif e, t h at ar e o w e d t o citi z e ns of a d e m o cr a c y, a n d 

t h at pr o vi d e a c o m m o n s p a c e t h at w e all s h ar e. I n t h e U nit e d St at es 



C h as m a n & C o h e n

t o d a y, t h es e g o o ds ar e e n d a n g er e d a n d a c c ess t o t h e m is c o nstri ct e d b y 

cl ass a n d r a c e.

I n t his iss u e w e c o nsi d er t h es e p u bli c g o o ds: w h at t h e y ar e, h o w 

t o pr o vi d e t h e m, a n d h o w t o e ns ur e e q uit a bl e a c c ess, w h et h er t h e y ar e 

d eli v er e d t hr o u g h t h e pri v at e or p u bli c s e ct ors. M or e t h a n t h at, s e v er al 

c o ntri b ut ors s u g g est t h at t h e v er y a ct of d e i ni n g a n d pr o vi di n g t h es e 

p u bli c g o o ds is c o nstit uti v e: t h e y h el p t o gi v e us a s e ns e t h at w e ar e a 

p u bli c, n ot si m pl y a c oll e cti o n of i n di vi d u als w h o li v e i n t h e s a m e pl a c e. 

As S a b e el R a h m a n writ es i n t h e l e a d ess a y t o o ur f or u m, w h at is at st a k e 

is n ot o nl y w h at w e o w e t o e a c h ot h er, b ut w h o w e ar e. If R a h m a n is 

ri g ht, t h e n d e b at e a b o ut p u bli c g o o ds is at t h e s a m e ti m e d e b at e a b o ut 

w h at it m e a ns t o b e a n A m eri c a n.

We h o p e y o u ar e pr o v o k e d b y w h at y o u r e a d h er e — a n d pr o v o k e d 

e n o u g h t o s h ar e a n d ar g u e a b o ut it wit h y o ur fri e n ds, n ei g h b ors, a n d 

c oll e a g u es. Aft er all, t h e gr e at est p u bli c g o o d i n a d e m o cr a c y is d e -

m o cr a c y its elf.



T h e Pr esi d e nt’s H o us e Is E m pt y

Bo n nie Ho ni g
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i n n o v e m b e r 2 01 6 D o n al d Tr u m p a n n o u n c e d 

t h at his f a mil y w o ul d n ot li v e i n t h e W hit e H o us e 

aft er t h e i n a u g ur ati o n. His wif e a n d s o n pr ef err e d 

t o li v e i n N e w Y or k. Per h a ps d u e t o m o u nti n g 

p u bli c pr ess ur e — e v e n fr o m c o ns er v ati v e Tr u m p 

s u p p ort ers, c o n c er n e d wit h t h e o pti cs of t his 

u n c o n v e nti o n al First Fa mil y — or p er h a ps si m -

pl y b e c a us e t h e s c h o ol y e ar e n d e d, M el a ni a a n d 

B arr o n m o v e d t o t h e W hit e H o us e o n J u n e 1 2. 

h e c ost i n s e c urit y al o n e of h a vi n g m ai nt ai n e d 

a h o us e h ol d f or t h e m i n N e w Y or k Cit y is esti -

m at e d t o b e a b o ut $ 2 4 milli o n. M e a n w hil e, si n c e 

t a ki n g o i c e, Tr u m p h as m a d e 2 4 tri ps t o g olf o n 

his o w n c o urs es, at a c ost of a b o ut $3 milli o n p er 

tri p. M a n y of t h es e tri ps h a v e b e e n t o his Fl ori d a 

r es ort, M ar- a- L a g o — his s o - c all e d “ wi nt er W hit e 

H o us e” — w h er e (as of mi d-J u n e) h e h as s p e nt 

a p pr o xi m at el y 3 0 d a ys of his pr esi d e n c y.

h es e c h oi c es h a v e i m pli c ati o ns f or all of us. 

W h o will p a y f or all of t h e a d diti o n al s e c urit y 



H o ni g

n e c essit at e d b y t h e d e cisi o ns t o m ai nt ai n a s e c o n d h o us e h ol d a n d 

t o fr e q u e nt Tr u m p r es orts? W h o h as alr e a d y b or n e t h e c osts of t h e 

disr u pti o ns c a us e d b y r e p e at e d pr esi d e nti al li g hts t o N e w Y or k a n d 

Fl ori d a air p orts, n ot t o m e nti o n m ot or c a d es i n a n d o ut of mi dt o w n 

M a n h att a n a n d P al m S pri n gs?

T h e a ns w er, of c o urs e, h as t ur n e d o ut t o b e: t a x p a y ers — or, as 

w e us e d t o b e c all e d, t h e p u bli c. M a n y of t h os e c osts, r a c k e d u p 

o n Tr u m p pr o p erti es, will b e p ai d ri g ht i nt o t h e pr esi d e nt’s o w n 

p o c k ets. F or e x a m pl e, a c c or di n g t o t h e Ne w Yor k P ost , i n a d diti o n 

t o “t h e c ost of a g e nts, st aff a n d e q ui p m e nt a n d b arri ers t h at ar e 

n or m al i n s u c h c as es,” s e c urit y s er vi c es pr ot e cti n g Tr u m p’s f a mil y 

i n N e w Y or k w er e o bli g e d t o re nt s p ace  i n Tr u m p T o w er at a c ost 

of m or e t h a n $ 3 milli o n a y e ar, t o b e p ai d t o t h e pr esi d e nt’s o w n 

c or p or ati o n. S e cr et S er vi c e a g e nts pr ot e cti n g Tr u m p i n Fl ori d a 

h a v e b e e n bill e d f or t h eir us e of g olf c arts t o f oll o w hi m o n his 

r o u n ds. Alt h o u g h P olitic o  r e p ort e d t h at Tr u m p f o ot e d t h e bill f or 

J a p a n es e pri m e mi nist er S hi n z ō A b e’s st a y at M ar- a - L a g o, it w as 

als o r e p ort e d t h at Tr u m p pr o mis e d t o d o n at e all m o n e y s p e nt b y 

f or ei g n g o v er n m e nts at his h ot els t o t h e Tr e as ur y s o t h at h e w o ul d 

n ot vi ol at e t h e C o nstit uti o n’s E m ol u m e nts Cl a us e. B ut s o f ar t h er e 

is n o si g n t h at t h os e d o n ati o ns h a v e b e e n m a d e. O n M a y 1 6 c o n-

gr essi o n al D e m o cr ats i ntr o d u c e d l e gisl ati o n t h at w o ul d or d er Tr u m p 

t o r ei m b urs e t h e f e d er al g o v er n m e nt f or a n y p u bli c m o n e y s p e nt 

o n tri ps t o his pri v at e r es orts. T h e bill is u nli k el y t o g o a n y w h er e, 

h o w e v er, a n d i n t h e m e a nti m e t h e bi p artis a n c o n gr essi o n al b u d g et 

of e arl y M a y g u ar a nt e es t h at t h e f e d er al g o v er n m e nt will p a y N e w 

Y or k f or c osts i n c urr e d pr ot e cti n g M el a ni a’s h o us e h ol d.

his is g alli n g b e c a us e t a x p a y ers alr e a d y p a y f or a s e c ur e h o m e 

a n d o i c e f or t h e pr esi d e nt of t h e U nit e d St at es a n d his f a mil y. It 

is c all e d t h e W hit e H o us e. h e W hit e H o us e is a p u bli c t hi n g t o 
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b e us e d b y t h e pr esi d e nt a n d his or h er f a mil y w hil e i n p u bli c o i c e. 

h e W hit e H o us e h as a n i nfr astr u ct ur e of s e c urit y t h at pr o vi d es 

pr esi d e nts a n d t h eir f a mili es wit h t h e pr ot e cti o n t h e y n e e d. W h at 

Tr u m p a n d his f a mil y di d w as o pt o ut of t h at p u bli c t hi n g. h e y 

c h os e t o g o pri v at e. A n d i n s o d oi n g, t h e y i n c urr e d c osts t h at t h e y 

t h e n p ass e d o n t o t h e p u bli c. h eir “fr e e c h oi c e” w as s u bsi di z e d, as 

ar e s o m a n y “fr e e” c h oi c es (c h art er s c h o ols, g at e d n ei g h b or h o o ds), 

b y t h e p u bli c.

A pr esi d e nt w h o li v es at his pri v at e h o m e(s) r e q uir es a m o bil e s e -

c urit y a p p ar at us a n d g o v er n a n c e i nfr astr u ct ur e. h e p u bli c t hi n g, t h e 

W hit e H o us e, e n a bl es c ert ai n e i ci e n ci es i n t h e pr o visi o n of s e c urit y 

a n d a d mi nistr ati v e s u p p ort b ut t h es e ar e l ost w h e n t h e pri v at e o pti o n 

is pr ef err e d. h e A m eri c a n p u bli c e v e n pr o vi d es t h e pr esi d e nt wit h a 

h oli d a y h o m e, C a m p D a vi d, w hi c h, b e c a us e of its l o n g us e b y pr esi -

d e nts, als o h as i n pl a c e t h e n e c ess ar y i nfr astr u ct ur e. H o w e v er, Tr u m p 

h as s p ur n e d t his h o m e as w ell: “ H a v e y o u s e e n it?” h e s ai d of C a m p 

D a vi d, as if t h at w er e e n o u g h t o e x pl ai n his pr ef er e n c e f or his o w n 

c o m m er ci al h ot el a n d g olf c o urs e, M ar- a- L a g o. It s e e ms o b vi o us t h at, 

if a pr esi d e nt dis d ai ns t h e h o m es t h e p u bli c pr o vi d es f or hi m, a n d t h us 

f or e g o es t h eir e i ci e n ci es, t h e r es ulti n g c osts s h o ul d b e b or n e b y hi m, 

t h e o n e w h o h as o pt e d o ut, a n d n ot b y t h e v er y p u bli c w h os e p u bli c 

t hi n g h as b e e n s p ur n e d. h at is, Tr u m p’s f a mil y m e m b ers ar e fr e e t o 

n ot us e t h e r esi d e n c e pr o vi d e d b y t h e p u bli c, b ut t h e y s h o ul d t h e n b e 

p ers o n all y r es p o nsi bl e f or ass u mi n g t h e c osts of t h at c h oi c e. h e y s h o ul d 

n ot p ass t h e m o n t o us.

B e y o n d t h e m o n et ar y c osts of t h e Tr u m p o pt- o ut, t h er e ar e 

s y m b oli c c osts, as w ell. H er e t h er e m a y e v e n b e a l ess o n f or Tr u m p. 

N ot t h at a n y o n e e x p e cts hi m t o l e ar n it. F a c e d wit h t h e r ef us al of 

M e xi c o t o p a y f or t h e m u c h - pr o mis e d b or d er w all, Tr u m p h as s ai d h e 

e x p e cts U. S. t a x p a y ers t o p a y f or it ( pr o misi n g v a g u el y t h at M e xi c o 
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will p a y us b a c k). B ut t a x p a y ers h a v e l ost t h e h a bit of h a p pil y p a yi n g 

f or p u bli c t hi n gs a n d Tr u m p, t h e o n e o pti n g o ut, is i n n o p ositi o n 

t o r e vi vif y t h e h a bit. Aft er y e ars of n e oli b er ali z ati o n, t h er e is n o 

r es er v oir of l o v e f or p u bli c t hi n gs o n w hi c h t o dr a w, n o e x e m pl ar y 

p u bli c s a cri i c e t o i ns pir e. R e c all w h e n K hi zr K h a n, t h e G ol d St ar 

f at h er, as k e d if Tr u m p h a d e v er s a cri i c e d a n yt hi n g f or his c o u ntr y. 

Tr u m p’s a ns w er — gi v e n t o a m a n w h os e s o n di e d i g hti n g i n Ir a q —

w as t h at y es, h e h a d s a cri i c e d: t o b uil d a b usi n ess.

N e oli b er alis m m e a ns m a n y t hi n gs t o m a n y p e o pl e, b ut t h e o n e 

tr ait b y w hi c h it is al w a ys disti n g uis h e d is its a p pr o v al of t h e o pt- o ut 

a n d a willi n g n ess t o t ur n a bli n d e y e t o t h e hi d d e n c osts of s u c h a 

c h oi c e. E v er yt hi n g is o pti o n al f or t h e n e oli b er al; t his is h o w n e oli b -

er alis m d e i n es fr e e d o m. N e oli b er als o pt o ut of a n y c oll e cti v e t hi n g 

t h e y c a n a f or d t o o pt o ut of. h e y b eli e v e e v er y o n e s h o ul d b e fr e e 

t o s e n d t h eir c hil dr e n t o pri v at e or c h art er s c h o ols, t o li v e i n pri v at e 

g at e d c o m m u niti es, t o hir e pri v at e tr a ns p ort r at h er t h a n t a k e t h e 

s c h o ol b us, a n d s o o n. “ C h oi c e” is t h eir w at c h w or d a n d c h oi c e is 

s y n o n y m o us wit h fr e e d o m.

h e hi d d e n c osts of o pti n g o ut ar e n ot t h eir pr o bl e m. B ut t h e y ar e 

o urs. If t h e w ell-t o - d o d o n ot us e t h e p u bli c s c h o ol s yst e m, t h e c o m -

m u nit y is d e pri v e d of t h eir e n er gi es a n d c o ntri b uti o ns. If t h e y d o n ot 

us e cit y r o a ds a n d s e w a g e, t h e y c o m e t o r es e nt h a vi n g t o p a y f or t h e 

u p k e e p of i nfr astr u ct ur e t h at ot h ers r el y o n. If f e w er a n d f e w er c hil dr e n 

t a k e t h e s c h o ol b us, it s o o n b e c o m es a n a d d e d e x p e ns e t o t h e p u bli c 

p urs e t h at c a n n ot b e j usti i e d, a n d s u d d e nl y t h er e is n o b us s er vi c e, e v e n 

if s o m e n e e d it — or els e o nl y its us ers ar e as k e d t o p a y f or it, w hi c h 

r ais es c osts a n d si n gl es s o m e p e o pl e o ut. It s h o ul d c o m e as n o s ur pris e 

t h e n t h at i n r e c e nt d e b at es a b o ut r e p e ali n g t h e A f or d a bl e C ar e A ct, 

s o m e c o n gr ess m e n h a v e as k e d w h y t h e h e alt h y s h o ul d “s u bsi di z e” t h e 

si c k, t h us b etr a yi n g littl e u n d erst a n di n g of t h e w or ki n gs of i ns ur a n c e 
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(i n w hi c h t h os e w h o ar e n o w h e alt h y p a y t o i n d e m nif y t h e ms el v es 

a g ai nst t h e c o nti n g e n c y of o n e d a y b e c o mi n g si c k) a n d of t h e v er y i d e a 

of d e m o cr a c y (i n w hi c h r e distri b uti o ns ar e m a d e t o u n d er writ e s o ci al 

e q uili bri a t h at b e n e it e v er y o n e). 

B ut t h er e is a still w ors e c ost. h e d e m o cr ati c e x p eri m e nt i n v ol v es 

li vi n g c h e e k b y j o wl wit h ot h ers, s h ari n g cl assr o o ms, r o a ds, a n d b us-

es, p a yi n g f or t h e m t o g et h er, c o m pl ai ni n g a b o ut t h e m t o g et h er, a n d 

s o m eti m es e v e n pr aisi n g a n d e nj o yi n g t h e m t o g et h er, as pi c ni c k ers 

will d o o n a s u n n y aft er n o o n i n C e ntr al P ar k. B ut t h e n e oli b er al 

c orr e cti v e a bs ol v es us of t his n e c essit y a n d r es p o nsi bilit y. O n e of t h e 

m a n y s a d ir o ni es h er e is t h at C e ntr al P ar k —l a n ds c a p e ar c hit e ct ur e’s 

o d e t o t h e p o w er of d e m o cr ati c b e a ut y —is j ust a st o n e’s t hr o w a w a y 

fr o m w h er e b arri c a d es e n cir cl e d Tr u m p T o w er fr o m J a n u ar y t o J u n e.

All t o o oft e n o pti n g o ut d e p e n ds o n t h e p u bli c p urs e it pr et e n ds t o 

cir c u m v e nt. C h art er s c h o ols a n d v o u c h er pr o gr a ms i n vit e l o c als t o o pt 

o ut of p u bli c s c h o ols w hil e dr a wi n g o n p u bli c f u n ds t h at mi g ht h a v e 

i m pr o v e d t h e p u bli c e d u c ati o n s yst e m r at h er t h a n pr o vi d e a n alt er n a-

ti v e t o it. S o m e o n e is m a ki n g m o n e y o n c h art er s c h o ols a n d v o u c h ers 

a n d it is n ot t h e c o m m u nit y. Als o, a n d m or e i m p ort a ntl y — as S e n at or 

M a g gi e H ass a n p oi nt e d o ut t o B ets y D e V os at h er c o n ir m ati o n h e ar -

i n g t o b e c o m e s e cr et ar y of e d u c ati o n — c h art er s c h o ols a n d v o u c h er 

pr o gr a ms ar e n ot g o v er n e d b y p u bli c e d u c ati o n’s m a n d at e t o e d u c at e 

all  st u d e nts. Li k e t h e A f or d a bl e C ar e A ct, w hi c h m a n d at es pr o vi di n g 

h e alt h c ar e c o v er a g e t o t h os e wit h pr e e xisti n g c o n diti o ns, a pr o p erl y 

d e m o cr ati c e d u c ati o n s yst e m m a n d at es pr o vi di n g e d u c ati o n t o t h os e 

wit h pr e e xisti n g c o n diti o ns, t o o, s u c h as p o v ert y, r e c e nt i m mi gr ati o n, 

p h ysi c al a n d l e ar ni n g dis a biliti es, as w ell as ot h er c h all e n g es t h at m a y 

m a k e l e ar ni n g di i c ult. his d e m o cr ati c m a n d at e t o e d u c at e e v er y o n e 

is w h at c h art ers a n d v o u c h er s yst e ms o pt o ut of. S u c h m a n d at es ar e t h e 

l ast, d yi n g br e at h of t h e p u bli c t hi n g.



H o ni g

W h y r e vi e w t h e v e x ati o ns of t h e n e oli b er al o pt- o ut n o w? B e c a us e 

w e will all f e el t h e i m p a ct — b ot h i n a n ci al a n d s y m b oli c — of t h e 

l at est a n d m ost p u bli c o n e. R e g ar dl ess of w h et h er t h e W hit e H o us e 

is o c c u pi e d b y m e m b ers of t h e First F a mil y, t h eir c a v ali er attit u d e 

t o w ar d it is a st ar k r e mi n d er of t h e e m pti n ess of t his pr esi d e n c y a n d 

its dis d ai n f or p u bli c t hi n gs.



L osi n g a n d G ai ni n g P u bli c G o o ds

K. S a beel R a h m a n
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a s t h e r e p u b li c a n r e p e a l of Pr esi d e nt B ar a c k 

O b a m a’s si g n at ur e h e alt h c ar e r ef or m b arr el e d 

f or w ar d t his s pri n g, l e a di n g c o ns er v ati v es fr a m e d 

t h eir a g e n d a i n f a mili ar t er ms. Mi c k M ul v a n e y, 

f or m er Te a P art y c o n gr ess m a n a n d Pr esi d e nt 

D o n al d Tr u m p’s n e w b u d g et dir e ct or, as k e d w h y 

r es p o nsi bl e t a x p a y ers s h o ul d “ b e r e q uir e d t o t a k e 

c ar e of t h e p ers o n w h o sits h o m e, dri n ks s u g ar y 

dri n ks . . . a n d d o es n’t e x er cis e, a n d e ats p o orl y 

a n d g ets di a b et es.”

R e pr es e nt ati v e J as o n C h a f et z ( R- Ut a h) e x -

pr ess e d t h e s a m e i n g er- w a g gi n g s e nsi bilit y wit h 

gr e at er c ol or: “ A m eri c a ns h a v e c h oi c es. . . . S o 

m a y b e, r at h er t h a n g etti n g t h at n e w i P h o n e t h at 

t h e y j ust l o v e a n d t h e y w a nt t o g o s p e n d h u n dr e ds 

of d oll ars o n, m a y b e t h e y s h o ul d i n v est t h at i n 

h e alt h c ar e.”

O b a m a c ar e w as t h e m ost si g ni i c a nt e x p a n -

si o n of t h e s af et y n et si n c e t h e War o n P o v ert y —

if n ot t h e N e w D e al — b ut f or o v er s e v e n y e ars,
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c o ns er v ati v es all e g e d t h at t his e x p a nsi o n l e d t o g o v er n m e nt al t yr a n n y, 

u n n e c ess ar y e x p e ns e, a n d a d e cli n e i n p ers o n al r es p o nsi bilit y.

Yet t o t h e s ur pris e of m a n y, t h e pr o p os e d r e pl a c e m e nt, w hi c h i n -

cl u d e d br a z e n att e m pts t o g ut M e di c ai d a n d dis m a ntl e s u bsi di es a n d 

n o n dis cri mi n ati o n pr o visi o ns, s et o f a ir est or m of r esist a n c e fr o m or di -

n ar y A m eri c a ns. Pr ot est ers j a m m e d l a w m a k ers’ o i c es, t o w n h alls, a n d 

p h o n e li n es. I n cr o w ds d w ar i n g t h e 2 0 1 0 Te a P art y pr ot ests a g ai nst t h e 

A f or d a bl e C ar e A ct, A m eri c a ns v oi c e d t h eir o p p ositi o n t o t h e H o us e 

r e p e al bill. h es e pr ot ests b y a n d l ar g e c all e d f or t h e e x a ct o p p osit e of 

M ul v a n e y’s criti q u e: a n e x p a nsi o n of h e alt h c ar e as a “ h u m a n ri g ht.” I n 

C alif or ni a st at ut es t h at w o ul d cr e at e a si n gl e - p a y er h e alt h c ar e s yst e m 

ar e e v e n n o w m a ki n g t h eir w a y t hr o u g h t h e l e gisl at ur e.

h e pr ot ests w er e r e m ar k a bl e. B ut e q u all y stri ki n g w as t h e 

s hift i n t h e t er ms of p u bli c d e b at e. h e f o c us w as n o l o n g er si m pl y 

o n t h e d et ails of p oli c y d esi g n. A s o n e Te x as pr ot est er p ut it, “ h e 

R e p u bli c a n h e alt h c ar e bill is i m m or al. . . . It’s w r o n g. I t hi n k 

h e alt h c ar e is a ri g ht, n ot a pri vil e g e. A n d I d o r e all y t hi n k p e o pl e 

ar e g oi n g t o di e.” h e pr ot ests r ais e d f u n d a m e nt al iss u es of p oliti c al 

m or alit y: w h at d o w e o w e e a c h ot h er as fr e e a n d e q u al m e m b ers of 

a d e m o cr ati c s o ci et y?

h e cl as h o v er h e alt h c ar e is t h e m ost gl ari n g e x a m pl e of a m or e 

wi d es pr e a d b attl e o v er t h e m e a ni n g a n d i m p ort a n c e of p u bli c g o o ds: 

w h at t h e y ar e, h o w t h e y o u g ht t o b e pr o vi d e d — a n d t o w h o m. h e 

q u esti o n of w h et h er t o pri v ati z e a n d d er e g ul at e, or t o r est or e — a n d 

e v e n e x p a n d — p u bli c pr o visi o n is at t h e h e art of m a n y c o nt e m p or ar y 

p oliti c al, e c o n o mi c, a n d m or al d e b at es. At t h e f e d er al l e v el, t h e q u esti o n 

o v er p u bli c pr o visi o n m a nif ests i n dis p ut es o v er pri v ati zi n g e d u c ati o n 

or sl as hi n g f u n ds f or a f or d a bl e h o usi n g. O n a m or e l o c al l e v el, t h e 

p ois o n o us w at er of Fli nt, Mi c hi g a n, e x e m pli i es t h e t oll of t h e l ar g er 

tr e n d of b u d g et- c utti n g a n d pri v ati zi n g vit al p u bli c s er vi c es.
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I n e c o n o mi c t er ms, p u bli c g o o ds ar e d e i n e d as b ei n g n o nri v alr o us 

a n d n o n e x cl u d a bl e — m e a ni n g t h at o n e p ers o n’s c o ns u m pti o n d o es n ot 

pr e cl u d e a n ot h er’s, a n d t h at it is di i c ult ( or i m p ossi bl e) t o pr e v e nt p e o pl e 

fr o m c o ns u mi n g t h e g o o d wit h o ut p a yi n g f or it. Cl assi c e x a m pl es ar e 

li g ht a n d air. A s e c o n d, m or e c o n v e nti o n al u n d erst a n di n g of p u blic g o o ds 

f o c us es o n t h e e c o n o mi cs of pr o d u cti o n. G o o ds t h at h a v e hi g h s u n k 

c osts a n d i n cr e asi n g r et ur ns t o s c al e ar e li k el y t o b e u n d er pr o vi d e d b y 

or di n ar y m ar k et c o m p etiti o n. hi n k c a bl e T V a n d l a n dli n es: t h e m assi v e 

e x p e ns e i n v ol v e d i n l a yi n g d o w n wiri n g o n a n ati o n al s c al e dis c o ur a g es 

pri v at e i n v est m e nt, b ut t h e b e n e its of a n ati o n al n et w or k i n cr e as e as 

t h e n et w or k gr o ws. h es e c o n v e nti o n al p u bli c g o o ds ar e t h er ef or e s e e n 

as a pr o p er d o m ai n f or g o v er n m e nt al pr o visi o n.

B ut t h e b attl es o v er h e alt h c ar e, e d u c ati o n, a n d ot h er g o o ds u n d er -

w a y t o d a y e x pr ess a v er y di f er e nt vi e w of p u bli c g o o ds, o n e gr o u n d e d 

n ot i n e c o n o mi c t er ms of e i ci e n c y a n d pr o d u cti o n, b ut r at h er i n m or al 

a n d p oliti c al c o n c e pts. I n t his fr a m e w or k, “ p u bli c g o o ds” ar e t h os e 

ess e nti al t o e n a bli n g h u m a n s u c c ess a n d w ell- b ei n g. L et’s c all t his t h e 

de m ocr atic co nce pti o n  of p u bli c g o o ds. It is a d e m o cr ati c c o n c e pti o n i n 

t h e s u bst a nti v e a n d as pir ati o n al s e ns e of “ d e m o cr a c y”: t h es e ar e g o o ds 

t h at w e o w e t o o n e a n ot h er i n a s h ar e d d e m o cr ati c s o ci et y. I n t ur n, t his 

s u g g ests t h at e ns uri n g e q u al a c c ess t o t h es e g o o ds is a m att er of p u bli c 

c o n c er n a n d p u bli c o bli g ati o n.

Vi e w e d t his w a y, p u bli c g o o ds e n c o m p ass m u c h m or e t h a n c o n v e n -

ti o n al utiliti es a n d i nfr astr u ct ur e (s u c h as r o a ds, bri d g es, a n d el e ctri cit y). 

h e c at e g or y als o i n cl u d es a wi d er arr a y of “s o ci al i nfr astr u ct ur e” —t h os e 

ess e nti als t h at all o w f or o n e’s f ull p ot e nti al t o b e m et, r a n gi n g fr o m 

h e alt h c ar e a n d h o usi n g t o br o a d b a n d I nt er n et.  

S u c h m or al a p p e als t o t h e i m p ort a n c e of b asi c n e c essiti es a n d t h e 

n e e d t o pr o vi d e t h e m p u bli cl y a n d e q u all y ar e f a mili ar as pir ati o ns. B ut 

b y t h e ms el v es t h e y h a v e oft e n b e e n p oliti c all y u n p ers u asi v e: s k e pti cs 
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fr e q u e ntl y c ast t h es e d e m a n ds as l u x uri es r at h er t h a n n e c essiti es or 

ar g u e t h at t h e y w o ul d b e t o o c ostl y t o pr o vi d e p u bli cl y. A n d i n a n er a 

m ar k e d b y d e e p distr ust i n g o v er n m e nt, “s elf- c orr e cti n g” fr e e m ar k ets 

mi g ht s e e m m or e li k el y t o pr o vi d e s u c h g o o ds a n d s er vi c es e i ci e ntl y 

a n d c o m p et e ntl y.

B ut a d e m o cr ati c c o n c e pti o n of p u bli c g o o ds e nt ails m or e t h a n 

j ust t h e as pir ati o n f or e q u al a c c ess t o b asi c n e c essiti es. It als o i n cl u d es 

a s e c o n d, criti c al cl ai m: t h at p o w er i n t h e m o d er n e c o n o m y is e x er cis e d 

t hr o u g h t h e c o ntr ol, a d mi nistr ati o n, a n d pr o visi o n of t h es e v er y g o o ds. 

W h et h er t h e y ar e p u bli c a g e n ci es or pri v at e ir ms, pr o vi d ers of g o o ds 

s u c h as h e alt h c ar e e x er cis e c o ntr ol o v er t h os e d e p e n d e nt o n t h e m. His -

t ori c all y t his p o w er h as b e e n us e d i n w a ys t h at cr e at e a n d p er p et u at e 

r a ci al a n d e c o n o mi c i nj usti c e. P u bli c g o o ds m ust b e d e m o cr ati c, t h e n, 

i n a s e c o n d s e ns e: b y e ns uri n g t h e a c c o u nt a bilit y a n d r es p o nsi v e n ess 

of t h es e pr o vi d ers a n d pr ot e cti n g b e n e i ci ari es of p u bli c g o o ds fr o m 

e x pl oit ati o n.

A d e m o cr ati c c o n c e pti o n of p u bli c g o o ds r ais es a r el at e d c o nstit u -

ti v e cl ai m as w ell. h e pr a cti c al r e aliti es of w h o c a n a c c ess w hi c h g o o ds, 

a n d o n w h at t er ms, r e pr es e nt t h e c o di i c ati o n a n d i nstit uti o n ali z ati o n 

of citi z e ns hi p — or its d e ni al. A c c ess t o t h es e g o o ds is o n e of t h e k e y 

w a ys o ur s o ci et y d e i n es t h e d e m os its elf.

t h e d e m o c r a ti c c o n c e p ti o n of p u bli c g o o ds h as hist ori c al r o ots. 

D uri n g t h e Gil d e d A g e a n d t h e s u bs e q u e nt Pr o gr essi v e Er a, t h e A m eri -

c a n e c o n o m y w as i n t h e t hr o es of a t errif yi n g a n d p ai nf ul tr a nsf or m ati o n 

n ot u nli k e t o d a y. I n d ustri ali z ati o n g e n er at e d tr e m e n d o us n e w w e alt h a n d 

o p p ort u niti es, b ut t h e u p h e a v al als o d e e p e n e d p o v ert y a n d i n e q u alit y, 

cr e ati n g cris es of h e alt h, p oll uti o n, a n d disl o c ati o n. M a n y w or k ers a n d 
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c o m m u niti es s u d d e nl y f o u n d t h e ms el v es str u g gli n g t o s ur vi v e a n d at 

t h e m er c y of n e w f or ms of p o w er, s u c h as r ailr o a ds or i n a n ci ers, w h o 

di ct at e d t h e f at es of w h ol e t o w ns a n d s e ct ors fr o m af ar.

As a r es ult m a n y A m eri c a ns s u d d e nl y l a c k e d r eli a bl e, s af e, a n d 

a f or d a bl e a c c ess t o t h e b asi c n e c essiti es of lif e. h e d air y i n d ustr y, f or 

e x a m pl e, w as a n ar e a of c o n c er n f or m a n y Pr o gr essi v es. h e l o gisti cs of 

d eli v eri n g fr es h mil k t o b o o mi n g ur b a n c e nt ers m a d e a c c ess di i c ult, 

a n d t h e c o m m o n b usi n ess pr a cti c e of a d ult er ati n g mil k wit h c h al k a n d 

t o xi c c h e mi c al d y es (t o i m pr o v e its a p p e ar a n c e) m a d e it a m ort al d a n g er 

t o m a n y c hil dr e n.

Pr o gr essi v es l o o k e d t o t h e i d e a of “ p u bli c utiliti es” as a s ol uti o n.  

T o d a y w e t hi n k of p u bli c utiliti es i n n arr o w t er ms, s u c h as el e ctri cit y 

or t el e c o m. B ut st arti n g at t h e st at e a n d l o c al l e v el, r ef or m ers est a b -

lis h e d utiliti es f or e v er yt hi n g fr o m mil k a n d i c e t o tr a ns p ort ati o n a n d 

b a n ki n g. I n s o m e c as es, t h es e c h art ers c o n v ert e d t h e pri v at e pr o vi d er 

i nt o a st at e - or cit y-r u n e ntit y, w hi c h is h o w m o d er n m u ni ci p al utiliti es 

st art e d. B ut i n ot h ers, p oli c y r ef or ms i m pl e m e nt e d s o m et hi n g m or e 

t ail or e d: v ar yi n g d e gr e es of st at e o v ersi g ht a n d r e g ul ati o n t o e ns ur e t h at 

g o o ds w er e pr o vi d e d f airl y, s af el y, a n d c h e a pl y. I n t h e c as e of mil k, f or 

i nst a n c e, Pr o gr essi v e Er a r ef or m ers n ot o nl y i m p os e d s af et y st a n d ar ds, 

b ut als o cr e at e d ur b a n distri b uti o n c e nt ers t h at s u bsi di z e d t h e hi g h 

c ost of fr es h mil k.

h e t el e c o m i n d ustr y w as als o r a di c all y r es h a p e d d uri n g t his 

p eri o d. A s t el e p h o n es b e c a m e i n cr e asi n gl y c e ntr al t o s o ci al a n d e c o -

n o mi c lif e, r ef or m ers e n g a g e d i n a i er c e p oliti c al b attl e wit h pri v at e 

t el e c o m m o n o p oli es o v er n or ms of n o n dis cri mi n ati o n a n d e q u al 

a c c ess. B y 1 9 1 0 a nti dis cri mi n ati o n r ul es — w hi c h r e q uir e d t el e c o m 

c o m p a ni es t o pr o vi d e s er vi c e t o a n y o n e w h o c o ul d a f or d it — w er e i n 

pl a c e i n ni n et e e n st at es. A s hist ori a n Bill N o v a k h as ar g u e d, t h es e 

Pr o gr essi v e Er a cl as h es o v er i n d ustri al c a pit alis m a n d r e g ul ati o n 
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h el p e d f or m ul at e m u c h of o ur c o nt e m p or ar y u n d erst a n di n g a n d 

pr a cti c e of d e m o cr a c y.

Pr o gr essi v e Er a r ef or m ers o utli n e d a c o n c e pti o n of p u bli c g o o ds 

t h at w as d e m o cr ati c a n d disti n cti v e i n s e v er al k e y r es p e cts: it s a w g o o ds 

i n m or al t er ms, as n e c essiti es f or h u m a n l o uris hi n g; it r e c o g ni z e d t h at 

wit h o ut p u bli c o v ersi g ht, pri v at e a ct ors c o ul d d o mi n at e c ert ai n s e ct ors 

i n w a ys t h at w o ul d s u bj e ct c o m m u niti es t o ar bitr ar y pri ci n g a n d b arri ers 

t o a c c ess; a n d it e m pl o y e d oft e n m u n d a n e r e g ul at or y t o ols at t h e l o c al 

a n d n ati o n al l e v el t o r e ali z e t h es e as pir ati o ns.

Cr u ci all y, h o w e v er, Pr o gr essi v es als o fr a m e d t h e c at e g or y of p u bli c 

g o o ds, a n d t h e t o ols d e pl o y e d t o m a n a g e t h e m, as n e c ess aril y l ui d, 

e v ol vi n g o v er ti m e i n r es p o ns e t o c h a n gi n g t e c h n ol o gi es, s o ci al n e e ds, 

a n d tr a nsf or m ati o ns i n t h e m ar k et pl a c e. As H er b ert Cr ol y, Pr o gr essi v e 

f o u n d er of t h e Ne w Re p u blic , ar g u e d i n 1 9 0 9, “ C o n diti o ns . . . v ar y 

r a di c all y i n di f er e nt i n d ustri es; a n d t h e c as e of e a c h i n d ustr y s h o ul d b e 

c o nsi d er e d i n r el ati o n t o its s p e ci al c o n diti o ns.” A n d t h os e c o n diti o ns 

c a n c h a n g e: a s e ct or i n w hi c h pr o visi o n is at irst c h e a p a n d e q u all y 

a c c essi bl e t hr o u g h pri v at e pr o vi d ers m a y b e c o m e e x pl oit ati v e or m o -

n o p oli z e d, r e q uiri n g gr e at er g o v er n m e nt al o v ersi g ht — or vi c e v ers a: a 

g o o d t h at is a l u x ur y t o d a y m a y b e a n e c essit y t o m orr o w.

h e r e c e nt b attl es o v er n et n e utr alit y a n d br o a d b a n d a c c ess ill u mi -

n at e t his l att er p oi nt, as t h e l a c k of br o a d b a n d I nt er n et ( o n c e c o nsi d er e d 

a l u x ur y) pl a ys a n i n cr e asi n gl y c o ns pi c u o us r ol e i n is ol ati n g c o m m u niti es 

fr o m c o m m er c e a n d e c o n o mi c o p p ort u nit y. M or e o v er, as t h e I nt er n et 

ass u m es t h e r ol e of t h e m o d er n- d a y p u bli c s p h er e, i n w hi c h c o m m u -

ni c ati o n, pr ot est, a n d d e b at e t a k e pl a c e, pri v at e c o ntr ol o v er t h e t er ms 

of a c c ess a n d t h e tr a ns missi o n of d at a b et w e e n us ers cr e at es t h e ris k of 

u n c h e c k e d, ar bitr ar y p o w er wit hi n o ur d e m o cr a c y.

his is pr e cis el y w h y s o m a n y m o d er n- d a y a d v o c at es of r a ci al a n d 

e c o n o mi c j usti c e h a v e s o u g ht t o cr e at e p u bli c utilit y –st yl e r e g ul ati o ns 
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t h at w o ul d b ar I nt er n et s er vi c e pr o vi d ers (s u c h as Veri z o n a n d C o m-

c ast) fr o m dis cri mi n ati n g a g ai nst s o m e us ers, w hil e als o p us hi n g f or 

t h e cr e ati o n of m u ni ci p al br o a d b a n d n et w or ks t o c o n n e ct u n d ers er v e d 

c o m m u niti es. h e st a k es h er e e xt e n d b e y o n d c ost t o e n c o m p ass f u n -

d a m e nt al fr e e d o ms. Wit h o ut f air, c h e a p, s af e, a n d u ni v ers al a c c ess t o 

c ert ai n g o o ds — a n d wit h o ut c h e c ks o n pri v at e pr o vi d ers —i n di vi d u als 

a n d c o m m u niti es c a n b e e x cl u d e d fr o m t h e h e art of s o ci al, e c o n o mi c, 

a n d p oliti c al lif e. P u bli c g o o ds, i n ot h er w or ds, ar e n ot s o m u c h a b o ut 

“fr e e st u f ” as t h e y ar e a b o ut t h e “st u f t h at m a k es us fr e e.”

o f c o u r s e g o v e r n m e n t p r o vi si o n  of a p u bli c g o o d c a n h a v e n e g-

ati v e r es ults. M u c h of t h e p u bli c’s distr ust of r e g ul ati o n r ests o n t h e 

d e c a d es-l o n g c o ns er v ati v e criti q u e of g o v er n m e nt as i n e i ci e nt, o v erl y 

c ostl y, a n d li k el y t o b e c orr u pt e d b y s p e ci al i nt er ests. B ut t h e d e m o cr ati c 

vi e w of p u bli c g o o ds r e mi n ds us t h at pri v at e a ct ors c a n b e a s o ur c e of 

e x pl oit ati o n a n d u n a c c o u nt a bl e p o w er.

h e w at er crisis i n Fli nt, Mi c hi g a n, o f ers a gl ari n g e x a m pl e of t his 

st or y. Aft er y e ars of b u d g et cr u n c h es, t h e st at e g o v er n m e nt i m p os e d 

e m er g e n c y m a n a g e m e nt o n Fli nt, w hi c h i n t ur n s o u g ht t o c ut c osts 

b y s wit c hi n g t h e cit y’s pri m ar y w at er s o ur c e t o a pri v at e pr o vi d er. B ut 

t h e f ail ur e t o s u i ci e ntl y tr e at t h e w at er r es ult e d i n s k yr o c k eti n g l e v els 

of l e a d i n t h e w at er, p ois o ni n g a n e ntir e c o m m u nit y. M e a n w hil e t h e 

s e mi- pri v ati zi n g of w at er i n Fli nt h as c a us e d pri c es t o s pi k e, l e a di n g 

m a n y r esi d e nts t o l os e a c c ess alt o g et h er.

his st or y e xt e n ds w ell b e y o n d Fli nt: c as h -str a p p e d l o c aliti es 

all o v er t h e c o u ntr y h a v e m o v e d t o pri v ati z e t h eir w at er utiliti es, 

r aisi n g si mil ar c o n c er ns a b o ut s af et y, q u alit y, pri ci n g, a n d a c c ess. 

O n a v er a g e, w at er c osts h a v e s k y r o c k et e d b y 4 0 p er c e nt o v er t h e 
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l ast i v e y e ars, a tr e n d t h at c o ul d c a us e o n e -t hir d of A m eri c a ns t o 

l os e a c c ess t o s af e w at er b y 2 0 2 0.

h e Fli nt crisis s h o ws t h at w h at m att ers m or e t h a n t h e i d e ntit y of 

t h e g o o ds pr o vi d er — p u bli c or pri v at e —is t h e w a y i n w hi c h t h e g o o d 

is pr o vi d e d, a n d i n p arti c ul ar, w h at its pr o visi o n m e a ns f or d e m o cr ati c 

v al u es of a c c ess a n d a c c o u nt a bilit y. I n f a ct, t h e li v e d r e aliti es of p u bli c 

g o o ds — h o w t h e y ar e pr o vi d e d, w h o pr o vi d es t h e m, a n d t o w h o m —  

r e pr es e nt s o m e of t h e c e ntr al w a ys i n w hi c h w e c o nstr u ct, p er p et u at e, 

a n d i nstit uti o n ali z e e c o n o mi c a n d r a ci al i n e q u aliti es t o d a y.

St at e m e nts s u c h as M ul v a n e y’s ar e e m bl e m ati c of a l o n g-st a n di n g 

p att er n of c asti n g b e n e i ci ari es of c ert ai n p u bli c g o o ds as “ u n d es er vi n g.” 

I n 1 9 7 6 R o n al d R e a g a n i nf a m o usl y p o p ul ari z e d t h e p er nici o us st er e ot y p e 

of t h e “ w elf ar e q u e e n,” fr a mi n g r a ci al mi n oriti es as t h e fr a u d ul e nt a n d 

i n d ol e nt r e ci pi e nts of e x c essi v e g o v er n m e nt b e n e its at t h e e x p e ns e of 

h ar d- w or ki n g t a x p a y ers. B ut att a c ks o n t h e “ u n d es er vi n g” p o or h a v e 

a s a dl y bi p artis a n hist or y. Fr o m p at er n alisti c pr e -i n d ustri al w elf ar e 

s yst e ms t o Cli nt o n- er a w elf ar e r ef or m, q u esti o ni n g w h et h er c ert ai n 

p o p ul ati o ns “ d es er v e” h el p h as b e e n a t o u c hst o n e f or li b er al a n d c o n -

s er v ati v e criti q u es of w elf ar e.

his i d e a of d es er vi n g n ess h as b e e n i nstit uti o n ali z e d i n t h e 

b ur e a u cr ati c a d mi nistr ati o n of p u bli c g o o ds t h e ms el v es. h e N e w 

D e al, f or e x a m pl e, d eli b er at el y e x cl u d e d w o m e n a n d c o m m u niti es 

of c ol or fr o m m a n y of its l a b or a n d s af et y - n et pr ot e cti o ns. T o d a y 

st at e g o v er n m e nts c a n s et r e q uir e m e nts f or r e c ei vi n g b asi c s af et y - n et 

g o o ds s u c h as f o o d st a m ps a n d w elf ar e. A s a r es ult, m a n y of t h es e 

pr o gr a ms i n v ol v e t h o us a n ds of s m all b arri ers t o e ntr y t h at c u m ul a -

ti v el y r estri ct a c c ess t o ess e nti al g o o ds a n d s er vi c es. h e si m pl e a ct 

of cl ai mi n g a n e ntitl e m e nt is oft e n l a d e n wit h p u niti v e a n d p oi ntl ess 

c o n diti o ns, s u c h as n e e dl essl y c o m pl e x p a p er w or k, stri ct r e p orti n g 

r e q uir e m e nts, a n d d e m e a ni n g i nt er vi e ws. D es pit e t h eir n o mi n all y 
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u ni v ers al a n d e n a bli n g as pir ati o ns, t h es e g o o ds ar e i nst e a d a d mi n -

ist er e d t o e x cl u d e a n d r estri ct.

At t h e l o c al l e v el, s u c h e x cl usi o n is oft e n a c hi e v e d m or e lit er all y b y 

g e o gr a p hi c r estri cti o ns. I n t h e b a c kl as h a g ai nst t h e ci vil ri g hts m o v e -

m e nt, f or e x a m pl e, w e alt hi er a n d w hit er c o m m u niti es r o uti n el y s e c e d e d 

fr o m m or e di v ers e l o c aliti es, f or mi n g t h eir o w n m u ni ci p al g o v er n m e nts 

wit h s e p ar at e s yst e ms f or s c h o ols, p ar ks, a n d ot h er g o o ds. h e r es ult 

h as b e e n d e f a ct o r es e gr e g ati o n of a c c ess t o hi g h- q u alit y p u bli c g o o ds. 

h es e c o m m u niti es w o ul d r at h er wit h dr a w fr o m a l ar g e, p u bli c ar e n a 

t h a n m a k e t h eir g o o ds a n d s er vi c es a v ail a bl e t o all.

h es e e x cl usi o n ar y str at e gi es ar e e v e n m or e gl ari n g w h e n s e e n i n 

t h e c o nt e xt of t h e m a n y hi d d e n f or ms of s u bsi di z ati o n a n d s u p p ort t h at 

w e alt hi er c o m m u niti es r e c ei v e. I n t h e h e alt h c ar e i g ht, f or e x a m pl e, 

criti cs of e x p a n d e d M e di c ai d or M e di c ar e gl oss o v er t h e d e gr e e t o w hi c h 

m ost e m pl o y er- b a c k e d pl a ns ar e t h e ms el v es s u bsi di z e d b y t a x p a y ers.

H o usi n g o f ers a n ot h er e x a m pl e. h e w aiti n g list f or t h e H o usi n g 

C h oi c e V o u c h er pr o gr a m (c o m m o nl y k n o w n as S e cti o n 8, w hi c h o f er 

s u bsi di es f or p o or f a mili es t o p a y r e nt) is s o l o n g t h at s o m e citi es h a v e 

si m pl y st o p p e d a c c e pti n g n e w a p pli c a nts. We c o ul d f ull y f u n d t h es e 

v o u c h ers f or a n esti m at e d $ 2 5 billi o n a n n u all y. I n c o m p aris o n, w e al -

r e a d y s u bsi di z e h o usi n g f or h o m e o w n ers ( m ostl y w e alt hi er a n d w hit er 

f a mili es) t o t h e t u n e of $ 1 7 1 billi o n p er y e ar t hr o u g h t h e h o m e m ort g a g e 

i nt er est d e d u cti o n a n d ot h er t a x b e n e its.

S u z a n n e M ettl er c alls t his t h e “s u b m er g e d st at e,” t h e e m b e d di n g of 

g o v er n m e nt al b e n e its i n oft e n- hi d d e n pr o visi o ns of t h e t a x c o d e. W hil e 

s u c h s u bsi di es m a y b e e c o n o mic all y e i ci e nt i n s o m e r es p e cts, t h e r es ult 

u n d er mi n es s u p p ort f or p u blic pr o visi o n. Aft er all, m a n y b e n e i ci ari es 

of p u blic s u p p ort (s u c h as t h os e wit h h o m e m ort g a g e d e d u cti o ns) d o n ot 

t hi n k of t h e ms el v es as b e n e i ci ari es, t h us all o wi n g t h e m t o f als el y v al ori z e 

t h e fr e e m ar k et a n d d e ni gr at e ot h ers as “ u n d es er vi n g” r e ci pi e nts of w elf ar e.



R a h m a n

his ill usi o n of fr e e - m ar k et e i ci e n c y a n d p ers o n al c h oi c e r es ults 

i n a pr e di ct a bl e p u bli c g o o ds d e at h s pir al. Aft er i niti al pr ess ur es t o c ut 

t a x es, l o c al a n d st at e g o v er n m e nts h a v e b e e n st ar v e d of r e v e n u e, w hi c h 

l e a ds t o d e cli ni n g b u d g ets. his cr e at es a j usti i c ati o n f or c utti n g s er-

vi c es a n d o uts o ur ci n g t h e m t o pri v at e c o ntr a ct ors. I n cr e asi n gl y, t h es e 

g o o ds a n d s er vi c es ar e als o i n a n ci ali z e d —tr a nsf err e d t o pri v at e e q uit y 

i n v est ors w h o o p er at e t h e s er vi c es f or pr o it, s u c h as w at er i n Fli nt or 

t h e pri v at e e q uit y t a k e o v er of N e w Y or k’s a m b ul a n c e s er vi c es. B ut as 

pri v at e a ct ors t a k e o n m or e a n d m or e p o w er t o e x pl oit a n d e xtr a ct, t h e 

s a m e e m a ci ati o n of g o v er n m e nt al i nstit uti o ns, c a p a citi es, a n d p ers o n n el 

m a k es it e v er l ess li k el y t h at t h es e pr o vi d ers c a n b e o v ers e e n e f e cti v el y  

— or t h at g o o ds c a n b e m a d e p u bli c a g ai n i n t h e f ut ur e.

M a n y of t h es e e x cl usi o n ar y t e c h ni q u es ar e m ut u all y r ei nf or ci n g. 

h e i m p ositi o n of a ust erit y b u d g ets m a k es it e asi er t o j ustif y gr e at er 

b arri ers t o a c c ess. R a ci ali zi n g a n d vill ai ni zi n g t h e r e ci pi e nts of b e n e its 

m a k es it e asi er t o c ut b u d g ets. Hi di n g t h e w a ys i n w hi c h w e alt hi er 

c o m m u niti es als o r e c ei v e p u bli c s u p p ort f urt h er r e d u c es p ot e nti al 

s u p p ort f or u ni v ers al a n d e q uit a bl e a c c ess. h es e m e c h a nis ms c o m pris e 

a s a dl y r o uti n e a n d d ur a bl e pl a y b o o k f or c o nstr u cti n g e c o n o mi c a n d 

r a ci al e x cl usi o n.

s o f a r, t his is a gri m st or y. B ut w e d o i n f a ct h a v e t h e r es o ur c es a n d t o ols 

t o pr o vi d e t h es e p u bli c g o o ds o n u ni v ers all y a c c essi bl e a n d d e m o cr ati c 

t er ms. To t h e e xt e nt t h at p u bli c g o o ds ar e n ot pr o vi d e d u ni v ers all y, it is 

e m p h ati c all y n ot b e c a us e of a l a c k of r es o ur c es or i nstit uti o n al c a p a cit y; 

it is r at h er b e c a us e of a d eli b er at e e f ort t o h o ar d r es o ur c es a n d a c c ess 

f or s o m e, e x cl u d e ot h ers, a n d s hift r es p o nsi biliti es fr o m p u bli c t o pri v at e 

a ct ors as a w a y of e ntr e n c hi n g t h es e distri b uti o ns.
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If e x cl usi o n is c o nstr u ct e d i n t h e a d mi nistr ati o n a n d pr o visi o n of 

p u bli c g o o ds ( b y b ot h p u bli c a n d pri v at e a ct ors), t h e str u g gl e f or j us -

ti c e, e c o n o mi c fr e e d o m, a n d i n cl usi o n c a n t h er ef or e a c hi e v e m u c h b y 

f o c usi n g o n b ur e a u cr a c y.

C o nsi d er t h e c as e of h o usi n g. B y s o m e esti m at es, n e arl y 4 0 milli o n 

h o us e h ol ds ar o u n d t h e c o u ntr y ar e “r e nt- b ur d e n e d,” s p e n di n g o v er 3 0 

p er c e nt of t h eir i n c o m e o n h o usi n g. h o u g h cl e arl y a p u bli c g o o d i n 

t h e d e m o cr ati c s e ns e d es cri b e d e arli er, h o usi n g is n ot r e c o g ni z e d as a n 

a ir m ati v e c o nstit uti o n al ri g ht. Yet if w e w er e t o e x p a n d r e g ul at or y 

a n d a d mi nistr ati v e o v ersi g ht of t h e h o usi n g s e ct or, w e c o ul d c o m e q uit e 

cl os e t o a p pr o xi m ati n g h o usi n g as a p u bli c g o o d.

I n r a pi dl y g e ntrif yi n g citi es, f or e x a m pl e, a n u m b er of i m p ort a nt 

pr o p os als ar e c urr e ntl y o n t h e t a bl e. R ef or m ers i n N e w Y or k h a v e 

pr o p os e d gr e at er r e g ul ati o n of t h e r e nt al m ar k et, r e q uiri n g a li c e nsi n g 

s yst e m f or l a n dl or ds or “c erti i c at es of n o - h ar ass m e nt” t h at pr o v e l a n d-

l or ds h a v e n ot f or c e d o ut c urr e nt t e n a nts b ef or e t h e y ar e p er mitt e d t o s ell 

t h eir pr o p erti es. I nst e a d of h u g e t a x br e a ks t o d e v el o p ers t o e n c o ur a g e 

c o nstr u cti o n, S e cti o n 8 v o u c h ers a n d ot h er r e nt s u bsi di es c o ul d als o b e 

r a di c all y e x p a n d e d, a n d l o c aliti es c o ul d pr o vi d e s e e d l a n d a n d f u n di n g 

f or p u bli c pr oj e cts. B ur e a u cr ati c e nf or c e m e nt of e vi cti o n c o ul d b e dr a-

m ati c all y r e d u c e d a n d m a d e m or e t e n a nt-fri e n dl y. Citi es i n t h e B a y Ar e a 

ar e e v e n c o nsi d eri n g bri n gi n g b a c k r e nt c o ntr ol a n d r e nt st a bili z ati o n.

Ta k e n t o g et h er, t h es e pr o visi o ns w o ul d e f e cti v el y m a k e h o us -

i n g a utilit y. It w o ul d still b e pri v at e a n d w o ul d still g e n er at e r et ur n 

f or l a n dl or ds, b ut t h es e r et ur ns w o ul d b e m o d est. F urt h er m or e, t h e 

c a p a cit y of l a n dl or ds t o e x pl oit or h ar ass t e n a nts w o ul d b e c urt ail e d. 

M ost i m p ort a ntl y, h o usi n g w o ul d b e m or e a f or d a bl e a n d a c c essi bl e 

as a r es ult.

Si mil ar str at e gi es c o ul d als o h el p r est or e t h e “ p u bli c n ess” of r e c e ntl y 

pri v ati z e d g o o ds, s u c h as w at er i n Mic hi g a n. F or e x a m pl e, t h e Mic hi g a n 
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H u m a n Ri g ht t o Wat er A ct, a l e gisl ati v e p a c k a g e i ntr o d u c e d i n 2 0 1 5, 

c o nt ai ns pr o visi o ns t h at w o ul d r estri ct pri c es, est a blis h a ir m ati v e 

o bli g ati o ns f or s af et y, i m p os e r e g ul at or y r estri cti o ns o n s h ut o fs, a n d 

m a n d at e gr e at er o v ersi g ht b y st at e a g e n ci es, i n cl u di n g t h e cr e ati o n of 

a w at er o m b u ds m a n. A n d d es pit e t h e att a c ks o n t h e s af et y n et i n n a -

ti o n al p oliti cs, l o c al g o v er n m e nts s u c h as N e w Y or k h a v e s u c c essf ull y 

pi o n e er e d t h e cr e ati o n of a n e w p u bli c g o o d i n t h e f or m of u ni v ers al 

pr e - K, a n i d e a t h at is pr olif er ati n g r a pi dl y.

his r et ur n of p u bli c g o o ds d e p e n ds cr u ci all y o n t h e r ol e of g o v er n -

m e nt, a n d, i n p arti c ul ar, a d mi nistr ati v e a g e n ci es at t h e l o c al a n d n ati o n al 

l e v els. B ut it n e e d n ot r est o n a P a n gl ossi a n vi e w of w h at g o v er n m e nt 

c a n d o. Pr o gr essi v e Er a r ef or m ers m a y h a v e h a d a n o v erl y o pti misti c 

vi e w of g o v er n m e nt, o p er ati n g as t h e y di d at t h e d a w n of t h e m o d er n 

a d mi nistr ati v e st at e. B ut e v e n t h e n, t h e s u c c ess es of Pr o gr essi v e Er a 

(a n d l at er N e w D e al) a d mi nistr ati o n o w e d m u c h n ot j ust t o b ur e a u cr ats 

b ut t o t h e s o ci al m o v e m e nts t h at h el p e d t o e m p o w er a n d cr e at e it — a n d 

ulti m at el y t o k e e p it h o n est.

T o d a y’s t as k of a c hi e vi n g a d e m o cr ati c c o n c e pti o n of p u bli c g o o ds 

r e q uir es a si mil ar e f ort. h e F C C w o ul d n ot h a v e est a blis h e d n et n e u-

tr alit y, f or e x a m pl e, wit h o ut t h e tr e m e n d o us m o bili z ati o n a n d or g a ni z-

i n g b y gr o u ps s u c h as C ol or of C h a n g e a n d Fi g ht f or t h e F ut ur e. N or 

w o ul d t h e Fli nt w at er crisis h a v e r e a c h e d n ati o n al pr o mi n e n c e wit h o ut 

t h e w or k of a cti vists o n t h e gr o u n d.

It s h o ul d b e n o s ur pris e t h at e f orts t o r ef or m p u bli c g o o ds —fr o m 

t h e w at er ri g hts bill i n Mi c hi g a n t o r est ori n g i n v est m e nt i n l o c al p ar ks, 

s c h o ols, a n d j o bs pr o gr a ms —i n cr e asi n gl y i n cl u d e m e as ur es t o e ns ur e t h e 

r e pr es e nt ati o n a n d a c c o u nt a bilit y of b ot h t h e g o v er n m e nt a n d pri v at e 

a ct ors. h e distri b uti o n of p u bli c g o o ds, aft er all, h as b e c o m e a n ot h er 

w a y i n w hi c h w e p oli c e d e m o cr a c y’s b or d ers, a n d t h e p u bli c at l ar g e h as 

a r e al st a k e i n t h es e d e b at es.
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h e br a z e n n ess of m o d er n c o ns er v atis m r ais es (a n d cl ari i es) t h e 

st a k es. h a n ks t o c o ns er v ati v e c o ntr ol of d o z e ns of st at e l e gisl at ur es, 

p u bli c f u n cti o ns ar e b ei n g pri v ati z e d at a n a c c el er at e d p a c e. At t h e f e d -

er al l e v el, t h e Tr u m p a d mi nistr ati o n w a nts t o dis m a ntl e n et n e utr alit y 

as w ell as sl as h f u n di n g f or M e di c ai d a n d h o usi n g. W h at is at st a k e 

is n ot o nl y w h at w e o w e t o e a c h ot h er, b ut w h o w e ar e. B y i g hti n g t o 

m a k e t h e pr o visi o n of t h es e vit al g o o ds p u bli c a n d u ni v ers al, w e ass ert 

o ur c o m mit m e nt t o a br o a dl y i n cl usi v e “ w e.” We h el p i nstit uti o n ali z e 

a n d i nst a nti at e t h at i m a gi n ar y c o m m u nit y, m a ki n g it r e al, t a n gi bl e, 

m e a ni n gf ul, a n d — h o p ef ull y — d ur a bl e.
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T h e T hir d R ail

El ai ne K a m arc k

i a m c e r t ai n l y s y m p a t h e ti c t o S a b e el R a h m a n’s criti q u e t h at t h er e is 

“ a l o n g-st a n di n g p att er n of c asti n g b e n e i ci ari es of c ert ai n p u bli c g o o ds 

as ‘ u n d es er vi n g.’” St arti n g wit h R o n al d R e a g a n’s w elf ar e q u e e ns, t h e 

r e ci pi e nts of p u bli c g o o ds h a v e oft e n b e e n d e m o ni z e d as u n w ort h y i n 

o n e w a y or a n ot h er. his is es p e ci all y u ps etti n g gi v e n t h e pl et h or a of 

g o v er n m e nt b e n e its —fr o m m ort g a g e d e d u cti bilit y t o r etir e m e nt s a vi n gs 

a c c o u nts t o c oll e g e s a vi n gs a c c o u nts —t h at a c cr u e t o t h e a d v a nt a g e of 

t h e u p p er mi d dl e cl ass. It c a n b e ar g u e d t h at t h e tr ul y u n d es er vi n g ar e 

t h e w ell- o f A m eri c a ns w h os e g o v er n m e nt l ar g ess e c o m es i n t h e f or m 

of t a x e x p e n dit ur es, n ot w elf ar e c h e c ks.

N o n et h el ess, t o i g n or e or dis miss t h e “ u n d ers er vi n g” ar g u m e nt 

is t o mis s a n i m p ort a nt i n g r e di e nt of s u c c e ssf ul A m eri c a n p u bli c 

p oli c y. A m eri c a ns h a v e al w a y s b e e n str o n g i n di vi d u alists. T his 

et h os g o es b a c k t o t h e pi o n e er e x p eri e n c e of s ettli n g a c o nti n e nt i n 

a n er a w h e n p e o pl e h a d t o r el y o n t h e ms el v e s a n d t h eir i m m e di at e 

n ei g h b or s a n d w h e n g o v er n m e nt w a s, f or all pr a cti c al p ur p os e s, 

n o n e xist e nt. 
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Alt h o u g h w e ar e a l o n g w a y fr o m t h e pi o n e er er a, a n ati o n’s D N A 

di es h ar d. A s u bst a nti al n u m b er of A m eri c a ns still gl orif y t h e i n di vi d u al 

a n d b eli e v e t h at it is e v er y o n e’s r es p o nsi bilit y t o w or k h ar d a n d t a k e c ar e 

of t h eir o w n. It’s w h y, f or i nst a n c e, A m eri c a h as n e v er h a d a s u c c essf ul 

s o ci alist p art y w hil e E ur o p e h as.

Pr o gr essi v e or li b er al p oli c y t h at i g n or es t his str ai n i n t h e p u bli c 

c o ns ci o us n ess will al w a ys b e v ul n er a bl e t o t h e ar g u m e nt t h at g o v er n -

m e nt t h at t a k es fr o m t h os e w h o w or k a n d gi v es t o t h os e w h o d o n ot is 

ill e giti m at e. F ort u n at el y p olic y t h at is c o nstr u ct e d wit h a n u n d erst a n di n g 

of t his t e nsi o n c a n st a n d t h e t est of ti m e.

h e b est e x a m pl e is Pr esi d e nt Fr a n kli n D. R o os e v elt’s cr e ati o n 

of S o ci al S e c urit y. h e Gr e at D e pr essi o n hi g hli g ht e d t h e n e e d f or a 

si g ni i c a ntl y m or e r o b ust s o ci al s af et y n et t h a n A m eri c a h a d e v er h a d 

b ef or e. B ut i n 1 9 3 3, t w o y e ars b ef or e R o os e v elt a n d his s e cr et ar y of 

l a b or, Fr a n c es Per ki ns, s et t o w or k d esi g ni n g a s o ci al s af et y n et, R o o-

s e v elt cr e at e d t h e Ci vili a n C o ns er v ati o n C or ps — a m assi v e pr o gr a m 

t h at p ut p e o pl e t o w or k. It w as a p oliti c all y s hr e w d m o v e, a n d o n e t h at 

w as c o m pl et el y c o nsist e nt wit h t h e v al u e A m eri c a ns pl a c e o n w or k o v er 

“ a h a n d o ut.”

h e n, w h e n Fr a n c es Per ki ns b e g a n t o l o o k f or m o d els f or t h e s af et y 

n et, s h e l o o k e d t o pr o mi n e nt a c a d e mi cs, i n cl u di n g R ussi a n i m mi gr a nts 

s u c h as A br a h a m E pst ei n a n d Is a a c M. R u bi n o w. h es e t w o m e n d o m-

i n at e d t hi n ki n g i n t h e p oli c y c o m m u nit y at t h e ti m e. E pst ei n w as t h e 

a ut h or of F aci n g Ol d A ge ( 1 9 2 2), w hi c h s h a p e d t hi n ki n g i n t h e 1 9 2 0s. 

R u bi n o w, a n a v o w e d s o ci alist, f o u n d e d t h e A m eri c a n Ass o ci ati o n f or 

Ol d A g e S e c urit y i n 1 9 2 7 a n d pr o m ot e d t h e i d e as of n ati o n al h e alt h 

i ns ur a n c e a n d i n c o m e m ai nt e n a n c e f or w or k ers. 

A n d y et, w h e n it c a m e ti m e f or P er ki ns t o p ut t o g et h er a t e a m 

t o e n a ct s o ci al w elf ar e l e gisl ati o n, n eit h er E pst ei n n or R u bi n o w w as 

c all e d i nt o t h e W hit e H o us e t o p arti ci p at e ( m u c h t o t h eir dis m a y). 
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As t h e pr o c ess u nf ol d e d, R o os e v elt d u m p e d m a n y of t h e i d e as t h at 

h a d b e e n n e ar t o t h e h e arts of t h es e r ef or m ers —i n cl u di n g n ati o n al 

h e alt h i ns ur a n c e.

R o os e v elt u n d erst o o d t h at h e n e e d e d t o cr e at e a u ni q u el y A meric a n  

s o ci al s af et y n et — o n e t h at t a p p e d i nt o t h e d e e p r es er v oir of i n di vi d u al-

is m t h at l a y u n d er n e at h t h e A m eri c a n ps y c h e a n d o n e t h at a v oi d e d, at 

all c osts, t h e a p p e ar a n c e of a “ d ol e.” As a r es ult, t h e ar c hit e ct ur e of t h e 

t w o s o ci al s af et y n et pr o gr a ms t h at s ur vi v e d, u n e m pl o y m e nt i ns ur a n c e 

a n d ol d- a g e i ns ur a n c e, e v ol v e d i n a s u bst a nti all y di f er e nt dir e cti o n t h a n 

si mil ar pr o gr a ms i n E ur o p e. 

h e u n e m pl o y m e nt c o m p e ns ati o n pr o gr a m w as gi v e n t o t h e st at es 

t o r u n, r e l e cti n g t h e pr e v aili n g (a n d c urr e nt) b eli ef i n l o c alis m t h at is s o 

m u c h a p art of U. S. p oliti c al c ult ur e. A n d b ot h pr o gr a ms, u n e m pl o y -

m e nt i ns ur a n c e a n d t h e ol d- a g e p e nsi o n ( w h at w e n o w k n o w as S o ci al 

S e c urit y), w er e str u ct ur e d as i ns ur a n c e pr o gr a ms. I n b ot h i nst a n c es, t a x es 

w er e d e d u ct e d fr o m t h e p a yr oll a n d, u nli k e i n E ur o p e, o nl y citi z e ns 

w h o h a d c o ntri b ut e d t o t h e s yst e m c o ul d g et b e n e its. 

h e r es ult w as m ost d e i nit el y n ot t o t h e li ki n g of t h e r ef or m ers 

w h o h a d c o m e fr o m or w h o l o o k e d t o E ur o p e f or t h eir i ns pir ati o n. B ut 

R o os e v elt k n e w w h at h e w as d oi n g. B e c a us e t h e str u ct ur e w as u ni q u el y 

A m eri c a n i n its v al u es, it w as a bl e t o s ur vi v e. As h e e x pl ai n e d:

h es e t a x es w er e n e v er a pr o bl e m of e c o n o mi cs. h e y w er e p oliti cs all t h e 

w a y t hr o u g h. We p ut t h es e p a yr oll c o ntri b uti o ns t h er e s o as t o gi v e t h e 

c o ntri b ut ors a l e g al, m or al a n d p oliti c al ri g ht t o c oll e ct t h eir u n e m pl o y m e nt 

b e n e its. Wit h t h es e t a x es i n pl a c e n o d a m n p oliti ci a n c a n e v er s cr a p m y 

s o ci al s e c urit y pr o gr a m.

h e g e ni us of R o os e v elt w as t o cr e at e a s o ci al s af et y n et t h at w as b as e d 

o n a f a mili ar m o d el —t h e i ns ur a n c e m o d el — a n d t h at t a p p e d i nt o t h e 
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A m eri c a n v al u es of i n di vi d u alis m a n d h ar d w or k. S o ci al w elf ar e b e n e -

its w er e t o b e “ e ar n e d,” n ot si m pl y gi v e n o ut b y t h e g o v er n m e nt. his 

cl e v er disti n cti o n m e a nt t h at t h e c h a n g es s ur vi v e d e v e n as R e p u bli c a ns 

att e m pt e d t o u n d o t h e N e w D e al. B y 1 9 5 2 a p o p ul ar R e p u bli c a n pr es -

i d e nt, D wi g ht D. Eis e n h o w er, m a d e it cl e ar t h at his p art y w o ul d n o 

l o n g er tr y t o u nr a v el t h e si g n at ur e s af et y n et pr o gr a m of t h e N e w D e al.

I n s u bs e q u e nt y e ars t h e pr o gr a m w as e x p a n d e d t o i n cl u d e d e p e n -

d e nts, s ur vi v ors, a n d e v e n t h e dis a bl e d, a n d it h as b e e n r es p o nsi bl e f or 

a dr a m ati c dr o p i n p o v ert y a m o n g t h e el d erl y. N o w o n d er it r e m ai ns 

u n p ar all el e d i n its p o p ul arit y a n d h as b e e n c all e d “t h e t hir d r ail of 

A m eri c a n p oliti cs” b e c a us e of t h e p ot e nti al d a m a g e t o a n y p oliti ci a n 

w h o d ar es o p p os e it.

A m eri c a n s o ci al r ef or m ers w or ki n g i n ot h er c o u ntri es, es p e ci all y 

d e v el o pi n g c o u ntri es, m a k e a gr e at (al b eit n ot al w a ys s u c c essf ul) e f ort 

t o b e c ult ur all y s e nsiti v e i n t h eir w or k. B ut r ef or m ers w or ki n g o n A m er-

i c a n s o ci al pr o gr a ms d o n ot oft e n i nt er n ali z e t h e s a m e l ess o n. W hil e 

R a h m a n is c orr e ct t o p oi nt o ut t h at t h e b ur e a u cr ati c a d mi nistr ati o n of 

t h e w elf ar e st at e oft e n c o nsists of t o o m a n y b arri ers t o e ntr y, it is criti c al 

t o u n d erst a n d t h at m a n y of t h es e b arri ers ar e r o ot e d i n A m eri c a’s c ul-

t ur e a n d m or alit y. If w e ar e m or e c ult ur all y s e nsiti v e i n t h e A m eri c a n 

c o nt e xt, t h e n w e c a n b uil d, as R o os e v elt di d, s ust ai n a bl e p u bli c g o o ds.
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S a vi n g t h e C o m m o ns fr o m t h e P u bli c

Mic h ael H ar dt

s a b e e l r a h m a n’s a r g u m e n t a g ai nst t h e pri v ati z ati o n of p u bli c g o o ds 

a n d s er vi c es c o ntri b ut es t o a ri c h str e a m of c o nt e m p or ar y criti q u es of 

n e oli b er alis m t h at ri g htl y f o c us es o n h o w pri v ati z ati o n cr e at es a n d 

m ai nt ai ns f or ms of e x cl usi o n a n d hi er ar c h y. I n r es p o ns e t o pri v ati z ati o n, 

R a h m a n c alls t o m a k e p u bli c g o o ds p u bli c a g ai n —t h at is, t o d esi g n a n d 

b olst er g o v er n m e nt pr o gr a ms t h at f ost er s o ci al i n cl usi o n a n d e q u alit y, 

br o a d e ni n g b ot h o ur c o n c e pti o n of p u bli c g o o ds a n d t h e p o p ul ati o ns 

w h os e m e m b ers hi p gr a nts t h e m a c c ess t o t h os e g o o ds. 

R a h m a n’s ar g u m e nt, h o w e v er, r ests o n a n oti o n of t h e o p p ositi o n 

b et w e e n p u bli c a n d pri v at e t h at o bs c ur es t h e f ull r a n g e of p oliti c al 

p ossi biliti es. I n d e e d, m a n y criti q u es of n e oli b er alis m ass u m e t h at t h e 

o nl y s ol uti o n is a r et ur n t o e c o n o mi c pr oj e cts of K e y n esi a n st at e c o n -

tr ol, us u all y c o m bi n e d wit h p oliti c al dis c o urs es of cl assi c al li b er alis m 

( R a h m a n’s pri m ar y t o u c hst o n e is t h e Pr o gr essi v e Er a). Ol d er n oti o ns of 

st at e pr o visi o n a n d r e g ul ati o n m a y w ell b e pr ef er a bl e t o t h e n e oli b er al 

r ul e of pri v at e pr o p ert y, b ut t h e y c arr y t h eir o w n f or ms of e x cl usi o n a n d 

i nj usti c e. R a h m a n hi ms elf r e c o g ni z es t h e hist or y of r a ci al a n d g e n d er 
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hi er ar c hi es e m b e d d e d i n st at e str u ct ur es of p u bli c g o o ds. O n e mi g ht 

a d d t h e e x cl usi o n of mi gr a nts a n d i n di g e n o us p o p ul ati o ns, a m o n g ot h ers, 

fr o m m e m b ers hi p i n t h e p oliti c al c o m m u nit y. 

F ort u n at el y t h e pri v at e a n d t h e p u bli c ar e n ot o ur o nl y o pti o ns. 

h e c o m m o n — d e i n e d b y o p e n a c c ess t o, a n d s h ar e d d e m o cr ati c m a n -

a g e m e nt of, s o ci al w e alt h — pr o vi d es a n alt er n ati v e. I n f a ct, R a h m a n’s 

ar g u m e nt p oi nts at ti m es, a m bi g u o usl y, i n t h e dir e cti o n of t h e c o m m o n.

I will o f er s o m e e x a m pl es of h o w s o ci al w e alt h c a n b e s h ar e d as 

c o m m o n, b ut b ef or e I d o t h at, I w a nt t o a d dr ess s o m e b asi c c o n c e pt u al 

disti n cti o ns, t h e irst of w hi c h r e g ar ds t h e n at ur e of pr o p ert y. F or t h e 

p ur p os es of t his dis c ussi o n, I a d o pt t h e c o m m o ns e ns e u n d erst a n di n g 

of pri v at e pr o p ert y as d e i n e d b y t h e ri g ht t o e x cl u d e ot h ers a n d e x ert 

a m o n o p ol y o v er d e cisi o n- m a ki n g. It is tr u e t h at m o d er n pri v at e pr o p -

ert y, as e v er y irst- y e ar l a w st u d e nt will t ell y o u, is c h ar a ct eri z e d n ot 

b y a n a bs ol ut e ri g ht of o w n ers hi p, b ut b y a b u n dl e of ri g hts s u c h t h at 

o w n ers hi p is c o n diti o n e d b y ot h ers a f e ct e d b y pr o p ert y. S u c h pl ur alit y, 

h o w e v er, is al w a ys r estri ct e d a n d d o es n ot alt er t h e ulti m at e a ut h orit y 

a n d p o w er of e x cl usi o n a f or d e d b y o w n ers hi p.

F urt h er m or e, p u bli c o w n ers hi p, b y w hi c h I u n d erst a n d st at e r e g u -

l ati o n a n d c o ntr ol, d o es n ot f u n d a m e nt all y alt er t h e b asi c e x cl usi o ns of 

pr o p ert y. M or e p e o pl e m a y h a v e a c c ess t o p u bli c pr o p ert y t h a n pri v at e 

pr o p ert y, b ut t h e st at e r et ai ns t h e ri g ht t o d e cisi o n- m a ki n g a n d r estri cts 

a c c ess t o t h os e w h o “ b el o n g.” R a h m a n c alls t his p o w er t h e c o di i c ati o n 

a n d i nstit uti o n ali z ati o n of m e m b ers hi p — or its d e ni al. h e p u bli c, i n 

ot h er w or ds, m ai nt ai ns its o w n f or ms of m o n o p ol y o v er a c c ess a n d  

d e cisi o n- m a ki n g. I n d e e d pri v at e a n d p u bli c fr e q u e ntl y f u n cti o n t o g et h er 

t o m ai nt ai n e x cl usi o ns a n d hi er ar c hi es. F or e x a m pl e, m a n y a ut h ors 

h a v e d et ail e d h o w p u bli c h o usi n g pr oj e cts i n t h e U nit e d St at es h a v e n ot 

l ess e n e d t h e r a ci al s e gr e g ati o ns cr e at e d b y pri v at e pr o p ert y b ut i nst e a d 

r ei nf or c e d t h e m.
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h e c o m m o n, i n c o ntr ast t o b ot h t h e pri v at e a n d t h e p u bli c, is 

d e i n e d b y o p e n a c c ess a n d d e m o cr ati c d e cisi o n- m a ki n g. It t h us d es -

i g n at es n ot a t hir d ki n d of pr o p ert y, b ut a n o n- pr o p ert y str u ct ur e f or 

s h ari n g s o ci al w e alt h.

S e c o n d, b y i n v o ki n g t h e c o m m o n I d o n ot i nt e n d t o h ar k e n b a c k t o 

pr e c a pit alist s o ci al arr a n g e m e nts t h at w er e d estr o y e d b y t h e e n cl os ur es, 

b ut t o i n di c at e n e w m e a ns f or s h ari n g s o ci al w e alt h t o d a y. I als o r ej e ct 

tr a g e d y- of-t h e - c o m m o ns st yl e o bj e cti o ns, w hi c h cl ai m t h at u n m a n a g e d 

s o ci al w e alt h, s u c h as a i el d f or gr a zi n g, will i n e vit a bl y c o m e t o r ui n 

a n d t h at t h e o nl y e f e cti v e m e a ns of m a n a g e m e nt ar e pri v at e o w n ers hi p 

or st at e c o ntr ol. S u c h pr e e m pti v e o bj e cti o ns s er v e as a r e d h erri n g t h at 

cl os es d o w n d e b at e. h e c o m m o n of c o urs e m ust b e m a n a g e d, b ut a 

p oliti cs of t h e c o m m o n r ests o n t h e w a g er t h at s h ar e d s o ci al w e alt h c a n 

b e m a n a g e d d e m o cr ati c all y, o utsi d e of eit h er pri v at e or p u bli c c o ntr ol.

hir d, disti n g uis hi n g t h e p u bli c fr o m t h e c o m m o n is criti c al, si n c e 

i n E n glis h (a n d m a n y ot h er l a n g u a g es) t h e t er m “ p u bli c” is a m bi v al e nt, 

r ef erri n g i n s o m e us a g es t o st at e c o ntr ol a n d i n ot h ers t o t h e c o m m o n. 

W h e n o n e r ef ers t o a r e a di n g p u blic , f or i nst a n c e, or t o m a ki n g o n e’s 

i d e as p u blic , t h e “ p u bli c” i n q u esti o n r ef ers pri m aril y t o t h e c o m m o n. his 

a m bi v al e n c e of st a n d ar d us a g e c o n c e als a n i m p ort a nt di vi d e b et w e e n 

cir c u mst a n c es u n d er w hi c h st at e d e cisi o n- m a ki n g a n d t h e st at e’s p o w ers 

of e x cl usi o n ar e c e ntr al v ers us t h os e u n d er w hi c h d e cisi o n- m a ki n g is 

d e m o cr ati c a n d a c c ess o p e n a n d e q u al. I n dis c ussi o ns of p u bli c pr o p ert y 

a n d p u bli c g o o ds, I t h us us e t h e t er m “ p u bli c” o nl y i n r ef er e n c e t o t h e 

st at e, s o t h at t h e c o m m o n c a n c o m e i nt o vi e w.

R a h m a n’s dis c ussi o ns of t h e p u bli c ar e a m bi v al e nt i n t h e w a y I h a v e 

j ust o utli n e d. W h er e as i n t h e m aj or p orti o n of t h e ess a y h e a d dr ess es 

st at e pr o visi o n a n d r e g ul ati o n of p u bli c g o o ds, a mi n or li n e of ar g u -

m e nt ati o n g est ur es t o w ar d t h e c o m m o n. F or e x a m pl e, l a m e nti n g t h e 

u n e q u al distri b uti o n i n t h e U nit e d St at es of a c c ess t o s af e w at er, h e alt h 
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c ar e, a n d h o usi n g, h e c alls f or a m or e br o a dl y i n cl usi v e “ w e.” Pr es u m a bl y, 

a c c ess w o ul d t h e n b e o p e n e q u all y t o all, i n cl u di n g mi gr a nts a n d all 

pr e vi o usl y e x cl u d e d p o p ul ati o ns.

R a h m a n’s c all f or a n e wl y d e m o cr ati c c o n c e pti o n of p u bli c g o o ds 

c o ul d als o p oi nt t o w ar d t h e c o m m o n, ass u mi n g t his w o ul d o p p os e 

a n y m o n o p ol y of d e cisi o n- m a ki n g, pri v at e or p u bli c. h at ass u m pti o n 

s u g g ests a i n al c o n c e pt u al p oi nt: di f er e nti ati n g t h e c o m m o n fr o m t h e 

p u bli c r e q uir es a disti n ct u n d erst a n di n g of d e m o cr a c y. R a h m a n s e e ms 

t o c o n c ei v e of d e m o cr a c y i n t er ms of j ust a n d r es p o nsi bl e str u ct ur es 

of r e pr es e nt ati o n, hi g hli g hti n g t h e a c c o u nt a bilit y a n d r es p o nsi v e n ess of 

p u bli c o i ci als. h e c o m m o n, i n c o ntr ast, r e q uir es a f ull er n oti o n of 

d e m o cr a c y i n w hi c h all p arti ci p at e i n m a ki n g d e cisi o ns a b o ut a c c ess t o 

a n d m a n a g e m e nt of s o ci al w e alt h. It is b e y o n d t h e s c o p e of t his s h ort 

pi e c e t o d e b at e t h e f e asi bilit y of s u c h a p arti ci p at or y n oti o n of d e m o c -

r a c y; m y p oi nt is t h at h o w w e d e i n e d e m o cr a c y is c e ntr al t o q u esti o ns 

of p u bli c g o o ds a n d t h e c o m m o n.

All t h es e c o n c e pt u al disti n cti o ns ar e s ali e nt i n c o nt e m p or ar y 

s o ci al m o v e m e nts t h at d e m a n d a ri g ht t o t h e c o m m o n. J ust as R a h -

m a n cl ai ms h o usi n g is a ri g ht, s o t o o d o es t h e S p a nis h Pl at af or m a 

de Afect a d os p or l a Hi p otec a  ( Pl atf or m of h os e A f e ct e d b y M ort g a g-

es), k n o w n as t h e P A H. W h er e as R a h m a n pr o p os es p u bli c m e a ns, 

s u c h as r e nt c o ntr ol a n d r e nt s u bsi di es, t o cr e at e gr e at er a c c ess a n d 

c o u nt er t h e n e oli b er al p o w ers of i n a n c e a n d g e ntri i c ati o n, t h e P A H 

d ef e n ds t h e ri g ht t o h o usi n g t hr o u g h v ari o us f or ms of s o ci al a cti o n 

a n d ci vil dis o b e di e n c e: t h e gr o u p n ot o nl y pr ot e cts t h os e t hr e at e n e d 

wit h e vi cti o n or utilit y s h ut- o fs, b ut als o o c c u pi es e m pt y a p art m e nts 

o w n e d b y b a n k s t o pr o vi d e h o usi n g t o t h e h o m el ess. h e P A H 

d o es e n g a g e t h e st at e —f or i nst a n c e, t o d e m a n d r ef or ms of h o usi n g 

l a ws a n d t h e e nl ar g e m e nt of l a ws t h at d ef e n d r e nt ers’ a n d d e bt ors’ 

ri g hts — b ut its c e nt er of gr a vit y r esi d es i n t h e c o m m o n, n ot i n t h e 
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p u bli c. It s e e k s t o m a k e h o usi n g a v ail a bl e t o all t hr o u g h d e m o cr ati c 

d e cisi o n - m a ki n g str u ct ur es.

h e D a k ot a A c c ess Pi p eli n e pr ot ests at St a n di n g R o c k ill u mi n at e 

a n ot h er f a c e of t h e c o m m o n. L e d b y a n e xtr a or di n ar y g at h eri n g of 

N ort h A m eri c a n tri b es, t h e m o v e m e nt di d n ot c o nt est t h e pi p eli n e r o ut e 

b as e d o n pr o p ert y ri g hts. N or di d it a p p e al f or gr e at er st at e r e g ul ati o n or 

c o ntr ol. It p os e d a m u c h m or e f u n d a m e nt al c h all e n g e, t h e i m pli c ati o ns 

of w hi c h e xt e n d w ell b e y o n d t h e iss u e of pi p eli n es: a n e w r el ati o n t o t h e 

e art h —t o vi e w t h e e art h as c o m m o n a n d t o d e v el o p pr a cti c es of c ar e 

a n d p arti ci p ati o n o n t h at b asis. T o s h ar e t h e e art h i n t his w a y w o ul d 

r e q uir e a r a di c al tr a nsf or m ati o n of t h e c urr e nt s o ci al or d er.

S o ci al m o v e m e nts s u c h as t h e P A H a n d t h e pi p eli n e pr ot ests r e n -

d er visi bl e t h e c o m m o n, w hi c h is s o oft e n o bs c ur e d i n dis c ussi o ns of 

p u bli c g o o ds. h e y d e m o nstr at e t h at t h e p u bli c is n ot t h e o nl y m e a ns 

of c o m b atti n g n e oli b er al pri v ati z ati o n a n d o p e n u p a wi d er r a n g e of 

s o ci al a n d p oliti c al alt er n ati v es.

R a h m a n ast ut el y n ot es t h at w h at is at st a k e i n t h e d e b at e is n ot 

o nl y t h e distri b uti o n of s o ci al w e alt h b ut als o t h e pr o d u cti o n of s u b -

j e cti vit y: w h o  w e ar e. N eit h er t h e pri v at e n or t h e p u bli c, h o w e v er, will 

e v er pr o d u c e t h e “ br o a dl y i n cl usi v e ‘ w e’” h e ai ms f or. G e n ui n e i n cl usi o n 

a n d s o ci al e q u alit y c a n o nl y b e c o nstr u ct e d t hr o u g h t h e o p e n a c c ess a n d 

d e m o cr ati c p arti ci p ati o n t h at c h ar a ct eri z e t h e c o m m o n.



L e v y

All G o o d T hi n gs

J aco b T. Le v y

i n o r d e r t o r e s p o n d t o S a b e el R a h m a n’s ess a y, I b e gi n wit h s o m e 

disti n cti o ns i n t er mi n ol o g y, t h e si g ni i c a n c e of w hi c h I will m a k e cl e ar 

l at er. h e f oll o wi n g l a b els ar e n ot m e a nt t o d o a n y ar g u m e nt ati v e w or k 

b y t h e ms el v es; t h e i m p ort a nt t hi n g is t h e disti n cti o ns t h e y m a k e.

P u blic go o ds:  W hil e R a h m a n us es it m or e br o a dl y, l et’s r es er v e t his 

f or t h e tr a diti o n al e c o n o mi cs d e i niti o n, g o o ds t h at ar e n o n e x cl u d a bl e 

a n d n o nri v alr o us. h es e ar e “c o ns u m e d ” i n di vi d u all y: I li k e cl e a n air, 

a n d s o d o y o u, a n d s o d o es t h at p ers o n, b ut w e e a c h br e at h e it s e p ar at el y. 

h e j usti i c ati o n b e hi n d c o er ci v e pr o visi o n is t h e a g gr e g at e b e n e it t o 

all of t h e c o ns u m ers: if t h e g o o d c o ul d b e n or m all y b o u g ht a n d s ol d, 

its pri c e as d et er mi n e d b y m ar k et f or c es w o ul d b e hi g h er t h a n t h e c ost 

of pr o vi di n g it vi a p u bli c a cti o n.

S oci al g o o ds:  h es e ar e g o o ds wit h si g ni i c a nt r et ur ns t o s c al e, 

s o m eti m es b e c a us e of str ai g htf or w ar d n et w or k e f e cts (a t el e p h o n e 

i n cr e as es i n v al u e w h e n m or e p e o pl e h a v e t el e p h o n es) a n d s o m eti m es 

f or m or e c o m pli c at e d r e as o ns. A b us s yst e m is n ot si m pl y a n et w or k 

g o o d; at a gi v e n l e v el of b us s er vi c e, h a vi n g m or e p ass e n g ers m a k es 
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ri di n g l ess attr a cti v e, n ot m or e. B ut if h a vi n g m or e p ass e n g ers m a k es 

it m or e c ost- e f e cti v e t o i n cr e as e s er vi c e, w hi c h i n cr e as es t h e fr e q u e n c y 

t h at b us es c a n r u n, w hi c h m a k es b us es a m or e attr a cti v e tr a ns p ort a-

ti o n o pti o n, w hi c h attr a cts m or e p ass e n g ers, t h e n t h e w h ol e virt u o us 

c y cl e is s o m et hi n g li k e a n et w or k e f e ct. H er e, e nj o y m e nt is n ot o nl y 

a g gr e g ati v e: it is n ot t h at I li k e ri di n g t h e b us or usi n g a t el e p h o n e, 

a n d s o d o y o u, a n d s o d o es t h at p ers o n. W h e n w e all d o s o, w e g et 

m or e o ut of it. We ar e still i n di vi d u al c o ns u m ers, b ut w e b e n e it fr o m 

e a c h ot h er’s c o ns u m pti o n.

C o m m u n al go o ds:  W hil e s o ci al g o o ds c a n oft e n s h a p e a w h ol e c o m-

m u nit y, as b ot h c o m m u ni c ati o ns t e c h n ol o g y a n d tr a ns p ort ati o n d o, t h at 

is n ot t h eir c or e p ur p os e. B y c o ntr ast, wit hi n a n y ass o ci ati o n, s o ci et y, or 

or g a ni z e d gr o u p — v ol u nt ar y or as cri pti v e, p u bli c or pri v at e —t h er e ar e 

b uil di n gs, s p a c es, c el e br ati o ns, e v e nts, art w or k, or rit u als t h at h a v e as 

a pri m ar y p ur p os e t h e a ir m ati o n of t h e c o m m u nit y as a c o m m u nit y, 

si g n ali n g c o nti n uit y wit h t h e p ast, s h ar e d m e m b ers hi p, s o m et hi n g a b o ut 

t h e c o m m u nit y’s m e a ni n g or i d e ntit y, a n d s o o n. Ci vi c ar c hit e ct ur e 

a n d m o n u m e nts m a y b e li k e t his, b ut s o ar e a c o n gr e g ati o n’s c h ur c h or 

t e m pl e a n d a u ni v ersit y’s e x p e nsi v e gr a d u ati o n c er e m o n y. We t hi n k of 

t h es e t h e wr o n g w a y if w e i m a gi n e c o n d u cti n g a p oll of t h e m e m b ers 

a n d as ki n g, “ W h at w o ul d y o u h a v e b e e n willi n g t o p a y f or a n a d mis -

si o ns ti c k et? Ar e y o u g etti n g y o ur m o n e y’s w ort h?” h e ass o ci ati o n or 

c o m m u nit y ai ms t o pr o vi d e t h es e i n a w a y t h at s h a pes t h eir m e m b ers’ 

pr ef er e n c es a n d v al u es, r at h er t h a n o nl y res p o n di n g t o t h e m: a m o n u-

m e nt t h at g e n er at es p atri otis m, a s y n a g o g u e t h at i ns pir es d e v oti o n, a 

gr a d u ati o n t h at c e m e nts l o y alt y t o t h e al m a m at er.

Necessities a n d di g nit y go o ds: h es e ar e or di n ar y g o o ds w h os e pr o -

d u cti o n a n d s al e ar e u n c o m pli c at e d, a n d t h at ar e c o ns u m e d or e nj o y e d 

b y i n di vi d u als w h o m a y eit h er d e p e n d o n t h e g o o ds f or s ur vi v al or 

b e c a us e, i n A d a m S mit h’s w or ds, “t h e c ust o m of t h e c o u ntr y r e n d ers 
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it i n d e c e nt f or cr e dit a bl e p e o pl e, e v e n of t h e l o w est or d er, t o b e wit h-

o ut ” t h e m. S mit h us e d t h e e x a m pl e of li n e n s hirts a n d l e at h er s h o es, 

w hi c h i n his ti m e, t h o u g h n ot a m att er of lif e or d e at h, w er e n e c ess ar y 

t o g o o ut i n p u bli c wit h o ut s h a m e. S mit h c o nsi d er e d all s u c h g o o d t o 

b e n e c essiti es, “ n ot o nl y t h os e t hi n gs w hi c h n at ur e, b ut t h os e t hi n gs 

w hi c h t h e est a blis h e d r ul es of d e c e n c y h a v e r e n d er e d n e c ess ar y t o t h e 

l o w est r a n k of p e o pl e.”

It s e e ms t o m e t h at R a h m a n’s ess a y d eli b er at el y e f a c es t h es e dis -

ti n cti o ns, dr a wi n g v er y di f er e nt ki n ds of g o o ds u n d er a u ni i e d l a b el, 

wit h t h e e f e ct of l etti n g e a c h of t h e r e as o ns t h at e xist f or c o m m u n al 

or p u bli c pr o visi o n r ei nf or c e e a c h ot h er a n d s e e m t o a p pl y t o all t h e 

r el e v a nt c as es. N e c essiti es b e c o m e c o m m u n al g o o ds, n ot o nl y b e c a us e 

a c c ess t o t h e m s h or es u p di g nit y or pr e v e nts st ar v ati o n, b ut b e c a us e 

t h e y e ns ur e e q u alit y a m o n g citi z e ns, d e i ni n g “t h e d e m os its elf.” B ut 

a p ers o n’s r e as o ns f or w a nti n g t o b e d e c e ntl y f e d, cl ot h e d, a n d h o us e d 

ar e r e as o ns t h e y h a v e as a pers o n . A n d i n a b asi c all y f u n cti o n al m ar k et 

e c o n o m y i n w hi c h h e or s h e h as s u i ci e nt i n c o m e, t h e p ers o n will  b e 

d e c e ntl y f e d, cl ot h e d, a n d h o us e d. If t h e p ers o n d o es n ot h a v e s u i -

ci e nt i n c o m e, h e or s h e will s u f er b ot h d e pri v ati o n a n d s h a m e, b ut 

t h os e ar e n o m or e l oss es q u a citi z e n t h a n t h e y ar e q u a f a mil y m e m b er, 

c o n gr e g a nt, n ei g h b or, or a n y ot h er s o ci al r ol e or p ositi o n. E a c h of a n 

i n di vi d u al’s c o m m u niti es h as s o m e r e as o n t o h el p hi m or h er r e a c h 

a b asi c t hr es h ol d, b ut t h e p olit y n o m or e t h a n a n y ot h er. A n d as 

a c ut el y as o n e f e els h u n g er or t h e s h a m e of b ei n g b a dl y cl ot h e d, t h e 

a bs e n c e of f o o d or cl ot hi n g is s y m pt o m ati c of t h e l a c k of m o n e y. If 

e v er y o n e h as e n o u g h i n c o m e, t h e n f o o d, h o usi n g, a n d cl ot hi n g c a n 

b e or di n ar y c o ns u m er g o o ds — a n d n ot hi n g is g ai ne d b y tre ati n g t he m 

ot her wise . Mi xi n g u p t h e h u m a n n e e d n ot t o st ar v e wit h t h e n e e ds 

of d e m o cr ati c citi z e ns hi p gi v es t h e d e pri v ati o n b ot h t o o littl e h u m a n 

v al u e a n d  t o o m u c h s y m b oli c w ei g ht.
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W h at d o w e w a nt i n t h e pr o visi o n of a g o o d? Is it s u i ci e n c y, 

e q u alit y, pr o gr ess, or si m pl y m ore ? Di f er e nt a ns w ers t o t h es e q u esti o ns 

c all f or g e n ui n el y di f er e nt ki n ds of r es p o ns es. If w e w a nt s u i ci e n c y, 

as w e d o wit h di g nit y g o o ds a n d n e c essiti es, v er y oft e n w e s h o ul d n ot 

p a y m u c h att e nti o n t o t h e pr o visi o n of t h e g o o ds t h e ms el v es; w e s h o ul d 

p a y att e nti o n t o t h e pr o bl e m of p o v ert y, a n d w orr y a b o ut e c o n o mi c 

gr o wt h, b arri ers t o e nt eri n g t h e l a b or m ar k et, r e distri b uti o n a n d p o v ert y 

r eli ef, or s o m e c o m bi n ati o n of t h es e. ( Dir e ct p u bli c pr o visi o n of f o o d, 

or i n dir e ct pr o visi o n t hr o u g h f o o d st a m ps, is c ert ai nl y n ot b ett er f or 

r e ci pi e nts’ di g ni i e d m e m b ers hi p i n t h e c o m m u nit y t h a n t h eir h a vi n g 

e n o u g h m o n e y t o b e a bl e t o si m pl y a f or d f o o d.)

If w e w a nt pr o gr ess o v er ti m e, it will oft e n b e n e c ess ar y t o all o w 

i n e q u alit y at e a c h p oi nt i n ti m e, as t e c h n ol o gi c al or or g a ni z ati o n al i n-

n o v ati o ns ar e e x p eri m e nt e d wit h at t h e m or e e x p e nsi v e e n d of a m ar k et, 

s o m e of t h e m di f usi n g o ut. his is tr u e e v e n of p u bli c g o o ds, w hi c h 

ar e d e i n e d as a ki n d of t e c h ni c al or g a ni z ati o n al pr o bl e m. S o m eti m es 

s u c h pr o bl e ms c a n b e s ol v e d, as n e w t e c h ni q u es b e c o m e a v ail a bl e; 

el e ctr o ni c t oll c oll e cti o n ( E - Z P ass a n d si mil ar s yst e ms) m a k es it m u c h 

e asi er a n d l ess disr u pti v e t o i ntr o d u c e e x cl u d a bilit y a n d pri ci n g t o r o a ds, 

f or e x a m pl e. If y o u i m a gi n e a p arti c ul ar n e c essit y or a c c ess t o a s o ci al 

g o o d b e c o m es s o i n e x p e nsi v e r el ati v e t o i n c o m es t h at it c a n b e h a d v er y 

e asil y, t h er e is n o pr o bl e m l eft. h e s a m e is tr u e if t h e or g a ni z ati o n al 

di i c ulti es t h at d e i n e p u bli c g o o ds h a p p e n t o b e s ol v a bl e i n s o m e c as e. 

If t h es e pr o bl e ms dis a p p e ar a n d t h e g o o ds b e c o m e or di n ar y c o ns u m er 

g o o ds t h a n ks t o i n n o v ati o n, s o m u c h t h e b ett er.

N o n e of t his is tr u e f or c o m m u n al g o o ds. (If y o u pr ef er, w h e n 

t hi n ki n g of t h e s p e ci i c all y p oliti c al s u bs et of t h es e, t hi n k of t h e m as 

ci vic g o o ds.) h e y ar e n ot t e c h ni c al pr o bl e ms t o s ol v e, or i n di vi d u al n e e ds 

t o b e m et. h eir ai m is t o a ir m s h ar e d m e m b ers hi p a n d m e a ni n g. B ut 

i n s e ei n g t h e m pl ai nl y t h at w a y, w e c a n u n d erst a n d t h at t h e y ar e als o 
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o p e n t o e ntir el y l e giti m at e c h all e n g e a n d c o nt est ati o n. P u bli c m o n u -

m e nts, m e m ori als, c el e br ati o ns, a n d s p a c es m a k e cl ai ms a b o ut p arti c -

ul ar m e a ni n gs, a n d t h e y ar e oft e n m e a ni n gs t h at w e s h o ul d b e ar g ui n g 

a b o ut: C ol u m b us D a y, or st at u es c o m m e m or ati n g t h e C o nf e d er a c y, t o 

t a k e f a mili ar e x a m pl es. C o m m u n al g o o ds li k e t his ar e n ot i n di vi d u all y 

c o ns u m e d, a n d s h o ul d n ot b e n e it fr o m t h e h al o e f e ct of t h e pr o visi o n of, 

f or e x a m pl e, n e c essiti es. I n d e m a n di n g t h at s u c h a st at u e b e t a k e n d o w n 

I a m n ot pr o p osi n g t o t a k e f o o d o ut of a n ei g h b or’s m o ut h. M a ki n g t h e 

pr o visi o n of or di n ar y g o o ds ci vic a n d t yi n g it cl os el y t o t h e d e m os t h us 

t e n ds t o m a k e c o nt est ati o n o v er t h e g e n ui n el y c o m m u n al or ci vi c s p h er e 

m or e di i c ult. It att a c h es a s y m b oli c c h ar a ct er t o t h e d e m o cr ati c st at e 

as t h e s o ur c e of all g o o d a n d n e c ess ar y t hi n gs t h at it s h o ul d n ot c arr y.

St at e a ct ors ar e g e n er all y all t o o h a p p y t o h a v e t h e p e o pl e t h e y 

r ul e b eli e v e t h at ki n d of t hi n g. I n a n er a of p o p ulist n ati o n alis m a n d 

i n ci pi e nt a ut h orit ari a nis m, I t hi n k w e n e e d t o b e c o n c er n e d a b o ut h o w 

t o k e e p p e o pl e’s att e nti o n o n t h e pl ur alit y  of m e m b ers hi ps t h at t h e y 

h a v e, t h e pl ur alit y of pr o d u cti v e s yst e ms fr o m w hi c h t h e y b e n e it, t h e 

pl ur alit y of pr o visi o ns t h e y r e c ei v e. h os e w h o c o m e t o b eli e v e t h at 

all g o o d t hi n gs c o m e fr o m t h eir m e m b ers hi p i n t h e d e m os b eli e v e 

s o m et hi n g n ati o n alisti c a n d f als e, f or e x a m pl e, a b o ut t h eir c o u ntr y’s 

r el ati o ns hi p t o i nt er n ati o n al a n d gl o b al tr a d e. h os e w h o b eli e v e t h eir 

m e m b ers hi p i n t h e d e m os is c o nstit uti v e of t h eir s o ci al di g nit y b eli e v e 

s o m et hi n g n ati o n alisti c a n d f als e a b o ut dir e ct h ori z o nt al c o n n e cti o n i n 

ci vil s o ci et y. We c a n t a k e s eri o usl y t h e c o m m u n al g o o ds of d e m o cr ati c 

g o v er n m e nt wit h o ut s e e ki n g t o s y m b oli c all y c oll a ps e o ur s u b n ati o n al 

a n d tr a ns n ati o n al c o n n e cti o ns a n d i nt er d e p e n d e n c es —t hr o u g h t h e 

m ar k et as w ell as t hr o u g h ci vil s o ci et y —i nt o a h y p ertr o p hi e d s e ns e of 

t h e i m p ort a n c e of p oliti c al m e m b ers hi p a n d pr o visi o n.
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N a mi n g t h e Vill ai n

L a ure n J aco bs

s a b e e l r a h m a n’s e s s a y  is a c all t o a cti o n. Pr o gr essi v es s h o ul d t a k e 

s eri o usl y t h e c o mi n g p oliti c al str u g gl e o v er p u bli c g o o ds g e n er all y 

a n d i nfr astr u ct ur e s p e ci i c all y. h e y s h o ul d als o b e b ett er s kill e d i n 

t h e a d mi nistr ati o n of g o v er n m e nt a n d l e ar n h o w t o us e t h e t o ols 

a v ail a bl e t o i n cr e m e nt all y tr a nsf or m t h e m at eri al c o n diti o ns of o ur 

c urr e nt s y st e m. B ut as a lif el o n g or g a ni z er, d e di c at e d t o t h e di g -

nit y a n d e c o n o mi c s e c urit y of all w or k ers, I k n o w t h at t his is n ot 

e n o u g h. It is als o criti c al t h at w e s e e t h e bi g pi ct ur e: t h e c or p or at e 

p o w er a n d its a c c o m p a n yi n g d o g m a of t h e s u pr e m a c y of pr o it t h at 

br o u g ht us t o t his bri n k. h e y ar e t h e e n e mi es w e f a c e. A n d t h e y 

m ust b e n a m e d. Fr o m f air y t al es s u c h as R u m p elstilts ki n, t o J. K. 

R o wli n g’s H arr y P ott er s eri es, m a n y of t h e st ori es of o ur c hil d h o o d 

t e a c h us t h e s a m e l ess o n: w e m ust n a m e t h e vill ai n b ef or e w e st a n d 

a n y c h a n c e of d ef e ati n g it.

A n y dis c ussi o n of p u bli c g o o ds is ulti m at el y a dis c ussi o n of v al u es. 

H o w w e d e i n e w h o is i n cl u d e d i n t h e n oti o n of a “ p u bli c” — a n d w h at 

w e t hi n k is i n t h e b est i nt er est of t h at p u bli c — ar e i n h er e ntl y p oliti c al 
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a n d t h er ef or e al w a ys c o nt est e d. h os e d e i niti o ns li v e at t h e i nt ers e cti o n 

of r a c e, w e alt h, g e n d er, a n d w or k.

I nfr astr u ct ur e is si m pl y t h e str u ct ur es o n w hi c h a s o ci et y d e p e n ds 

t o f u n cti o n. Yet t h e w or d fr e q u e ntl y c alls t o mi n d a n arr o w s et of i m a g es, 

r o a ds, bri d g es, a n d w hit e m al e c o nstr u cti o n w or k ers c hi ef a m o n g t h e m. 

h e m a n y w o m e n a n d p e o pl e of c ol or w h o w or k i n h e alt h c ar e, e d u c ati o n, 

a n d tr a nsit ar e n ot t h e w or k ers w e ass o ci at e wit h i nfr astr u ct ur e. A n d y et, 

s o ci et y n e e ds s c h o ols, h os pit als, p ar ks, p u blic tr a nsit, a n d cl e a n a f or d a bl e 

w at er j ust as m u c h as it n e e ds w ell-t e n d e d r o a ds. his mis c o n c e pti o n of 

w h at i nfr astr u ct ur e m e a ns m a k es t h e w or k of c ert ai n p e o pl e i n visi bl e, 

i n m u c h t h e w a y w e h a v e l o n g m a d e i n visi bl e t h eir pri v at e w or k, fr o m 

t h e d o m esti c t o c hil d c ar e.

h er e is o nl y a fr a cti o n of s o ci et y wit h mi ni m al r eli a n c e o n t h es e 

p u bli c s er vi c es. h e w e alt h y oft e n s e n d t h eir c hil dr e n t o pri v at e s c h o ols, 

s el d o m t a k e p u bli c tr a ns p ort ati o n, h a v e a c c ess t o pri v at e h os pit als a n d 

h e alt h i nstit uti o ns, a n d e v e n li v e i n c o m m u niti es t h at p ur c h as e c o m -

m er ci all y pr o c ess e d w at er. H o w e v er, t h es e elit es d o still r el y o n r o a ds 

a n d bri d g es f or l o gisti cs a n d t h e tr a ns p ort ati o n of c o m m er c e. It is littl e 

s ur pris e t h e n t h at t h e o utsi z e d p o w er t his cl ass e x erts o v er o ur g o v er n-

m e nt m e a ns t h at t hese p u bli c g o o ds ar e m ai nt ai n e d e v e n i n t hi n ti m es. 

O n e of t h e gr e at est t hr e ats t h at f a c es o ur p u blic g o o ds is pri v ati z ati o n. 

Alt h o u g h R a h m a n c o m m e nts o n t h e p oi nts of t e nsi o n s urr o u n di n g pri v at e 

i n a nc e, pri v ati z ati o n, a n d a ust erit y, h e d o es n ot f ull y o utli n e t h e pl a y b o o k 

t h at pri v at e i n a nc e us es t o c o n vi nc e g o v er n m e nts a n d p e o pl e t o s urr e n d er 

t h e dis b urs e m e nt of p u blic g o o ds t o t h e f or- pr o it s e ct or. h e pr o c ess 

al m ost al w a ys l o o ks s o m et hi n g li k e t his: 1) t a x es ar e c ut t o all e g e dl y s p ur 

j o b gr o wt h; 2) as a r es ult, g o v er n m e nt b u d g ets ar e s m all er; 3) n e e di n g t o 

r e d u c e s p e n di n g, j o bs a n d s er vic es ar e c ut; 4) i n a d diti o n, c ert ai n r a ci al 

gr o u ps ar e bl a m e d f or usi n g m or e t h a n t h eir f air s h ar e of p u blic s er vic es; 

5) b e c a us e of t h e c uts l o w er q u alit y s er vic e is pr o vi d e d; a n d 6) b e c a us e 
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of t his f ail ur e t o d eli v er a c c e pt a bl e o utc o m es, g o v er n m e nt is s ai d t o n e e d 

m or e e i ci e nt m a n a g e m e nt, s u c h as t h at f o u n d i n t h e pri v at e s e ct or.

W h at d o w e k n o w a b o ut t h e c or p or at e elit es a n d w e alt h y w h o cr e -

at e a n d b e n e it fr o m t his c y cl e of m a n uf a ct ur e d s c ar cit y? h eir b usi n ess 

pr a ctic es — a n d t h e g o v er n m e nt p olici es t h at b uttr ess t h es e, w hic h t h e y 

p ur c h as e t hr o u g h l o b b yi n g — b e n e it o nl y a ti n y sli v er of t h e p o p ul ati o n 

a n d h a v e wr e a k e d i n a nci al d e v ast ati o n o n t h e m aj orit y. h e y k n o w t h at 

t h es e b usi n ess pr a ctic es a n d p olic y i d e as ar e n ot s u p p ort e d b y a m aj orit y 

of t h e el e ct or at e a n d h a v e t h er ef or e r es ol v e d t o s u p p ort a d mi nistr ati v e 

dis e nfr a nc his e m e nt t o ols (f el o n dis e nfr a nc his e m e nt, v ot er I D l a ws, t h e 

r e d u cti o n of e arl y v oti n g, o p p ositi o n t o s a m e - d a y r e gistr ati o n, a n d g er-

r y m a n d eri n g) t o m a k e s ur e t h at l e gisl ati v e - a n d e x e c uti v e - br a nc h p o w er 

is m ai nt ai n e d b y p olitici a ns a n d p olitic al bl o cs t h at ar e fri e n dl y t o t h es e 

pr a ctic es. W h at’s m or e, t h eir s p o k es p e o pl e r e g ul arl y us e r a cist, mis o g -

y nist, a n d h o m o p h o bic tr o p es, b ot h s u btl e a n d bl at a nt, t o j ustif y t h e 

c o nti n u ati o n of t his a g e n d a.

I n s h ort, w e m ust a b a n d o n t h e f als e b eli ef t h at w h er e a n d h o w 

t o i n v est i n t h e p u bli c g o o d is a ci vi c or  ci vil d e b at e. We d o n ot s h ar e 

g o als wit h o ur o p p o n e nts; t h e y d o n ot w a nt a m or e j ust distri b uti o n of 

i n c o m e, a n e x p a n d e d el e ct or at e, or t o i n cr e as e t h e p o w er t h at or di n ar y 

citi z e ns h a v e t o i n l u e n c e g o v er n m e nt. We ar e c o nfr o nti n g e c o n o mi c 

i nt er ests t h at r ut hl essl y s e e k n e w s o ur c es of r e v e n u e a n d i n c o m e a n d will 

h a p pil y d o s o at t h e c ost of o ur d e m o cr a c y. his is ulti m at el y a str u g gl e 

f or fr e e d o m a n d t h e p e o pl e’s p urs uit of h a p pi n ess.

S o m e bl a m e t h e R e p u bli c a n P art y f or t his st at e of a f airs. his is 

i n c orr e ct, n ot o nl y b e c a us e t h er e e xists a r o b ust r ost er of D e m o cr ati c 

p oliti ci a ns w h o ar e e q u all y c ul p a bl e, b ut als o b e c a us e it is a f or m of 

mis dir e cti o n: it f ails t o r e c o g ni z e t h os e w h o r e c ei v e i n a n ci al b e n e it 

fr o m t h e arr a n g e m e nt. C or p or ati o ns i n e v er y st at e h a v e c oll u d e d — vi a 

t hi n k t a n ks, dir e ct p oliti c al i n l u e n c e, a n d e v e n t h e e c o n o mi c bl a c k m ail 
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of t hr e at e ni n g t o m o v e t h eir h e a d q u art ers —t o pr o d u c e t h e g o v er n m e nts 

t h e y wis h f or a n d t h at t h e r est of us m ust li v e wit h.

C o n v ers ati o ns ar e oft e n t ort ur o usl y t wist e d j ust t o a v oi d m e nti o ni n g 

t h e n a m es of t h es e a n o n y m o us i n l u e nc ers. C o nsi d er h o w oft e n y o u h e ar d 

t h e n a m e N estl é i n c o n v ers ati o ns a b o ut t h e Fli nt w at er crisis — y et w hil e 

Fli nt r esi d e nts still w ait f or cl e a n w at er, Nestl é c o nti n u es t o e xtr act 1 5 0 – 2 0 0 

g all o ns a mi n ut e of gr o u n d w at er fr o m Mic hi g a n. F or t his m ulti billi o n- d oll ar 

e xtr acti o n, N estl é p a ys t h e st at e j ust $ 2 0 0 a y e ar. H o w oft e n ar e t h e n a m es 

of t h e l ar g e h e alt h i ns ur a nc e c or p or ati o ns, s uc h as A et n a, H u m a n a, or Ci g n a  

—t h os e t h at e xtr act billi o ns of d oll ars i n pr o it e v er y y e ar fr o m k e e pi n g 

t h e s yst e m br o k e n — br o u g ht u p i n t h e dis c ussi o n of o ur h e alt h c ar e crisis?

H o w d o w e st art? W h e n t h e n e xt u n it c h art er s c h o ol is u nc o v er e d, 

l et us l o o d t h e o i c es of n ot o nl y t h e D e p art m e nt of E d u c ati o n, b ut 

als o t h os e of t h e h e d g e f u n d c o m p a ni es, s u c h as Gr e e nli g ht C a pit al, 

t h at h a v e f u n d e d t h e s c h o ol pri v ati z ati o n m o v e m e nt. We c a n e x p os e t h e 

h e artl ess n ess of t h os e w h o w a nt t o us e o ur c hil dr e n f or t h eir fr e e - m ar k et 

e x p eri m e nts. W h e n t h e n e xt cit y is p ois o n e d b y l e a d i n t h e w at er, l et us 

visit t h e s h ar e h ol d ers of t h e pri v at e m a n a g e m e nt c o m p a ni es t h at p e d dl e 

p ois o n e d w at er, as w ell as t h e o i c es of l o c al g o v er n m e nt. We c a n e x p os e 

h o w t h e b ott o m li n e oft e n t a k es pr e c e d e nc e o v er t h e h e alt h of o ur f a m -

ili es. B y dir e ctl y c o nfr o nti n g t h os e w h o h a v e pl a c e d t h eir w e alt h a b o v e 

o ur h e alt h, w e will s h a p e “ w e, t h e p e o pl e” as a br o a d er, m or e di v ers e, 

a n d i ncl usi v e c o aliti o n. his n e w “ w e” c a n h ol d all of us w h o b eli e v e t h at 

t h e pr e ci o us n ess of lif e a n d fr e e d o m s h o ul d n e v er b e tr u m p e d b y pr o it.

h er e ar e f o ur str at e gi es w e c a n d e pl o y t o s ei z e t h e c h all e n g e of 

t his m o m e nt:

1) N a me a n d i g ht t he pro iteers:  S e v er al l ar g e-s c al e i n v est ors, s uc h as t h e 

Bl ac kst o n e Gr o u p, ar e p ois e d t o i n v est h e a vil y i n — a n d t h er ef or e p ot e nti all y 

pri v ati z e —t h e n ati o n’s bri d g es, r o a ds, tr a nsit s yst e ms, a n d ot h er critic al 
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i nfr astr uct ur e. O ur c a m p ai g ns n e e d t o n a m e t h es e e ntiti es a n d l o o k f or 

w e a k p oi nts w h er e w e c a n c h all e n g e t h eir p o w er.

2) Fi g ht for a n d wi n t he i nfr astr uct ure t h at societ y nee ds:  We n e e d t o c e n-

t er t h e v oi c es of o ur di v ers e citi z e nr y t o d e ci d e t h e str u ct ur es t h at ar e 

n e e d e d i n o ur c o m m u niti es. We s h o ul d e m br a c e t h e as pir ati o n al a n d 

b e u n d a u nt e d b y b ei n g l a b el e d u nr e alisti c. A c o m p elli n g visi o n of w h at 

c o ul d a n d s h o ul d b e will i ns pir e.

3) B uil d po wer:  B e y o n d m er el y m o bili zi n g r esi d e nts f or h e ari n gs, w e n e e d 

t o c o nsi d er h o w o ur w or k b uil ds l o n g-t er m p o w er f or o ur m o v e m e nt. Ar e 

t h er e m or e p e o pl e i n v ol v e d t h a n w h e n w e b e g a n? Ar e t h os e p e o pl e b ett er 

a bl e t o e n g a g e ot h ers a n d bri n g t h e m i nt o t his w or k? Or g a ni zi n g o n a 

m assi v e s c al e is critic al. A cti vis m ar o u n d i nfr astr u ct ur e pr o vi d es a gr e at 

o p p ort u nit y t o d o t his: e v er y o n e c ar es a b o ut w at er, h os pit als, a n d s c h o ols. 

4) Use all of o ur a v ail a ble to ols  t o e x p a n d t h e d e i niti o n of w h at is c o n-

si d er e d a p u bli c g o o d.

A n d as R a h m a n s u g g ests, w h er e w e g o v er n, w e n e e d t o g o v er n w ell 

a n d str at e gi c all y.

his p oliti c al m o m e nt c alls o n us t o r e a c h a n d stri v e f or t h e 

m ost j ust a n d e q uit a bl e s o ci et y w e c a n i m a gi n e. T o d o t his m e a ns 

c o nfr o nti n g t h e tr u e o bst a cl es w e f a c e. It is p er h a ps b est s ai d b y R o wl -

i n g’s c h ar a ct er of Al b us D u m bl e d or e, t h e h e a d m ast er of H o g w arts: 

“ Al w a y s us e t h e pr o p er n a m e f or t hi n gs. F e ar of a n a m e i n cr e as es 

f e ar of t h e t hi n g its elf.”



C o h e n

A B e a utif ul P u bli c G o o d

Jos h u a C o he n

s a b e e l r a h m a n’s d e m o c r a ti c c o n c e p ti o n  of p u bli c g o o ds is f o u n d-

e d o n t h e i d e a of a p u bli c r es p o nsi bilit y f or e ns uri n g t h e ess e nti als of 

a d e m o cr ati c s o ci et y. P u bli c g o o ds ar e a m o n g t h os e ess e nti als. h e y 

a ns w er t o t h e b asi c n e e ds of p ers o ns, c o n c ei v e d of as fr e e a n d e q u al 

m e m b ers of a d e m o cr ati c s o ci et y. W h at t h os e p u bli c g o o ds ar e a n d t h e 

b est m et h o ds f or pr o vi di n g t h e m v ar y a cr oss ti m e a n d cir c u mst a n c e. 

I n o ur ti m e a n d cir c u mst a n c e, p u bli c g o o ds s h o ul d i n cl u d e cl e a n w at er 

a n d air, g o o d s c h o ols, br o a d b a n d I nt er n et a c c ess, a n d q u alit y h e alt h 

c ar e. Dis c h ar gi n g t h e r es p o nsi bilit y t o pr o vi d e t h os e g o o ds is n ot o nl y 

a c or e p u bli c r es p o nsi bilit y, R a h m a n s a ys. It will als o h el p t o f ost er a 

s e ns e of c o m m o n alit y — of a we  wit h a c o m m o n f at e. R a h m a n c alls t his 

di m e nsi o n of p u bli c pr o visi o n t h e “c o nstit uti v e” as p e ct of p u bli c g o o ds.

I a gr e e wit h m u c h of R a h m a n’s vi e w, b ut f o u n d his a c c o u nt of t his 

c o nstit uti v e as p e ct s ur prisi n gl y t hi n. I n a c oll a b or ati v e s pirit, I pr o p os e t o 

t hic k e n t his as p e ct of t h e d e m o cr atic c o nc e pti o n wit h a st or y a b o ut h o w t h e 

a m biti o n t o f ost er d e m o cr a c y a n d d e m o cr atic s e nsi biliti es h el p e d t o s h a p e 

t h e d esi g n of C e ntr al Par k, o n e of t h e c o u ntr y’s tr ul y gr e at p u blic g o o ds. 
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i n a 1 9 2 4 bi o g r a p h y of Fr e d eri c k L a w Ol mst e d, Br o a d us Mit c h ell 

s a ys t h at Ol mst e d w as “ irst, a n d l ast, a d e m o cr at.” A c o m mit m e nt t o 

d e m o cr a c y li n ks Ol mst e d’s r e m ar k a bl e artistr y i n d esi g ni n g N e w Y or k’s 

C e ntr al P ar k wit h his e arl y w or k as a j o ur n alist.

Ol mst e d s p e nt m u c h of 1 8 5 3 – 5 4 w or ki n g i n t h e S o ut h. h e n i n 

his e arl y t hirti es, Ol mst e d w as writi n g f or t h e Ne w Yor k D ail y Ti mes 

(e v e nt u all y r e n a m e d t h e Ne w Yor k Ti mes ). Ol mst e d’s j o ur n alis m gr e w 

fr o m ar g u m e nts a b o ut sl a v er y wit h his a b oliti o nist fri e n d C h arl es L ori n g 

Br a c e: “ I a m n ot a r e d- h ot a b oliti o nist li k e C h arl e y, b ut a m a m o d er at e 

fr e e s oil er . . . w o ul d t a k e i n a f u giti v e sl a v e a n d s h o ot a m a n t h at w as 

li k el y t o g et hi m.” U n c o n vi n c e d b y Br a c e’s “r e d- h ot” a b oliti o nis m, Ol-

mst e d d e ci d e d t o st u d y s o ut h er n a gri c ult ur e, sl a v er y, a n d w hit e pl a nt er 

arist o cr a c y cl os e - u p.

Ol mst e d’s j o ur n alis m e v e nt u all y r es ult e d i n t hr e e b o o ks, s y nt h e -

si z e d i n he C otto n Ki n g d o m  ( 1 8 6 1). I n t h e irst, Ol mst e d writ es: “ h us 

sl a v er y, or arist o cr a c y, a r uli n g or a s u bj e ct cl ass i n a c o m m u nit y, is 

i n its elf a v er y gr e at hi n dr a n c e t o its i n d ustri al pr o gr ess; t h at is, t o its 

a c q uisiti o n of w e alt h — m or al, aest hetic, a n d me nt al, as well as m ateri al 

we alt h  [e m p h asis a d d e d]. his is t h e w a y D e m o cr ats r e as o n.” 

R e as o ni n g wit h t h e d e m o cr ats, Ol mst e d r ej e ct e d sl a v er y a n d aris -

t o cr a c y. B ut h e w as a n a n xi o us d e m o cr at, w orri e d a b o ut a p o w erf ul s et 

of i nt ell e ct u al a n d pr a cti c al c h all e n g es t o d e m o cr a c y. M e eti n g t h os e 

c h all e n g es w o ul d d e m a n d t h e f ull d e v oti o n of its a d h er e nts. 

Ol mst e d e x pr ess es his a n xi eti es i n a l ett er t o Br a c e i n D e c e m b er 

1 8 5 3. Tr a v eli n g wit h his ol d er br ot h er, J o h n, h e visit e d S a m u el P er -

ki ns Allis o n, a Yal e cl ass m at e of J o h n’s, l ar g e Te n n ess e e pl a nt er, a n d 

“ a t h or o u g h Arist o cr at.” Allis o n c h all e n g e d t h e Ol mst e ds’ d e m o cr ati c 

c o n vi cti o ns: “ h e sil e n c e d us.” Ol mst e d di d n ot a d mir e arist o cr ats, w h o 
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cl e a v e d t o a c o n v e nti o n al c o d e of h o n or a n d l a c k e d a g e n ui n e m or al s e ns e. 

B ut o bs er vi n g t h e s h ort c o mi n gs of arist o cr ats di d n ot sil e n c e c o n c er ns 

a b o ut n ort h er n d e m o cr a c y, w hi c h w as m ar k e d b y p o v ert y, t oil, ur b a n 

s q u al or, a n d a cr u d e c o m m er ci alis m a n d m at eri alis m.

S h a k e n b y Allis o n’s c h all e n g e, Ol mst e d r es ol v e d: “ I m ust eit h er 

b e a n Arist o cr at or m or e of a D e m o cr at t h a n I h a v e b e e n — a S o ci alist 

D e m o cr at.” As t h e p hr as e “s o ci alist d e m o cr at ” s u g g ests, Ol mst e d w as 

c o n c er n e d wit h “ a d e m o cr ati c c o n diti o n of s o ci et y,” n ot o nl y wit h a 

d e m o cr ati c f or m of g o v er n m e nt. B ei n g m or e of a d e m o cr at, t h e n, 

m e a nt d e v oti n g hi ms elf t o cr e ati n g gr e at p u bli c g o o ds, i n cl u di n g 

p ar ks a n d ot h er p u bli c s p a c es, t h at w o ul d pr o d u c e a “ g e n er al el e v ati o n 

of all cl ass es.”

A f e w y e ars l at er, i n S e pt e m b er 1 8 5 7, Ol mst e d b e c a m e s u p eri n -

t e n d e nt of C e ntr al P ar k. S o o n t h er e aft er, h e a n d C al v ert Va u x w o n 

t h e c o nt est t o d esi g n t h e p ar k. F or Ol mst e d, d esi g ni n g C e ntr al P ar k 

w as a n o p p ort u nit y t o p urs u e t h e s o ci alist- d e m o cr ati c a m biti o n cr ys -

t alli z e d b y his e x p eri e n c e i n t h e S o ut h. h at a m biti o n i m p os e d t hr e e 

d e m a n ds — all p o w erf ull y ill ustr at e d b y C e ntr al P ar k a n d i nstr u cti v e 

a b o ut t h e d e m o cr ati c i m p ort a n c e of p u bli c g o o ds.

First, b uil di n g C e ntr al P ar k m e a nt e x p a n di n g a n o p p ort u nit y t o 

all t h at w as t h e n a v ail a bl e o nl y t o t h e f e w. Ol mst e d o n c e d es cri b e d t h e 

p ur p os e of C e ntr al P ar k as “s u p pl y[i n g] t o t h e h u n dr e ds of t h o us a n ds 

of tir e d w or k ers, w h o h a v e n o o p p ort u nit y t o s p e n d t h eir s u m m ers 

i n t h e c o u ntr y, a s p e ci m e n of G o d’s h a n di w or k t h at s h all b e t o t h e m, 

i n e x p e nsi v el y, w h at a m o nt h or t w o i n t h e W hit e M o u nt ai ns or t h e 

A dir o n d a c ks is, at gr e at c ost, t o t h os e i n e asi er cir c u mst a n c es.” E ns uri n g 

gr e at p u blic  s p a c es — m a ki n g t h e m a v ail a bl e t o all —s er v e d t h e v al u e of 

f air ness, a n d w as t h us a “ p oliti c al d ut y of gr a v e i m p ort a n c e.” 

B ut n ot j ust t h at. C e ntr al P ar k n e e d e d t o b e gr e at, n ot si m pl y 

o p e n a n d a v ail a bl e t o all. It n e e d e d, i n p arti c ul ar, t o b e be a utif ul . 
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Ol mst e d dis c er n e d a s h ar e d h u m a n i nt er est i n t h e e x p eri e n c e of 

n at ur al b e a ut y. I n his 1 8 6 5 r e p ort o n “ Y os e mit e a n d t h e M ari p os a 

Gr o v e,” h e s a y s:

It h as al w a ys b e e n t h e c o n vi cti o n of t h e g o v er ni n g cl ass es of t h e ol d 

w orl d t h at it is n e c ess ar y t h at t h e l ar g e m ass of all h u m a n c o m m u niti es 

s h o ul d s p e n d t h eir li v es i n al m ost c o nst a nt l a b or a n d t h at t h e p o w er of 

e nj o yi n g b e a ut y eit h er of n at ur e or of art i n a n y hi g h d e gr e e, r e q uir es 

a c ulti v ati o n of c ert ai n f a c ulti es, w hi c h is i m p ossi bl e t o t h es e h u m bl e 

t oil ers. . . . It is t h e f oll y of l a ws w hi c h h a v e p er mitt e d a n d f a v or e d t h e 

m o n o p ol y b y pri vil e g e d cl ass es of m a n y of t h e m e a ns s u p pli e d i n n at ur e 

f or t h e gr ati i c ati o n, e x er cis e a n d e d u c ati o n of t h e est h eti c f a c ulti es t h at 

h as c a us e d t h e a p p e ar a n c e of d ull n ess a n d w e a k n ess a n d dis e as e of t h es e 

f a c ulti es i n t h e m ass of t h e s u bj e cts of ki n gs. A n d it is a g ai nst a li mit ati o n 

of t h e m e a ns of s u c h e d u c ati o n t o t h e ri c h t h at t h e wis e l e gisl ati o n of fr e e 

g o v er n m e nts m ust b e dir e ct e d. 

M a ki n g a b e a utif ul p u bli c s p a c e a v ail a bl e t o all w o ul d t h us a ns w er t o 

a n d a w a k e n a s h ar e d h u m a n i nt er est, s u p pr ess e d b ut n ot e xti n g uis h e d 

b y t h e “ g o v er ni n g cl ass es.” As t h e C e ntr al P ar k C o m missi o n a ir m e d 

i n its 1 8 6 3 r e p ort, “t h er e is a u ni v ers alit y i n n at ur e.”

M or e o v er, C e ntr al P ar k w as n ot o nl y a b o ut f air a c c ess t o a gr e at 

g o o d. It w as f ost eri n g s o ci al i nt e gr ati o n b y bri n gi n g p e o pl e t o g et h er 

f or a s h are d e x p eri e n c e of t h at gr e at g o o d. “ D e m o cr ati c G o v er n m e nt,” 

Ol mst e d s ai d, h as a d ut y t o pr o vi d e “ pl a c es a n d ti m es f or r e u ni o ns, 

w hi c h s h all b e s o attr a cti v e t h at t h e ri c h a n d t h e p o or, t h e c ulti v at e d 

a n d w ell- br e d, a n d t h e st ur d y a n d s elf- m a d e p e o pl e s h all b e attr a ct e d 

t o g et h er a n d e n c o ur a g e d t o assi mil at e.” C e ntr al P ar k t h us n e e d e d t o 

b e a pl a c e f or t h e p e o pl e, a n d n ot si m pl y f or p ers o ns, a n d t h us h el p t o 

s h a p e a s e ns e of a we . 
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D esi g n e d wit h t his c o nstit uti v e as pir ati o n, C e ntr al P ar k ai m e d 

t o bri n g p e o pl e t o g et h er o n a n e q u al f o oti n g f or a s h ar e d e x p eri e n c e 

of n at ur al b e a ut y. h e m ai n l o c us of t h at e x p eri e n c e w as t h e A v e n u e, 

t h e p ar k’s gr e at, o p e n, p u bli c pr o m e n a d e —t h e “c e ntr al f e at ur e” of t h e 

d esi g n —l e a di n g fr o m t h e s o ut h er n e n d of t h e p ar k t o t h e B et h es d a Ter -

r a c e, wit h its Al h a m br a-i ns pir e d, e n c a usti c til e c eili n g, a n d t h e d e ns el y 

w o o d e d R a m bl e: t h e i nt ers e cti o n of d e m o cr a c y a n d b e a ut y. “ Of all its 

gr e at a c hi e v e m e nts a n d f e at ur es,” P ar k C o m missi o n er G or d o n D a vis 

wr ot e i n 1 9 8 1, “t h er e is n o n e m or e pr of o u n d or dr a m ati c all y m o vi n g 

t h a n t h e s o ci al d e m o cr a c y of t his p u bli c s p a c e. F or y e ars it h as b e e n a n d 

t o d a y c o nti n u es t o b e s o ci all y a n d r a ci all y i nt e gr at e d, n ot wit hst a n di n g 

p att er ns of c ast e a n d cl ass str ati i c ati o n a n d p ol ari z ati o n t hr o u g h o ut 

s o ci et y as a w h ol e.”

Bl e n di n g f air a c c ess, n at ur al b e a ut y, a n d s o ci alit y, t his gr e at p u b -

li c g o o d w o ul d r ef ut e t h e arist o cr ats. h eir c o n vi cti o n —fr o m Pl at o t o 

t h e “ g o v er ni n g cl ass es of t h e ol d w orl d ” t o s o ut h er n arist o cr ats s u c h as 

S a m u el P er ki ns Allis o n — w as t h at d e m o cr a ci es as pir e t o d o t hi n gs f or 

e v er y o n e a n d d eli v er l o w est- c o m m o n- d e n o mi n at or j u n k. h at is w h y 

t h e “c o ns pir at ors” tr ust e d i n 1 8 6 1, “ as t h e y h a v e e v er tr ust e d, t o t h e 

s u p p os e d s u p eri orit y of a c o m m u nit y of pri vil e g e d cl ass es o v er a n a ct u al 

d e m o cr a c y.” A c o m p elli n g r ef ut ati o n of t his arist o cr ati c c o n c eit n e e d e d 

t o b e pr a cti c al: b uil d a b e a utif ul p u bli c g o o d, tr ust t h at p e o pl e w o ul d 

c o m e, a n d h a v e c o n i d e n c e t h at w h e n t h e y di d, t h e y w o ul d d e v el o p a 

s e ns e of b ei n g a we —t h e p e o pl e t o w h o m t h e d e m o cr ati c p ar k b el o n g e d.
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T h e L ast W or d

K. S a beel R a h m a n

t h r o u g h o u t t hi s f o r u m , t h e i d e a of p u bli c g o o ds h as b e e n li n k e d t o 

w at er, h o usi n g, p ar ks, a n d m or e. Ta k e n t o g et h er, t h e t h o u g htf ul r es p o ns -

es hi g hli g ht t w o cr u ci al q u esti o ns a b o ut o ur u n d erst a n di n g of p u bli c 

g o o ds. First, w h at t y p es of g o o ds q u alif y as “ p u bli c” i n a d e m o cr ati c 

c o n c e pti o n? Or, m or e pr e cis el y, w h at m a k es a g o o d “ p u bli c,” as o p p os e d 

t o m er el y or di n ar y? A n d s e c o n d, w h at ki n ds of p oli c y t o ols —i n cl u di n g 

b ut n ot li mit e d t o dir e ct st at e pr o visi o n — c a n w e e m pl o y t o e ns ur e m or e 

e q uit a bl e a n d i n cl usi v e a c c ess t o t h es e g o o ds? 

I s h ar e Mic h a el H ar dt’s attr acti o n t o t h e i d e a of t h e c o m m o ns as a w a y 

t o u n d erst a n d t h e m or al as pir ati o ns of d e m o cr atic p u blic g o o ds — g o o ds 

t h at ar e o p e n acc ess a n d d e m ocr atic all y g o v er n e d. “ P u blic n ess,” t h e n, h el ps 

l a b el t h os e g o o ds w hic h ar e s o vit al t h at t h e y o u g ht t o b e g o v er n e d wit h a 

f o c us o n pr e cis el y t h es e v al u es of o p e n n ess, acc ess, a n d d e m o cr atic c o ntr ol. 

It is t his p u bli c n ess t h at a ni m at es J os h u a C o h e n’s m o vi n g dis c us -

si o n of Fr e d eri c k L a w Ol mst e d a n d C e ntr al P ar k. F or c o nt e m p or ar y 

s o ci al r ef or m ers, p ar ks s er v e d a criti c al p u bli c a n d d e m o cr ati c f u n cti o n 

b y n ot o nl y b ei n g a c c essi bl e t o all (a n d t h er e b y disl o d gi n g arist o cr ati c 



R a h m a n

m o n o p oli z ati o n of e c ol o gi c al b e a ut y) b ut als o b y cr e ati n g a s h ar e d 

d e m o cr ati c e x p eri e n c e t hr o u g h w hi c h a c o m m o n i d e ntit y as m e m b ers 

of t h e p olit y c o ul d b e c o nstr u ct e d. B ot h H ar dt a n d C o h e n hi g hli g ht 

w h at I t hi n k of as t h e p ositi ve  di m e nsi o n of d e m o cr ati c p u bli c g o o ds: 

p u bli c g o o ds e n a bl e n e w f or ms of i n di vi d u al a n d c oll e cti v e e x p eri e n c e. 

I n s h ort, t h e y e m p o w er i n di vi d u als a n d c o m m u niti es.

B ut t h er e is als o a n e g ati v e di m e nsi o n t h at h el ps i nf or m o ur i d e n -

ti i c ati o n of w hi c h g o o ds s h o ul d b e a c c or d e d t his m or al st at ur e of “ p u b-

li c n ess.” P u bli c g o o ds ar e als o t h os e f or w hi c h a n a bse nce  of d e m o cr ati c 

c o ntr ol t o e ns ur e a c c ess is li k el y t o pl a c e i n di vi d u als a n d c o m m u niti es 

u n d er tr o u bli n g c o n diti o ns of s u b or di n ati o n. his w as o n e of t h e k e y 

ar g u m e nts i n t h e ris e of p u bli c utilit y r e g ul ati o n i n t h e l at e ni n et e e nt h 

a n d e arl y t w e nti et h c e nt uri es.

P ar all eli n g t h e p ositi v e, c o nstr u cti v e visi o ns of m u ni ci p al r ef or m ers 

s u c h as Ol mst e d, m a n y r ef or m ers w er e e n er gi z e d b y a w ari n ess t o w ar d 

pri v at e a ct ors w h o c o ul d e x er cis e u n c h e c k e d c o ntr ol o v er i n cr e asi n gl y 

vit al s er vi c es s u c h as t el e c o m or r ailr o a ds. h es e pri v at e a ct ors, r ef or m ers 

ar g u e d, w er e ess e nti all y s e mi-s o v er ei g n, di ct ati n g t h e pr os p e cts of s o 

m a n y t o w ns, b usi n ess es, a n d i n di vi d u als wit h o ut t h e d e m o cr ati c c h e c ks 

a n d b al a n c es t h at w e e x p e ct of st at e a ct ors. As L a ur e n J a c o bs ri g htl y 

ar g u es i n h er ess a y, t his s a m e c o n c er n is pr es e nt t o d a y: h e d g e f u n ds a n d 

c or p or at e a ct ors c o nti n u e t o li mit a c c ess t o p u bli c g o o ds.

h es e t w o c o n diti o ns —t h e p ositi v e c a p a citi es t h at p u bli c g o o ds 

c a n u nl o c k, a n d t h e n e g ati v e t hr e at of d o mi n ati o n if g o o ds ar e g o v -

er n e d u n d e m o cr ati c all y — h el p us i d e ntif y a s et of g o o ds t h at d es er v e a 

h ei g ht e n e d d e gr e e of s cr uti n y a n d att e nti o n.

W hil e t his s et of g o o ds is n e c ess aril y l ui d a n d c o nt est e d — c h a n gi n g 

wit h s o ci al, e c o n o mi c, a n d t e c h n ol o gi c al c o n diti o ns —it is n ot u n b o u n d -

e d. J a c o b T. L e v y is c orr e ct t o p oi nt o ut t h at a br o a d u n d erst a n di n g 

of p u bli c g o o ds ris ks bl urri n g di f er e nt t y p es of g o o ds ( p arti c ul arl y  
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n et w or k- e f e ct g o o ds s u c h as t el e c o m, i n p uts i nt o c o m m u n al i d e ntit y 

s u c h as m o n u m e nts, a n d b asi c n e c essiti es s u c h as h o usi n g or h e alt h c ar e); 

it is v er y m u c h t h e c as e t h at n ot all g o o ds c a n or s h o ul d b e c o nsi d er e d 

“ p u bli c” i n q uit e t h e s a m e w a y.

h e r el at e d c o n c er n t h at L e v y r ais es is i n p art a n u n d erst a n d a bl e 

f e ar of c oll a psi n g t h e pl ur alit y of h u m a n lif e a n d m e m b ers hi ps i nt o s o m e 

m o n olit hic n oti o n of “ p u blic n ess.” Yet I a m m or e s a n g ui n e t h a n L e v y h er e, 

i n p art b e c a us e I s e e t his br o a d m or al n oti o n of “ p u bli c n ess” o p er ati n g 

di f er e ntl y. R at h er t h a n i n e x or a bl y c oll a psi n g s o ci al a n d e c o n o mi c lif e 

i nt o s o m e m o n olit hi c, st atist c o ntr ol o v er t h e m ar k et, a c o m mit m e nt t o 

d e m o cr ati c p u bli c g o o ds, d e i n e d br o a dl y al o n g t h e p ositi v e a n d n e g ati v e 

di m e nsi o ns, i nst e a d e n a bles a pl ur alit y of lif e c h oi c es a n d o p p ort u niti es. 

G o o ds s u c h as h o usi n g a n d w at er ar e “ p u bli c” pr e cis el y b e c a us e t h e y 

fr e e i n di vi d u als a n d c o m m u niti es t o p urs u e m or e di v ers e p at hs.

his e m p o w eri n g, e n a bli n g as p e ct of p u blic g o o ds r e pr es e nts its o w n 

disti n ctl y A m eri c a n tr a diti o n. El ai n e K a m ar c k ri g htl y n ot es t h at s o ci al 

p oli ci es ar e m or e d ur a bl e w h e n t h e y c a n c o n n e ct wit h d e e p tr a diti o ns 

a n d s h ar e d v al u es. B ut I w o ul d dis a gr e e wit h K a m ar c k t h at t h e o nl y 

v al u e c a p a bl e of s ust ai ni n g c oll e cti v e c o m mit m e nt t o p u bli c g o o ds a n d 

s er vi c es is t h e c o n c e pt of e ar n e d b e n e its. C ert ai nl y t his is o n e as p e ct 

of A m eri c a n i n di vi d u alis m, b ut w e m a k e a mist a k e if w e o v er pl a y dis -

ti n cti o ns of d es er vi n g n ess i n s h a pi n g o ur a c c ess t o t h es e g o o ds.

S o ci al S e c urit y a n d M e di c ar e, w hi c h K a m ar c k cit es as e x a m pl es 

of i n di vi d u alis m c h a n n el e d i nt o s u p p ort f or s o ci al p oli c y, o nl y c a m e t o 

b e s e e n as s h ar e d, u ni v ers al c o m mit m e nts t hr o u g h a c o n c ert e d b attl e. 

h e y c a m e t o b e u ni v ers al pr e cis el y b e c a us e p ost – N e w D e al b ur e a u cr ats 

e m pl o y e d i d e as of e q u alit y a n d s h ar e d citi z e ns hi p as a w a y t o g ui d e 

t h eir d e cisi o ns w h e n a d mi nist eri n g t h os e pr o gr a ms — a n d i n s o m e c as es, 

r esisti n g e f orts t o r e ass ert r a ci al dis p ariti es i n a c c ess t o b e n e its. Pr o -

gr a ms s u c h as w elf ar e, i n c o ntr ast, gr a d u all y b e c a m e m or e e x cl usi o n ar y 
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pr e cis el y b e c a us e a d mi nistr at ors i nst e a d s a w t h eir w or k t hr o u g h t h e l e ns 

of d es er vi n g n ess a n d e x cl usi o n.

h er e is a di f er e nt b ut e q u all y A m eri c a n tr a diti o n i n w hi c h t o 

r o ot t his d e m o cr ati c c o n c e pti o n of p u bli c g o o ds: t h e c o n vi cti o n t h at 

w e e a c h d es er v e t h e o p p ort u nit y t o c h o os e o ur o w n p at h. hr e ats t o 

t h at fr e e d o m of s elf- a ut h ors hi p, w h et h er ori gi n ati n g fr o m a n o p pr es-

si v e st at e or a d o mi n ati n g pri v at e p o w er, ar e t hr e ats t o t h e A m eri c a n 

pr o mis e of fr e e d o m. his is t h e a n xi et y a n d as pir ati o n t h at m oti v at e d 

Pr o gr essi v e Er a i n n o v at ors of p u bli c utilit y r e g ul ati o n. hi n k ers s u c h 

as L o uis Br a n d eis a n d J o h n D e w e y s a w t h e ms el v es as p urs ui n g r ef or ms 

t h at w o ul d r est or e F o u n di n g- er a v al u es of i n di vi d u alis m, li b ert y, a n d 

d e m o cr a c y.

his c o n c e pti o n of p u bli c g o o ds als o s u g g ests t h e i m p ort a n c e of 

p u bli c p oli c y i n c o nstr u cti n g a c c ess. H ar dt s u g g ests t h at w e n e e d n ot 

d ef a ult t o a st atist n oti o n of t o p - d o w n c o ntr ol. W hil e I s h ar e t h at vi e w 

t o a n e xt e nt, r e g ul ati o n is k e y t o o v er c o mi n g m a n y of t h e c urr e nt b arri ers 

a n d e ns uri n g f air a n d e q u al a c c ess — e v e n if w e as pir e t o m a n a g e p u bli c 

g o o ds as a c o m m o ns, r at h er t h a n t o p - d o w n st at e pr o visi o n.

It r e m ai ns t h e c as e, as J a c o bs’s ess a y p oi nts o ut, t h at a c c ess t o 

p u bli c g o o ds is c o ntr oll e d b y b ot h g o v er n m e nt al a n d pri v at e a ct ors, a n d 

i n cr e asi n gl y, pri v at e a ct ors o p er at e t h es e g o o ds wit h a pr o it m oti v e. 

G u ar a nt e ei n g e q u al a c c ess t h us r e q uir es s urf a ci n g t h es e r e aliti es of p o w er 

a n d c o ntr ol, a n d d e visi n g r ul es t o m a k e c ert ai n t h at s u c h c o ntr ol is n ot 

o v erl y c o n c e ntr at e d or e x cl usi o n ar y. As J a c o bs n ot es, t his m e a ns t a c kli n g 

t h e r ol e of h e d g e f u n ds i n dri vi n g s c h o ol pri v ati z ati o n, or t a ki n g o n t h e 

alli a n c es b et w e e n l ar g e c or p or ati o ns a n d g o v er n m e nt al r e g ul at ors t h at 

c o ntri b ut e d t o t h e disi n v est m e nt i n cl e a n w at er i n Fli nt.

R aisi n g i n c o m es a n d r e d u ci n g p o v ert y, as L e v y s u g g ests, is n ot 

s u i ci e nt i n t his i g ht: wit h o ut a cl os er l o o k at e x a ctl y h o w p u bli c a n d 

pri v at e a ct ors o w n, g o v er n, a n d a d mi nist er t h es e s er vi c es, w e ar e li k el y 
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t o l e a v e m a n y c o nstit u e n ci es e x cl u d e d. N et n e utr alit y is a n i nstr u cti v e 

e x a m pl e h er e: m ai nt ai ni n g e q u al a c c ess of c o nt e nt pr o vi d ers a n d us ers t o 

t h e I nt er n et r e q uir es n o n dis cri mi n ati o n r e g ul ati o ns t o pr e v e nt pr o vi d ers 

fr o m f a v ori n g s o m e ki n ds of c o nt e nt or e x cl u di n g s o m e c o nstit u e n ci es. 

Li k e t h e Pr o gr essi v e Er a r ef or m ers, w e s h o ul d b e e x p eri m e nti n g 

wit h a r a n g e of r e g ul at or y t o ols t o e ns ur e e q u al a c c ess. We mi g ht, f or 

i nst a n c e, r e q uir e c o m m o n c arri a g e or n o n dis cri mi n ati o n o bli g ati o ns, 

e nf or c e d b y g o v er n m e nt o v ersi g ht. Or w e mi g ht r e q uir e v ari o us m o d es 

of d e m o cr ati c a c c o u nt a bilit y a n d p arti ci p ati o n i n g o v er n a n c e r e gi m es. 

We mi g ht e v e n cr e at e “ p u bli c o pti o ns,” st at e - c h art er e d pr o visi o ns t h at 

e xist al o n gsi d e pri v at e v ersi o ns of t h e s a m e g o o d ( m u c h li k e Ol mst e d’s 

visi o n of C e ntr al P ar k a n d cit y pr o p ert y).

h es e s ol uti o ns r e pr es e nt a m or e v ari e d t o ol kit f or s e c uri n g c o m m o n 

a c c ess t o p u bli c g o o ds, a n d t h e y ar e t h e r es ult of u n d erst a n di n g p u bli c 

g o o ds b ot h as a m or al o bli g ati o n as w ell as a n a d mi nistr ati v e c h all e n g e.

his bri n gs us f ull cir cl e, f or it t ur ns o ut t h at i n or d er t o a c hi e v e 

t h e hi g h m or al visi o n of i n cl usi o n w e n e e d t o di g i nt o t h e gr a n ul ar 

r e aliti es of pri v at e p o w er a n d r e g ul ati o n. his is a c h all e n g e si n c e it is 

h ar d t o r e v e al t h e r e aliti es of hi d d e n pri v at e c o ntr ol a n d e v e n h ar d er t o 

m o bili z e r ef or m ar o u n d t e c h ni c al b a c k gr o u n d r ul es. B ut hist ori c all y t his 

pr o d u cti v e t e nsi o n b et w e e n hi g h m or al as pir ati o ns a n d gr a n ul ar a d mi n -

istr ati v e i n n o v ati o ns h as h el p e d f u el m a n y of t h e gr e at est a c hi e v e m e nts 

of A m eri c a n d e m o cr a c y, fr o m m u ni ci p al p ar ks t o S o ci al S e c urit y. h at 

is a p o w erf ul l ess o n — a n d i ns pir ati o n —f or o ur c o nt e m p or ar y str u g gl es.
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T h e R ol e of t h e N e gr o i n t h e W or k of Art

S h a ne Mc Cr ae

A m eri c a I s h o w er i n t h e bri g ht-

est b at hr o o m i n t h e h o us e b ut it’s t h e b at hr o o m

Wit h t h e l o w est w at er pr ess ur e     m ost of t h e ti m e

Y o ur mi g ht y ri v ers dri b bl e d o w n m y c h est     a n d

B a c k     i n “ h e Dr y     S al v a g es” T. S. El-

i ot d es cri b es     “t h e ri v er wit h its c ar-

g o of d e a d n e gr o es,     c o ws a n d c hi c k e n c o o ps”

B e c a us e t h e ri v er is     li k e ti m e A m eri-

c a a     “ d estr o y er” a n d “ pr es er v er” a n d

Li k e ti m e A m eri c a it’s s w oll e n wit h w h at

Y o u e at     m ost     of t h e ti m e     I d o n’t f e el li k e



M c Cr a e

I’ m g etti n g cl e a n     y o ur ri v ers dri b bl e i n

Bri g ht li g ht     pr es er v er a n d d estr o y er w h e n

I a m s e e n h o w     will I s ur vi v e b ei n g s e e n
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A M a k e - B eli e v e N ati o n

Cr ai g S a ntos Pere z

Ho n ol ul u, H a w aii

I dri v e t hr o u g h t h e i n d ustri al n ei g h b or h o o d: 

o c e a n bl u e t ar ps a n d c ol orf ul t e nts cl ust er 

li k e a c or al r e ef a m o n gst a s hi p wr e c k of 

s h o p pi n g c arts a n d bi k es. his e n c a m p m e nt 

is o n e of m a n y a cr oss H a w aii, t h e st at e 

wit h t h e hi g h est h o m el ess r at e i n t h e n ati o n. 

S o m a n y isl a n d ers b ar el y s ur vi vi n g b e y o n d 

t h e fr a m e of a t o urist p ost c ar d. S o m a n y 

f a mili es b a n kr u pt e d b y t h e hi g h c ost 

of li vi n g i n “ p ar a dis e.” I p ar k i n t h e n e ar b y 

l ot of t h e C hil dr e n’s Dis c o v er y C e nt er, 

t h e n u n b u c kl e m y d a u g ht er fr o m h er c ar s e at. 

Aft er I p a y t h e a d missi o n f e es, s h e p ulls m e 

b y t h e h a n d t o h er f a v orit e ar e a: a m a k e - b eli e v e 

t o w n wit h a p ost o i c e, cli ni c, li br ar y, t h e at er,

t el e visi o n st u di o, gr o c er y st or e, a n d cl assr o o m. 

As s h e pl a ys, I m a k e - b eli e v e a n ati o n w h er e all 

of t his is a p ur e p u bli c g o o d, n o nri v alr o us 

a n d n o n e x cl u d a bl e. A n ati o n w h er e h o usi n g, 



P er e z

g o o d g o v er n m e nt, a n d br e a d ar e n o l o n g er 

pri v ati z e d. A n ati o n di v est e d fr o m t h e p u bli c

h ar ms of b or d er w alls a n d milit ar y w e a p o ns. 

W h e n s h e tir es, w e r et ur n t o o ur c ar. I dri v e, 

m or e sl o wl y, t hr o u g h t h e e n c a m p m e nt. S o o n, 

wit h o ut w ar ni n g, r e al b ull d o z ers, d u m p tr u c ks, 

c o ps, a n d st at e w or k ers will e nf or c e l a ws 

t h at b a n sitti n g a n d l yi n g i n p u bli c s p a c es. 

h e y will s w e e p t h es e m a k es hift h o m es 

a n d v ul n er a bl e citi z e ns o f t h e si d e w al k, 

w h er e a girl is n o w pl a yi n g i n a n i n l at a bl e

pl asti c p o ol, s urr o u n d e d b y h er p ar e nts. 

S h e l o o ks t h e s a m e a g e as m y d a u g ht er, 

w h o h as f all e n asl e e p i n h er c ar s e at

as I dr e a m of a f ut ur e c o m m o ns.
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L o o k at all t h at p oll uti o n o v er Te m p e.

h e s k y a n d t h e fr e e w a y o n e c ol or: c e m e nt,

li k e t h e f all e n w h e el b arr o w

s ki d d e d u p a g ai nst t h e b arri er

of t h e c ar p o ol l a n e

c o at e d i n its o w n a d h esi v e c h al k,

gr e y c o u g h of c o m m er c e,

of “ gr o wt h,” t h e p o w d er of d el a y e d

b ut c ert ai n o bs ol es c e n c e cr usts

its w o o d e n h a n dl es, gr o o v e d a n d dr y.

Li k e e v er yt hi n g h er e, dr y e n o u g h

(cr a c k e d, g a u nt, r e d u c e d

t o s o m e d wi n dli n g pit h —)

n ot b ei n g d ust y et

a m o u nts t o citi z e ns hi p,

still v ot es.

O h! n ot e v er y o n e ol d

is d wi n dli n g pit h! H er e

w e m ust d e p e n d

o n t h at. R etir e es,

t h e m o ns o o ns t ur n e d i nt o h a b o o bs,



B all

ri g ht? Y o u r e m e m b er,

t h e cr e os ot e s m ell of t h e r ai n,

t h e gl a z e —

C a n I m a k e t h e j o k e a b o ut w hit e c hi c k e ns?

S h all w e j ust k e e p st ari n g i nt o t h e r e ar vi e w mirr or,

t h e b arr o w u psi d e d o w n. . . o h l o o k, t h e c o ps ar e st o p pi n g.



Ar e B ur e a u cr a ci es a P u bli c G o o d?

Ber n ar d o Z ac k a
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i t w a s m y s e c o n d w e e k v ol u nt e eri n g at a p u b -

li cl y f u n d e d a nti p o v ert y a g e n c y, a n d t h e w aiti n g 

r o o m w as i n t h e o nl y st at e I h a d e v er wit n ess e d 

it: cr o w d e d. Pe o pl e w er e h er e t o a p pl y f or a r a n g e 

of p u bli c pr o gr a ms, i n cl u di n g f o o d st a m ps, f u el 

assist a n c e, h e alt h s er vic es, a n d H e a d St art. S o m e 

h a d s u n k i nt o t h eir c h airs wit h a l o o k of r esi g n a -

ti o n. Ot h ers s e e m e d m or e a n xi o us, h ol di n g o n 

n er v o usl y t o f ol d ers or pl asti c b a gs ill e d t o t h e 

bri m wit h p a p er w or k.

h e h e a v y sil e n c e w as r u pt ur e d b y t h e v oi c e 

of t h e r e c e pti o nist, D e S h a w n, w h o alt er n at e d 

b et w e e n a d dr essi n g cli e nts —“ Pl e as e t a k e a s e at 

a n d ill o ut t his f or m, s o m e o n e will b e wit h y o u 

s h ortl y, m a’a m” — a n d a ns w eri n g t h e p h o n e, w hic h 

n e v er st o p p e d ri n gi n g.

I w as tr ai ni n g t o b e c o m e a r e c e pti o nist, a n d 

D e S h a w n w as i ntr o d u ci n g m e t o t h e tr a d e.

A n el d erl y w o m a n, visi bl y e x as p er at e d, w al k e d 

u p t o t h e d es k a n d t ol d us t h at it w as h er t hir d



Z a c k a

visit i n as m a n y d a ys. S h e e x pl ai n e d t h at s h e m et wit h a c as e m a n a g er 

t h e d a y b ef or e a n d w as i nstr u ct e d t o c o m e b a c k wit h a d diti o n al d o c u-

m e nts. H er e y es w er e tir e d a n d h er v oi c e pl ai nti v e.

D e S h a w n l e a n e d f or w ar d at irst, as if t o cr e at e a n i nti m at e s p ac e 

i n t h e mi dst of t h e cr o w d e d r o o m, b ut t h e n r e cli n e d a w a y i n his s wi v el 

c h air — mi n df ul, as h e l at er t ol d m e, n ot t o a p p e ar t o o a p pr o ac h a bl e t o ot h ers.

H e t o o k t ur ns a p ol o gi zi n g —“ I a m t erri bl y s orr y” — a n d r e mi n di n g 

t h e cli e nt t h at t h er e w er e r ul es t o w hi c h h e h a d t o a d h er e —“ I a m n ot 

a ut h ori z e d t o t a k e y o ur d o c u m e nts m ys elf; y o u m ust s c h e d ul e a n ot h er 

a p p oi nt m e nt wit h t h e st a f m e m b er y o u s a w y est er d a y.”

I wit n ess e d a si mil ar b al a n ci n g a ct o n m y w a y t o t h e w at er c o ol er, 

w h er e I o v er h e ar d a y o u n g m ot h er i n q uir e a b o ut t h e s er vi c es t h at h er 

dis a bl e d d a u g ht er mi g ht b e e ntitl e d t o. h e c as e w or k er n o d d e d a n d 

ris k e d a s mil e, e n c o ur a gi n g t h e m ot h er t o o p e n u p a n d di v ul g e m or e 

i nf or m ati o n, b ut t h e n q ui c kl y b o u n c e d b a c k t o n e utr al e i ci e n c y m o d e 

as s o o n as t h e r el e v a nt f a cts h a d s urf a c e d, p er h a ps t hi n ki n g of t h os e 

still str a n d e d i n t h e w aiti n g r o o m.

As t h e d a y w e nt o n, wit h cli e nts s u c c e e di n g o n e a n ot h er a n d d e -

m a n ds pili n g u p, t his b al a n ci n g e x er cis e c o nti n u e d t o o, b e c o mi n g e v er 

m or e i ntri c at e a n d artf ul. B et w e e n s oli cit u d e a n d pr of essi o n al dist a n c e, 

e m p at h y a n d r ul e -f oll o wi n g, att e nti v e n ess a n d s p e e d, t h e li n e t o w al k 

as a fr o ntli n e b ur e a u cr at w as r at h er t hi n. 

a n d y e t f o r a l l t hi s , it is n ot a c o m pli m e nt t o b e c all e d a b ur e a u cr at. 

h e w or d e v o k es ri gi dit y, i ns e nsiti vit y, c ol d n ess, l a c k of i niti ati v e, a n d, 

a b o v e all, r ul e - w ors hi p. h es e attri b ut es ar e s o i n gr ai n e d i n o ur c oll e cti v e 

i m a gi n ar y t h at t h e y h a v e b e c o m e d e i niti o n al. A c c or di n g t o t h e Ne w 

O xfor d Dicti o n ar y of E n glis h , a b ur e a u cr at is n ot j ust “ a n o i ci al i n a 
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g o v er n m e nt d e p art m e nt” b ut, m or e s p e ci i c all y, “ o n e p er c ei v e d as b ei n g 

c o n c er n e d wit h pr o c e d ur al c orr e ct n ess at t h e e x p e ns e of p e o pl e’s n e e ds.” 

W h e n I irst t o o k u p t h e j o b, I t h o u g ht I k n e w w h at I w as g etti n g 

m ys elf i nt o. I w as c o n d u cti n g et h n o gr a p hic r es e ar c h f or w h at w o ul d b e -

c o m e m y b o o k, W he n t he St ate Meets t he Street: P u blic Ser vice a n d Mor al 

A ge nc y ( 2 0 1 7), a n d I h a d c h os e n t h e a g e nc y b e c a us e, as a n o n pr o it c o n-

tr a ct e d b y t h e st at e, it w as e m bl e m atic of t h e n e w f a c e of p u blic s er vic e 

pr o visi o n. I n pr e p ar ati o n I h a d r e a d e v er y n o v el o n b ur e a ucr a c y I c o ul d l a y 

m y h a n ds o n, fr o m w or ks b y Fr a n z K af k a t o D a vi d F ost er Wall a c e, a n d 

I h a d c o m e m e nt all y pr e p ar e d f or t h e s o ul-s u c ki n g t e di u m of st a n d ar d 

o p er ati n g pr o c e d ur es.

B ut i cti o n, s o s u g g esti v e i n d es cri bi n g b ur e a u cr a c y fr o m t h e o ut -

si d e, t ur n e d o ut t o b e a r at h er p o or g ui d e t o b ur e a u cr a c y fr o m wit hi n. 

I nst e a d of pr e cis e r ul es di ct ati n g m y e v er y m o v e, I f o u n d m ys elf h a vi n g 

t o c o nt e n d wit h a r a n g e of d e m a n ds t h at w er e b ot h v a g u e a n d c o m p eti n g, 

wit h littl e pr a cti c al g ui d a n c e o n h o w t o d o s o.

S o w h at d o es g o o d b ur e a u cr a c y l o o k li k e? If y o u t hi n k a b o ut a n y 

p u bli c g o o d —i nfr astr u ct ur e, d ef e ns e, t h e e n vir o n m e nt, t h e m ar k et —

c h a n c es ar e t h er e l ur ks i n t h e b a c k gr o u n d a b ur e a u cr ati c a g e n c y c h ar g e d 

wit h dr afti n g r e g ul ati o ns, m o nit ori n g c o m pli a n c e, a n d e nf or ci n g p e n al -

ti es. B ur e a u cr a c y is oft e n t h o u g ht of as t h e i nstr u m e nt t h at w e d e pl o y i n 

t h e s er vi c e of t h e p u bli c g o o d. B ut c a n w e als o s p e a k of b ur e a u cr a c y as 

a p u bli c g o o d i n its o w n ri g ht? W h at is its pr o p er r ol e i n t h e e v er y d a y 

f u n cti o ni n g of a d e m o cr ati c st at e, a n d h o w c a n w e e n a bl e b ur e a u cr ats 

t o li v e u p t o s u c h a r ol e?

h es e q u esti o ns ar e es p e ci all y r el e v a nt a n d pri m e d f or att e nti o n 

n o w, at a ti m e w h e n p e o pl e h a v e l ost tr ust i n t h eir g o v er n m e nt a n d its 

p oli ci es. E v er si n c e t h e el e cti o n of D o n al d Tr u m p t o t h e pr esi d e n c y of 

t h e U nit e d St at es, b ur e a u cr a c y h as h a d a str a n g e r e v ers al of f ort u n es. 

It h as g o n e fr o m b ei n g a t h or n i n t h e si d e of d e m o cr a c y t o b ei n g its 
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s a vi n g gr a c e. I n t h e s p a c e of a f e w d a ys f oll o wi n g his i n a u g ur ati o n, t h e 

m e di a w as a w as h wit h st ori es d et aili n g h o w b ur e a u cr a c y c o ul d st a n d 

u p t o g o v er n m e nt a n d s er v e as a b ul w ar k a g ai nst p o p ulis m.

h e v er y attri b ut es of b ur e a u cr a c y t h at h a d e ar n e d it c o n d e m n ati o n 

fr o m a cr oss t h e p oliti c al s p e ctr u m —its all e g e d i n erti a a n d i n e i ci e n c y, 

q u esti o n a bl e cl ai ms t o e x p ertis e, a n d l a c k of r es p o nsi v e n ess t o p oliti c al 

c o ntr ol — h a d n o w b e c o m e virt u es. F or s o m e t his w as j ust a m arri a g e 

of c o n v e ni e n c e: b ur e a u cr a c y w as as d et est a bl e as e v er, b ut n e v ert h el ess 

pr ef er a bl e t o t h e alt er n ati v e n o w wit hi n si g ht. If p o or i m pl e m e nt ati o n 

h a d wr e c k e d g o o d p oli ci es, it mi g ht n o w s a v e us fr o m b a d o n es.

B ut f or ot h ers t his s hift e nt ail e d a n e wf o u n d a p pr e ci ati o n f or b ur e a u -

cr a c y: p er h a ps t h er e w as a s e nsi bl e r ati o n al e b e hi n d r e d t a p e, t e c h n o cr a c y, 

a n d a n i n d e p e n d e nt- mi n d e d a d mi nistr ati v e a p p ar at us. A c ult ur e of 

b ur e a u cr atic a ut o n o m y, aft er all, is n ot s o m et hi n g t h at c a n b e a cti v at e d 

at t h e pr ess of a b utt o n. If w e w a nt b ur e a u cr a c y t o b e c o m mitt e d t o a 

missi o n i n d e p e n d e nt of t h e e b bs a n d l o ws of p olitics, w e m ust b e r e a d y 

t o a c c e pt it e v e n w h e n t h e p olitic al p e n d ul u m s wi n gs o ur w a y. B ut h o w 

s h o ul d w e d e i n e s u c h a missi o n? A n d h o w c a n w e b est s e e it a c hi e v e d?  

w e a r e o f t e n t e m p t e d  t o t hi n k of b ur e a u cr a c y as a t o ol t h at c a n b e 

utili z e d b y s uc c essi v e g o v er n m e nts t o a c hi e v e p olic y o bj e cti v es. his visi o n 

pr es u p p os es a strict di visi o n of l a b or: el e ct e d r e pr es e nt ati v es s el e ct p olici es, 

b ur e a u cr ats e x e c ut e t h e m. h e f or m er is a m or all y c h ar g e d t as k, w hic h 

i n v ol v es w ei g hi n g c o m p eti n g v al u es a n d i nt er ests; t h e l att er is a t e c h nic al 

m att er, w hic h i n v ol v es e n a cti n g dir e cti v es f ait hf ull y a n d e i ci e ntl y.

H o w e v er attr a cti v e t his pi ct ur e of b ur e a u cr a c y m a y s e e m, it is a 

wil dl y i n a c c ur at e a c c o u nt of h o w b ur e a u cr a ci es a ct u all y f u n cti o n. h e 

t e xt of t h e l a w is oft e n a m bi g u o us a n d ri d dl e d wit h c o n li cts. It l e n ds 
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its elf t o v ari o us i nt er pr et ati o ns, a n d c a n b e “ o p er ati o n ali z e d ” i n a v a-

ri et y of w a ys. R es ol vi n g s u c h i n d et er mi n a ci es is n ot m er el y a t e c h ni c al 

c h all e n g e, b ut o n e t h at r e q uir es b ur e a u cr ats t o pri oriti z e c ert ai n v al u es 

a n d i nt er ests o v er ot h ers. M or al a n d p oliti c al d e cisi o n- m a ki n g c o nti n u e 

w ell wit hi n b ur e a u cr ati c a g e n ci es, as t h e m e a ni n g of t h e l a w is cl ari i e d 

a n d gi v e n pr a cti c al c o u nt e n a n c e.

I n a d diti o n t o b ei n g i n d et er mi n at e, it is i m p ort a nt t o r e c o g ni z e t h at 

p oli c y st at ut es ar e als o fr e q u e ntl y i n c o m pl et e. h e y g e n er all y s p e cif y 

w h at  b ur e a u cr a ci es s h o ul d d o, wit h o ut s p elli n g o ut i n gr e at d et ail h o w  

t h e y s h o ul d d o it. Wit h r es p e ct t o p u bli c p oli c y, w e m ust b e c o n c er n e d 

n ot j ust wit h w h at p oli ci es t h e st at e s h o ul d p urs u e, b ut als o wit h h o w 

t h e st at e o u g ht t o i nt er a ct wit h t h os e w h o ar e s u bj e ct t o its a ut h orit y 

w h e n e n a cti n g s u c h p oli ci es. h e irst q u esti o n is s ettl e d b y a n d l ar g e 

i n l e gisl ati v e c h a m b ers; t h e s e c o n d is r es ol v e d i n b ur e a u cr ati c a g e n ci es. 

C o nsi d er a n y p oli c y s el e ct e d t hr o u g h pr o p er d e m o cr ati c pr o c e d ur es. 

R e g ar dl ess of its c o nt e nt, its i m pl e m e nt ati o n will h a v e t o r es p o n d t o a 

f urt h er s et of n or m ati v e d e m a n ds. At t h e v er y mi ni m u m, w e w o ul d w a nt 

t h e p oli c y t o b e e n a ct e d i n a w a y t h at is e i ci e nt, f air, r es p o nsi v e t o t h e 

n e e ds of i n di vi d u al citi z e ns, a n d r es p e ctf ul of t h e m. H o w t o i nt er pr et 

t h es e v ari o us d e m a n ds, h o w t o a p pl y t h e m t o s p e ci i c c as es, a n d h o w 

t o r es ol v e c o n li cts t h at aris e b et w e e n t h e m ar e n or m ati v e c h all e n g es 

t h at ar e i ntri nsi c t o t h e i m pl e m e nt ati o n pr o c ess.

At t h e a nti p o v ert y a g e n c y, f or e x a m pl e, m y c oll e a g u es a n d I w er e 

c o nst a ntl y r e mi n d e d b y o ur dir e ct s u p er vis or t h at w e c at er e d t o v ul -

n er a bl e cli e nts w h o s p e nt t h eir d a ys b ei n g ki c k e d ar o u n d fr o m o n e a d -

mi nistr ati v e o i c e t o a n ot h er. It w as i n c u m b e nt u p o n us, b y c o ntr ast, t o 

cr e at e a w ar m a n d w el c o mi n g e n vir o n m e nt, i n w hi c h t h e y w er e tr e at e d 

c o urt e o usl y a n d f elt r es p e ct e d as i n di vi d u als. h e dir e cti v es w e r e c ei v e d 

fr o m t h e a g e n c y’s h e a d q u art ers, h o w e v er, s ai d n ot hi n g a b o ut w ar mt h 

or di g nit y. h e y e m p h asi z e d t h e i m p ort a n c e of r et ai ni n g pr of essi o n al 
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dist a n c e a n d s er vi n g cli e nts o n t h e b asis of cl e ar r ul es a n d st a n d ar ds 

a p pli e d i m p arti all y. O ur p erf or m a n c e w as als o e v al u at e d b y t h e n u m b er 

of c as es w e pr o c ess e d.

h es e v al u es — e i ci e nc y, f air n ess, r es p o nsi v e n ess, a n d r es p e ct — ar e 

at t h e h e art of o ur d e m o cr atic p olitic al c ult ur e, b ut it f alls t o b ur e a u cr ats 

t o i n d s e nsi bl e c o m pr o mis es b et w e e n t h e m a n d t o m a k e s ur e t h at n o n e 

s yst e m atic all y o v ers h a d o w t h e r est. I n t his b al a nci n g a ct, b ur e a u cr a ci es 

p erf or m a cr u ci al p u blic s er vic e. his is a s er vic e, m or e o v er, t h at is i n -

d e p e n d e nt fr o m t h e p olic y g o als t h e y ar e i nstr u ct e d t o p urs u e b y t h e 

g o v er n m e nt of t h e d a y. B ur e a u cr a c y f u ncti o ns n ot m er el y as a n i nstr u -

m e nt i n t h e p urs uit of s p e ci i e d p olic y g o als, b ut as a cr u ci bl e i n w hic h 

o ur a bstr a ct v al u es ar e gi v e n pr a ctic al m e a ni n g a n d t h e t e nsi o ns b et w e e n 

t h e m w or k e d o ut. It is i n t his s e ns e t h at w e c a n s p e a k of b ur e a u cr a c y as  

a p u blic g o o d, n ot j ust as a n i nstr u m e nt for t h e p u blic g o o d.

i t i s w o r t h l o o ki n g at t h e b ur e a u cr ati c d e m a n ds of e i ci e n c y, f air n ess, 

r es p o nsi v e n ess, a n d r es p e ct i n gr e at er d et ail.

h e st a n d ar d of efficie nc y e m b o di es t h e i d e al of g o o d m a n a g e-

m e nt. P u bli c a d mi nistr at ors ar e e ntr ust e d wit h a li mit e d a m o u nt 

of p u bli c r es o ur c es, a n d w e, as citi z e ns, e x p e ct t h e m t o m a k e t h es e 

r es o ur c es g o as f ar as p ossi bl e. his m e a ns b ei n g e c o n o mi c al a n d 

s p e e d y i n t h e pr o visi o n of s er vi c es, a n d dis p e nsi n g t h e m t o t h e 

gr e at est p ossi bl e e f e ct. 

We c a n m e as ur e t h e i m p ort a n c e of e i ci e n c y, as a st a n d ar d of e v al u -

ati o n, b y t h e stri d e n c y of t h e criti cis ms t h at p u bli c a d mi nistr ati o n dr a ws 

w h e n it f ails t o li v e u p t o it. If p u bli c s er vi c e a g e n ci es ar e p er p et u all y 

t hr e at e d wit h b u d g et c uts a n d st a f r e d u cti o ns it is, i n p art, b e c a us e t h e y 

ar e wi d el y p er c ei v e d as sl o w, w ast ef ul, a n d i n e f e cti v e.
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O n its o w n, h o w e v er, t h e st a n d ar d of e i ci e n c y d o es n ot c a pt ur e 

w h at is disti n cti v e a b o ut p u bli c s er vi c e a g e n ci es. U nli k e c h ariti es or 

c o m m er ci al e nt er pris es, s u c h a g e n ci es i nt er a ct wit h i n di vi d u als i n t h eir 

c a p a cit y as citi z e ns. h e y d o n ot m er el y pr o vi d e s er vi c es; t h e y pr o vi d e 

s er vi c es t h at p e o pl e ar e e ntitl e d t o as a m atter of ri g ht .

M or e o v er, i n a d e m o cr a c y, citi z e ns ar e p oliti c al e q u als w h o h a v e 

a cl ai m t o b ei n g tr e at e d b y t h eir st at e wit h e q u al c o n c er n a n d r es p e ct. 

P u bli c a d mi nistr at ors, t h e n, h a v e a d ut y of f air ness a n d i m p arti alit y. 

H er e a g ai n, t h e i m p ort a n c e of t h e crit eri o n c a n b e m e as ur e d b y h o w 

s eri o usl y w e t a k e its vi ol ati o n — w h e n o i ci als ar e a c c us e d, f or i nst a n c e, 

of f a v oritis m, bi as, or dis cri mi n ati o n.

h e t hir d n or m ati v e st a n d ar d — of res p o nsi ve ness— c a pt ur es t h e 

t h o u g ht t h at n o t w o c as es or sit u ati o ns t h at b ur e a u cr ats e n c o u nt er ar e 

e x a ctl y ali k e. If p u bli c a d mi nistr ati o n is t o b e l e giti m at e, it is n ot e n o u g h 

f or it t o b e i m p arti al a n d t o tr e at p e o pl e e q u all y; it m ust als o b e att e nti v e 

t o t h e s p e ci i citi es of t h eir n e e ds, d e m a n ds, a n d cir c u mst a n c es. Pi err e 

R os a n v all o n h as ar g u e d t h at t h e i m p ort a n c e a c c or d e d t o r es p o nsi v e n ess 

t o p arti c ul arit y is a r el ati v el y r e c e nt tr a nsf or m ati o n wit hi n d e m o cr a c y. 

D e m o cr ati c citi z e ns, h e cl ai ms, ar e n o l o n g er willi n g t o a c c e pt a o n e -

si z e - its- all m o d el of tr e at m e nt. h e y e x p e ct o i ci als t o list e n t o t h e m 

a n d t o r es p o n d wit h s o m e l e xi bilit y t o t h e s p e ci i citi es of t h eir c as e. 

his c o m es o ut i n a r a n g e of f a mili ar criti cis ms l e v el e d at p u bli c s er vi c e 

a g e n ci es: t h at t h e y ar e dist a nt, u n c o n c er n e d, a n d i m m ur e d i n r e d t a p e.

h e r e q uir e m e nt of res pect, i n all y, o v erl a ps p arti all y wit h t h e pr e vi-

o us t w o wit h o ut b ei n g f ull y c o v er e d b y t h e m. To b e tr e at e d wit h r es p e ct 

is t o b e tr e at e d a c c or di n g t o f air st a n d ar ds a n d wit h pr o p er att e nti o n 

t o t h e s p e ci i cit y of o n e’s c as e. B ut as J o n at h a n W ol f h as ar g u e d, it is 

als o t o b e tr e at e d i n a w a y t h at is n eit h er i ns ulti n g, d e m e a ni n g, n or 

i nf a ntili zi n g. B ur e a u cr a ci es c a n b e i ns ulti n g w h e n t h e y l a c k c o m m o n 

c o urt es y t o w ar d cli e nts or w h e n t h e y ar e u n d ul y s us pi ci o us of t h e m. 
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h e y c a n b e d e m e a ni n g w h e n t h e y r e q uir e r e ci pi e nts t o p u bli cl y r e v e al 

t hi n gs a b o ut t h e ms el v es t h e y c o nsi d er s h a m ef ul as a c o n diti o n f or g etti n g 

assist a n c e. h e y c a n b e i nf a ntili zi n g w h e n t h e y tr e at cli e nts as if t h e y 

w er e n ot c a p a bl e of m a ki n g d e cisi o ns f or t h e ms el v es.

h es e f o ur n or m ati v e d e m a n ds — e i ci e n c y, f air n ess, r es p o nsi v e -

n ess, a n d r es p e ct — c a pt ur e v al u e c o m mit m e nts t h at ar e c e ntr al t o o ur 

d e m o cr ati c p oliti c al c ult ur e. h e y i n v ol v e a c o n c er n, r es p e cti v el y, f or t h e 

a g gr e g at e w ell- b ei n g of citi z e ns, f or t h eir e q u alit y, f or t h eir i n di vi d u al 

ri g hts, as w ell as f or t h eir a ut o n o m y a n d di g nit y. h es e c o m mit m e nts 

ar e irr e d u ci bl y pl ur al. We m a y pr ef er t o h a v e t h e m i n di f er e nt mi x es, 

b ut m ost of us w o ul d a gr e e t h at all of t h e m s h o ul d b e att e n d e d t o.

h e pr o bl e m, of c o urs e, is t h at t h es e c o m mit m e nts oft e n p oi nt i n 

c o m p eti n g dir e cti o ns. h e d e m a n ds of f air n ess a n d r es p o nsi v e n ess c a n 

cl as h, es p e ci all y w h e n r es o ur c es ar e s c ar c e. S h o ul d b ur e a u cr ats e x h a ust 

all t h e o pti o ns a v ail a bl e t o a p arti c ul ar cli e nt or a d o pt a st a n d ar d of 

tr e at m e nt t h e y c o ul d r e alisti c all y r e pli c at e f or all? E i ci e n c y is oft e n 

m e as ur e d b y t h e n u m b er of c as es pr o c ess e d. B ut w h at if r a c ki n g u p 

n u m b ers c a n b e a c hi e v e d b y pri oriti zi n g e as y c as es a n d dis p e nsi n g wit h 

c o m pli c at e d o n es? A n d w h at a b o ut t h e m a n y f a c ets of r es p e ct? h e 

m ost e x p e di e nt w a y t o pr o c ess cli e nts, aft er all, is t o b e c urt wit h t h e m.

his is w h er e t h e m or al, as o p p os e d t o t h e m er el y t e c h ni c al, c h al -

l e n g e of i m pl e m e nt ati o n b e gi ns. H o w s h o ul d w e w ei g h t h es e pl ur al 

d e m a n ds a n d stri k e s e nsi bl e c o m pr o mis es b et w e e n t h e m?

h es e q u esti o ns ar e di i c ult, i n p art, b e c a us e a pr o p er a ns w er t o 

t h e m is hi g hl y d e p e n d e nt o n c o nt e xt a n d sit u ati o n. We c a n d e v el o p br o a d 

g ui d eli n es f or h o w t o h a n dl e tr a d e o fs t h at r e c ur fr e q u e ntl y, b ut t h er e is a 

li mit t o h o w m uc h w e c a n d e ci d e c as es e x a nt e wit h o ut bli n dl y pr ej u d gi n g 

t h e m. his is w h y a d mi nistr ati v e r ul es a n d pr o c e d ur es m ust oft e n c o e xist 

wit h a s u bst a nti al a m o u nt of dis cr eti o n, a n d w h y t his dis cr eti o n m ust 

tric kl e all t h e w a y d o w n t o t h e fr o ntli n es of p u blic s er vic e pr o visi o n. 
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t o s a y t h a t b u r e a u c r a t s  m ust att e n d t o a pl ur alit y of v al u es is n ot 

t o s a y t h at t h e y ar e al w a ys s u c c essf ul i n d oi n g s o. A n y or g a ni z ati o n 

w o ul d b e h ar d pr ess e d t o b e e i ci e nt, f air, r es p o nsi v e, a n d r es p e ctf ul at 

o n c e —l et al o n e o n e t h at is c hr o ni c all y u n d erst a f e d, u n d erf u n d e d, a n d 

f or c e d t o o p er at e i n a h ostil e p oliti c al e n vir o n m e nt.

B ur e a u cr ats oft e n h a v e n o c h oi c e b ut t o m a k e di i c ult tr a d e o fs 

b et w e e n di f er e nt di m e nsi o ns of v al u e. I n s u c h c o n diti o ns, it is pr o p er 

t o f e el c o n li ct e d. It w o ul d b e w orr yi n g, i n f a ct, if o n e di d n ot.

B ut w hil e m or al c o n li cts of t his ki n d o c c ur o c c asi o n all y i n o ur or -

di n ar y m or al lif e, t hr e e f e at ur es of fr o ntli n e w or k i n p u bli c s er vi c e m a k e 

t h e m p arti c ul arl y h ar d t o b e ar. h e irst is t h at b ur e a u cr ats e x p eri e n c e 

t h es e v al u e c o n li cts r el e ntl essl y, si n c e t h e d e m a n d f or p u bli c s er vi c es 

n e v er a b at es. h e s e c o n d is t h at a n y h alf- m e as ur es or c o m pr o mis es c a n 

h a v e s eri o us c o ns e q u e n c es f or cli e nts. B y a c c el er ati n g t h e p a c e of w or k, 

f or e x a m pl e, a c as e w or k er mi g ht n ot b uil d a n i nti m at e e n o u g h r a p p ort 

f or a cli e nt t o o p e n u p a b o ut s e nsiti v e t o pi cs s u c h as d o m esti c vi ol e n c e. 

C o n v ers el y, b y sl o wi n g it d o w n, ot h er cli e nts mi g ht b e l at e o n r e c ei vi n g 

a c h e c k t h e y d es p er at el y n e e d.

N a vi g ati n g s u c h c o n li cts is distr essi n g f or b ur e a u cr ats b e c a us e, as 

a fr o ntli n e w or k er, y o u ar e p ers o n all y i m pli c at e d i n t h e pr o c ess. As I 

l e ar n e d fr o m t a ki n g o v er D e S h a w n’s r ol e as a r e c e pti o nist, it is n ot t h e 

“ b ur e a u cr ati c st at e” t h at l ets a cli e nt d o w n, b ut y o u . As a str e et-l e v el 

b ur e a u cr at, y o u ar e t h e f a c e of t h e i nstit uti o n —t h e i m m e di at e c a us e of 

cli e nts’ d es p air, fr ustr ati o n, a n d a n g er, a n d t h e irst t o wit n ess it.

It is h ar d n ot t o f e el c o m plicit a n d n ot t o bl a m e y o urs elf. Y o u st art 

w o n d eri n g w h et h er yo u  mi g ht i n f a ct b e t h e o n e f aili n g cli e nts. H o w e v er 

h ar d a n d c o ns ci e nti o usl y y o u w or k, y o u c a n n ot s h a k e o f t h e t h o u g ht t h at 

y o u mi g ht h a v e b e e n a bl e t o d o m or e or b ett er. H o w l o n g c a n y o u t hi n k 
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of y o urs elf as a c o m p et e nt a n d d e dic at e d p u blic s er v a nt w h e n y o u ar e 

f or c e d t o l o ut t h at i d e al d ail y? K n o wi n g t h at t h e pr o bl e m is str u ct ur al 

i n n at ur e is littl e c o ns ol ati o n w h e n y o u ar e t h e o n e w h o h as t o m a k e 

t h e t o u g h c alls, a n d w h e n y o u ar e s e e n as s u c h b y t h os e w h o b e ar t h e 

c o ns e q u e nc es of y o ur c h oic es.

O v er ti m e t h e ps y c h ol o gi c al pr ess ur e b uil ds a n d, if l eft u n c h e c k e d, 

t a k es its t oll. S o m e ar e a bl e t o p ut u p wit h it b y c o m p art m e nt ali zi n g 

a n d dist a n ci n g t h e ms el v es fr o m t h eir a cti o ns. Ot h ers b ur n o ut. A gr e at 

m a n y, h o w e v er, r es p o n d as s o ci al ps y c h ol o gists w o ul d h a v e us e x p e ct: 

t hr o u g h c o g niti v e dist orti o ns t h at si m plif y t h e m or al l a n ds c a p e a n d 

t h er e b y r e d u c e t h e s e ns e of c o n li ct t h e y e x p eri e n c e. Si n c e t h e y c a n n ot 

li v e u p t o t h e d e m a n ds of t h e r ol e, t h e y n arr o w t h eir u n d erst a n di n g of 

t h es e d e m a n ds s o as t o b e a bl e t o li v e u p t o t h e m.

Fr o ntli n e b ur e a u cr ats oft e n pi c k o n e di m e nsi o n of t h e r ol e a n d 

d e di c at e t h e ms el v es u nr es er v e dl y t o it, t o t h e e x cl usi o n of ot h ers. S o m e 

c o m e t o t hi n k of t h e ms el v es as c ar e gi v ers, d e v oti n g t h e ms el v es t o p ar -

ti c ul ar cli e nts r e g ar dl ess of t h e c o ns e q u e n c es. Ot h ers b e c o m e i x at e d 

o n u p h ol di n g pr o gr a m r e q uir e m e nts a n d m a ki n g s ur e t h at n o o n e t a k es 

u nf air a d v a nt a g e of e xisti n g pr o visi o ns. A n d ot h ers b e c o m e a bs or b e d 

i n s e ei n g cli e nts as r a pi dl y as p ossi bl e t o m a xi mi z e t h e n u m b er of t h os e 

t h e y c a n assist. M or al s p e ci ali z ati o n al o n g t h es e li n es e m er g es as a c o p-

i n g r es p o ns e t o t h e pr ess ur es of e v er y d a y w or k. It r e d u c es t h e s e ns e of 

c o n li ct t h at o n e e x p eri e n c es, at t h e c ost of a r e d u cti v e u n d erst a n di n g 

of o n e’s r es p o nsi biliti es.

P u bli c s er vi c e a g e n ci es t h us i n d t h e ms el v es i n a bi n d. h e pr o p er 

i m pl e m e nt ati o n of p u bli c p oli c y d e p e n ds o n t h eir c a p a cit y t o f ost er a 

w or kf or c e att u n e d t o a pl ur alit y of v al u es. A n d y et, t h e n at ur e of e v er y d a y 

w or k at t h e fr o ntli n es of p u bli c s er vi c e r e w ar ds n arr o w s p e ci ali z ati o n. 
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t h e r e a r e s t e p s  t h at b ur e a u cr a ci es a n d b ur e a u cr ats c a n t a k e t o b ett er 

c o p e wit h s u c h a pr e di c a m e nt. 

At t h e i n di vi d u al l e v el, t h e b ur e a u cr ats w h o s u c c e e d i n r e -

t ai ni n g a b al a n c e d a p pr o a c h t o t h e r ol e ar e t h os e w h o l e ar n t o li v e 

wit h c o n li ct. h e y c o m e t o a c c e pt it as a n u n a v oi d a bl e p art of t h e 

j o b — o n e t h at m ust b e m a n a g e d, c o ntr oll e d, a n d t o n e d d o w n t o a 

l e v el t h at is s ust ai n a bl e. h e y d o s o, i n p art, b y d e pl o yi n g a r a n g e 

of e v er y d a y pr a cti c es of t h e s elf t h at all o w t h e m t o miti g at e t h e 

ps y c h ol o gi c al str ai n a n d pr e e m pt t h e c o g niti v e dist orti o ns it w o ul d 

ot h er wis e pr o d u c e.

M a n a g e m e nt m a k es a di f er e n c e, t o o. S u p er vis ors c a n c o u nt er a ct t h e 

drift t o w ar d r e d u cti v e dis p ositi o ns b y f ost eri n g di v ers e w or ki n g gr o u ps 

i n w hi c h p e ers wit h di f er e nt s e nsi biliti es k e e p o n e a n ot h er i n c h e c k. 

h e y c a n d esi g n a n d c ali br at e a m ulti di m e nsi o n al s yst e m of i n c e nti v es 

t o r e mi n d w or k ers of t h e r el e v a nt c o nsi d er ati o ns.

G etti n g t h at b al a n c e ri g ht is m or e a n art t h a n a s ci e n c e, b ut t h e 

u n d erl yi n g i d e a is si m pl e: if w e w a nt b ur e a u cr a c y t o att e n d t o a pl ur alit y 

of v al u es, s u c h pl ur alis m m ust its elf b e r e l e ct e d wit hi n  t h e or g a ni z ati o n. 

his is a n a p pr o a c h t o m a n a g e m e nt t h at is s e nsi bl e w h e n w e c a n n ot 

s p e cif y i n a d v a n c e w h at w e w a nt b ur e a u cr ats t o d o, b ut w h e n w e k n o w 

w h at c o nsi d er ati o ns w e w a nt t h e m t o b e mi n df ul of as t h e y i g ur e it 

o ut f or t h e ms el v es.

his st a n c e i n v ol v es s o m e m e as ur e of h u milit y. We w a nt b ur e a u cr ats 

t o b e r es p e ctf ul a n d r es p o nsi v e, w hil e r e c o g ni zi n g t h at w e c a n n ot s p ell 

o ut pr e cis el y w h at t his will e nt ail i n a p arti c ul ar c o nt e xt or sit u ati o n. 

We als o n e e d t h e m t o b e f air a n d e i ci e nt, w hil e a d mitti n g t h at w e 

c a n n ot el u ci d at e h o w c o n li cts b et w e e n t h es e v ari o us d esi d er at a s h o ul d 

b e h a n dl e d.
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h e k e y t o t his a p pr o a c h is n ot j ust t o r el y o n b ur e a u cr ats’ j u d g m e nt, 

b ut t o m a k e s ur e t h e y e v ol v e i n a d e cisi o n- m a ki n g e n vir o n m e nt t h at e x -

p os es t h e m t o t h e ri g ht c u es a n d i n l u e nc es. his a p pr o a c h (“ d el e g at e a n d 

i nf or m”) is a d e p art ur e fr o m b ot h t h e r ul e-s at ur at e d m o d el of g o v er n a nc e 

t h at w e t y pic all y ass o ci at e wit h b ur e a ucr a c y (“c o m m a n d a n d c o ntr ol ”) a n d 

fr o m t h e m a n a g eri al m o d el t h at h as gr a d u all y b e e n r e pl a ci n g it.

Si n c e t h e 1 9 8 0s, u n d er t h e i n l u e n c e of a b o d y of i d e as k n o w n 

v ari o usl y as R ei n v e nti n g G o v er n m e nt or N e w P u bli c M a n a g e m e nt, 

p u bli c s er vi c e a g e n ci es h a v e i n c or p or at e d a v ast arr a y of m a n a g eri al 

pr a cti c es dr a w n fr o m t h e pri v at e s e ct or. M ost pr o mi n e nt a m o n g t h es e is 

p erf or m a n c e - b as e d e v al u ati o n —t h e i d e a t h at t h e s u c c ess of b ur e a u cr a c y 

s h o ul d b e ass ess e d pri m aril y b y t h e e i ci e n c y wit h w hi c h it d eli v ers o n 

its o bj e cti v es (“s et t ar g ets a n d tr a c k ”).

F o c usi n g o n o bj e cti v es r at h er t h a n pr o c e d ur es w as m e a nt t o li b er at e 

b ur e a u cr ats fr o m t h e t a n gl e of r e d t a p e, b o osti n g t h eir e i ci e n c y w hil e 

pr o vi di n g t h e p u bli c wit h a m or e o bj e cti v e st a n d ar d f or a c c o u nt a bilit y. 

B ot h as pir ati o ns ar e of c o urs e l a u d a bl e, pr o vi d e d w e d o n ot f etis hi z e 

t h e m. W hil e gr e at er a c c o u nt a bilit y is w el c o m e, s etti n g cl e ar m etri cs 

as g o als ris ks dis pl a ci n g or dist orti n g a n a g e n c y’s o v er all missi o n. I n 

s u c h c as es, w e a c hi e v e a p yrr hi c vi ct or y: s e c uri n g gr e at er c o ntr ol o v er 

t h e a cti o ns of b ur e a u cr ats at t h e c ost of i m p o v eris hi n g t h eir m a n d at e. 

L est w e s u c c u m b t o s u c h f a cil e t e m pt ati o ns, t h e dir e cti v es w e 

pr o vi d e b ur e a u cr ats m ust r e m ai n u n d er d et er mi n e d. We c a n n ot c o nt e nt 

o urs el v es wit h ass essi n g p erf or m a n c e i n t er ms of e i ci e n c y or c o m pli -

a n c e t o st a n d ar ds. B ur e a u cr ats, aft er all, d o n ot m er el y e x e c ut e. h e y 

m ust als o gr a p pl e i n d e p e n d e ntl y wit h c o m pl e x n or m ati v e q u esti o ns. 

T o g o v er n t h e m as if t h e y w er e m er e i nstr u m e nts is t h e s ur est w a y t o 

h oll o w o ut t h eir m or al pr o mis e. If b ur e a u cr a c y is t o st a n d a c h a n c e of 

b ei n g a p u bli c g o o d, w e m ust e v al u at e a n d m a n a g e b ur e a u cr ats wit h 

t h at i n mi n d.
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t h e m o v e m e n t f o r f r e e c o l l e g e  h as g ai n e d 

c o nsi d er a bl e m o m e nt u m i n t h e p ast y e ar, i n n o 

s m all p art t h a n ks t o t h e s a d st at e i n w hi c h m a n y 

c oll e g e gr a d u at es c urr e ntl y i n d t h e ms el v es. F or 

d e c a d es, w e h a v e t ol d y o u n g c o h orts e nt eri n g 

t h e l a b or m ar k et t h at if t h e y o nl y g et t h e ri g ht 

s kills, t h e y will i n d st e a d y, r e w ar di n g, a n d r e -

m u n er ati v e w or k. B ut w e h a v e n ot b e e n a bl e t o 

k e e p t h at pr o mis e, i n l ar g e p art b e c a us e o ur u n -

d erst a n di n g of t h e l a b or m ar k et’s d ysf u n cti o n is 

b uilt o n a t h e or y of h u m a n c a pit al t h at h as v er y 

littl e t o d o wit h r e alit y. We ar e n o w li vi n g wit h 

t h e c o ns e q u e n c es: t o d a y’s st u d e nts p a y m or e f or 

d e gr e es i n t h e h o p e of l a n di n g a j o b f or w hi c h 

t h e y ar e o v er q u ali i e d b e c a us e t h e alt er n ati v e is 

w ors e: n o j o b at all. 

M e a n w hil e, as t uiti o n c o nti n u es t o ris e, a c c u -

m ul at e d st u d e nt d e bt i ncr e asi n gl y c o nstit ut es its 

o w n e c o n o mic b ur d e n, a b o v e a n d b e y o n d a l a b or 

m ar k et o f eri n g st a g n a nt w a g es a n d i ns u i ci e nt,
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pr e c ari o us w or k. St u d e nt d e bt is es p e ci all y o n er o us f or r a ci al mi n oriti es, 

as t h e c urr e nt s yst e m r el e g at es t h os e wit h t h e l e ast f a mil y a n d c o m m u -

nit y r es o ur c es t o t h e w orst hi g h er e d u c ati o n i nstit uti o ns, e x a c er b ati n g 

i n e q u alit y. C o u pl e t his wit h c o nti n ui n g c uts t o p u bli c hi g h er e d u c ati o n 

a n d, as D a vi d L e o n h ar dt r e c e ntl y p ut it i n t h e Ne w Yor k Ti mes , “ It’s 

as if o ur s o ci et y w er e d eli b er at el y tr yi n g t o r estri ct o p p ort u niti es a n d 

w ors e n i n c o m e i n e q u alit y.”

h e U nit e d St at es h as n e v er h a d fr e e, hi g h- q u alit y c oll e g e e d u c ati o n. 

B ut t h at d o es n ot m e a n w e c a n’t. I n t h e p ast, w e h a v e i n cl u d e d w orl d-

cl ass p u bli c e d u c ati o n i n o ur u n d erst a n di n g of p u bli c g o o ds, a n d w e h a v e 

s u c c essf ull y e x p a n d e d p u bli c e d u c ati o n o n t h e pr e mis e t h at s o ci et y as a 

w h ol e b e n e its fr o m a w ell- e d u c at e d p o p ul ati o n. Pr e vi o us g e n er ati o ns a n d 

s o ci al m o v e m e nts f o u g ht h ar d t o cr e at e g o o d e d u c ati o n al i nstit uti o ns at 

p u bli c e x p e ns e. h e c urr e nt g e n er ati o n is dis c o v eri n g w h y t h at m att ers.

b e t w e e n 1 9 1 0 a n d 1 9 4 0,  t h e s h ar e of ei g ht e e n-y e ar- ol ds wit h a s e c o n d ar y 

e d uc ati o n i ncr e as e d fr o m 1 0 t o o v er 5 0 p erc e nt. I n t h eir b o o k he R ace 

Bet wee n E d uc atio n a n d Tec h nolo g y  ( 2 0 0 7), e c o n o mists Cl a u di a G ol di n a n d 

L a wr e nc e K at z cr e dit A m eric a’s ec o n o mic a d v a nc es i n t h e t w e ntiet h c e nt ur y 

t o t his u ni q u el y A m eric a n “ hi g h s c h o ol m o v e m e nt.” As t h e y d es cri b e it: 

“ h e p u blic hi g h s c h o ol w as r e cr e at e d i n t h e e arl y 1 9 0 0s t o b e a q ui nt ess e n-

ti all y A m eric a n i nstit uti o n: o p e n, f or gi vi n g, g e n d er n e utr al, pr actic al b ut 

ac a d e mic, u ni v ers al, a n d oft e n e g alit ari a n. It w as r ei n v e nt e d i n a m a n n er 

t h at m o v e d it a w a y fr o m its ni n et e e nt h-c e nt ur y elitist E ur o p e a n ori gi ns.”

G ol di n a n d K at z als o e m p h asi z e t h at t h e “ hi g h s c h o ol m o v e m e nt” 

w as, o n t h e w h ol e, l o c all y f u n d e d a n d dir e ct e d. h er e w as n o n ati o n al 

m o v e m e nt t o w ar d u ni v ers al s e c o n d ar y e d u c ati o n, or e v e n s yst e m atic 

f e d er al f u n di n g a v ail a bl e t o st at es t o cr e at e t h eir o w n pr o gr a ms. h e 
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o nl y i m p et us f or t h e hi g h s c h o ol m o v e m e nt at t h e n ati o n al l e v el c a m e 

fr o m f e d er al l a n d gr a nts t o st at es, w hic h s et u p a gric ult ur al c oll e g es f or 

t h e hi g h er e d u c ati o n of f ar m ers a n d t h e pr of essi o n al cl ass. M a n y st at es 

g u ar a nt e e d u n d er gr a d u at e a d missi o n t o t h es e i nstit uti o ns t o a n y o n e wit h a 

hi g h s c h o ol di pl o m a, w hic h s p urr e d m a n y l o c al s c h o ol districts t o e x p a n d 

t h eir pr o visi o n of p u blic e d u c ati o n fr o m pri m ar y t o s e c o n d ar y s c h o ol.

F or t h e m ost p art, t h o u g h, t h e hi g h s c h o ol m o v e m e nt h a p p e n e d 

b e c a us e l o c al s c h o ol distri cts — h u n dr e ds of t h o us a n ds of t h e m —t a x e d 

t h e ms el v es t o b uil d a n d st a f fr e e p u bli c hi g h s c h o ols.

By 1 9 6 0 C alif or ni a w as att e m pti n g a si mil ar e d uc ati o n al r e v ol uti o n i n 

t h e r e al m of hi g h er e d uc ati o n. As t h e risi n g b a b y b o o m g e n er ati o n s e e m e d 

p ois e d t o d e m a n d m or e hi g h er e d uc ati o n t h a n a n y of its pr e d e c ess ors, t h e 

st at e w a nt e d t o m a k e hi g h- q u alit y c oll e g e m or e acc essi bl e. h e r es ulti n g 

M ast er Pl a n f or Hi g h er E d uc ati o n, d e vis e d b y t h e U ni v ersit y of C alif or ni a’s 

pr esi d e nt, Cl ar k K err, v astl y e x p a n d e d t h e U ni v ersit y of C alif or ni a s yst e m 

a n d cr e at e d t h e C alif or ni a St at e s yst e m fr o m t h e st at e’s t e ac h ers c oll e g es. It 

als o e x p a n d e d acc ess t o c o m m u nit y c oll e g es f or r e m e di al e d uc ati o n a n d t o 

ai d t h e tr a nsiti o n t o tr a diti o n al hi g h er e d uc ati o n. h e M ast er Pl a n s et o ut t o 

m a k e e d uc ati o n al a d v a nc e m e nt s ol el y a m att er of i n di vi d u al pr o ici e nc y, n ot 

f a mil y b ac k gr o u n d or a bilit y t o p a y. h e r es ult p ar all el e d w h at G ol di n a n d 

K at z o bs er v e a b o ut t h e hi g h s c h o ol m o v e m e nt: t h at it w as o p e n, f or gi vi n g, 

pr actic al b ut ac a d e mic, a n d, a b o v e all, e g alit ari a n.

B ut w hil e C alif or ni a’s m o d el w as wi d el y l a u d e d a n d e n a ct e d i n 

ot h er st at es a n d citi es, al b eit wit h a l ess u ni i e d a n d a m biti o us visi o n, 

t h e f e d er al g o v er n m e nt c h os e a di f er e nt r o ut e wit h t h e Hi g h er E d u c a-

ti o n A ct of 1 9 6 5 — a d e cisi o n wit h r e as o ns a n d r e p er c ussi o ns t h at f or m 

a m aj or p art of t h e b a c k gr o u n d f or t o d a y’s st u d e nt d e bt crisis. I nst e a d 

of f u n di n g i nstit uti o ns, t h e f e d er al g o v er n m e nt f u n d e d st u d e nts. W h y?

h e m ai n r e as o n w as r a c e. At t h e ti m e, t h e f e d er al g o v er n m e nt 

alr e a d y h a d its h a n ds f ull e nf or ci n g t h e S u pr e m e C o urt’s m a n d at e f or 
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i nt e gr at e d el e m e nt ar y a n d s e c o n d ar y e d u c ati o n. As t h e 1 9 6 0s t ur n e d 

i nt o t h e 1 9 7 0s, t h e p oliti c al di i c ulti es e nf or ci n g t h at m a n d at e wit h 

c o urt- or d er e d i nt e gr ati o n pl a ns a n d b usi n g b e c a m e e v er m or e s e v er e, 

m a ki n g r a ci al i nt e gr ati o n s e e m str u ct ur all y i m p ossi bl e.  F or m a n y, tr yi n g 

t o a d d hi g h er e d u c ati o n t o t h e mi x w as a bri d g e t o o f ar.

M or e o v er, w hil e o n e of t h e ulti m at e g o als of t h e ci vil ri g hts m o v e -

m e nt w as t o i nt e gr at e t h e gr a n d p u bli c e di i c es cr e at e d b y t h e Pr o gr essi v e 

a n d N e w D e al er as, t h e p ot e nt b a c kl as h t o t h at g o al e n d e d u p er o di n g 

t h os e s a m e p u bli c g o o ds f or e v er y o n e. O n c e it b e c a m e p oliti c all y a n d 

r h et ori c all y i m p ossi bl e t o n ot e t h e e xist e n c e of r a ci al e x cl usi o n i n t h e 

p u bli c s p h er e, a n e w i d e ol o g y of e c o n o mi c i n di vi d u alis m c a m e t o 

d o mi n at e f e d er al a n d st at e p oli c y m a ki n g. his i n cl u d e d g e o gr a p hi c  

r el o c ati o n —s u b ur b a ni z ati o n — as a m et h o d of a v oi di n g i nt e gr at e d s c h o ols 

a n d n ei g h b or h o o ds, e v a di n g t h e r e a c h of t h e f e d er al j u di ci ar y a n d a 

c a uti o us C o n gr ess. I n d e e d, s u bsi di z e d m ort g a g e l e n di n g i n all- w hit e 

n ei g h b or h o o ds e ns ur e d t h at e v e n as o n e p oliti c al m o v e m e nt i nt e gr at e d 

t h e e c o n o m y a n d s o ci et y, a n ot h er r es e gr e g at e d it.

I n t his r es p e ct, Titl e I V of t h e Hi g h er E d uc ati o n Act of 1 9 6 5 l e d t h e 

w a y; it w as i n di vi d u alistic fr o m t h e st art. R e l e cti v e of t h e “ h u m a n c a pit al” 

i d e ol o g y a n d e c o n o mic t h e or y of t h e d a y, t h e Hi g h er E d uc ati o n Act f acil-

it at e d i n di vi d u al c h oic e i n s el e cti n g (a n d g ai ni n g a d missi o n t o) i nstit uti o ns 

t h at o p er at e d wit hi n a n alr e a d y-str ati i e d s yst e m. R at h er t h a n f u n di n g 

i nstit uti o ns a n d t elli n g t h e m t o pr o vi d e e d uc ati o n of a c ert ai n st a n d ar d f or 

all c o m ers (s u bj ect t o e ntr a nc e r e q uir e m e nts) — w h at ec o n o mists w o ul d c all a 

“ p o oli n g e q uili bri u m” —it f u n d e d st u d e nts, w h o c o ul d t h e n b e s ort e d i nt o a 

“s e p ar ati n g e q uili bri u m,” e f e cti v el y str atif yi n g t h e s e ct or b y r ac e a n d cl ass.

h e af or e m e nti o n e d t h e or y of “ h u m a n c a pit al” b e hi n d t h es e p olici es 

h ol ds t h at st u d e nts w o ul d c h o os e t h eir l e v el of e d uc ati o n al att ai n m e nt b y 

c o m p ari n g e ar ni n gs, n et of t uiti o n, a n d o p p ort u nit y c ost. I n t his st or y, t h e 

p olic y f ail ur e i n hi g h er e d uc ati o n c o m es a b o ut if st u d e nts ar e u n a bl e t o 
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s e c ur e i n a nci n g f or t h eir e d uc ati o n b ef or e t h eir c ar e er st arts, t h a n ks t o t h e 

i m p ossi bilit y of c oll at er ali zi n g h u m a n c a pit al, a n d t h e r es ulti n g hi g h c ost 

of b orr o wi n g wit h u ns e c ur e d d e bt. h er ef or e st u d e nts c a n n ot u n d ert a k e 

a pr o it a bl e i n v est m e nt i n t h eir f ut ur e e ar ni n gs u nl ess t h eir f a mili es c a n 

s u p p ort t he m. h e s ol uti o n t o t his “ m ar k et f ail ur e” w as t o s u p pl y g o v er n me nt-  

g u ar a nt e e d st u d e nt l o a ns, t h us e ns uri n g acc ess t o hi g h er e d uc ati o n t h at 

will p a y o f e x p ost, b ot h f or b orr o w ers a n d f or t h e l e n d er.

h e t hi n ki n g at t h e ti m e m ai nt ai n e d t h at if st u d e nts h a d acc ess t o l o a ns, 

t h e y h a d ac c ess t o e d uc ati o n, t h us n e g ati n g t h e n e e d t o cr e at e t h e gr a n d 

e di ic es i n t h e p u blic s e ct or t h at c h ar act eri z e d e arli er er as a n d l e d t o t h e 

ci vil ri g hts c o n licts o v er u ni v ers al acc ess. h e “ q ui nt ess e nti all y A m eric a n” 

m o d el of e d uc ati o n h a d c h a n g e d fr o m fr e e a n d e q u al hi g h- q u alit y p u blic 

e d uc ati o n t o pri v at e or pri v ati z e d i nstit uti o ns a n d st u d e nt d e bt. W hil e 

g o v er n m e nt- g u ar a nt e e d st u d e nt l o a ns s ol v e d a n arr o w p olic y pr o bl e m —  

a n i nc o m pl et e c a pit al m ar k et f or i n a nci n g hi g h er e d uc ati o n —t h e y c arri e d 

t h e i m plic ati o n t h at t h er e w as n o ot h er pr o bl e m t o b e s ol v e d.

t hi s c o n c e p ti o n o f hi g h e r e d u c a ti o n  t hri v e d f or t h e n e xt s e v er al 

d e c a d es, as st u d e nt p o p ul ati o ns b e c a m e l ar g er, m or e di v ers e b y r a c e a n d 

g e n d er, a n d, si m ult a n e o usl y, m or e i n d e bt e d. H o w e v er, t hi n gs st art e d t o 

g o s eri o usl y wr o n g i n t h e mi d- 2 0 0 0s, as st at e b u d g et cris es f oll o wi n g 

t h e 2 0 0 0 – 1 r e c essi o n l e d t o t h e d e cli n e of st at e f u n di n g f or hi g h er e d-

u c ati o n a n d t h e c o n c urr e nt ris e of t h e f or- pr o it hi g h er e d u c ati o n s e ct or. 

Pr e vi o usl y s er vi n g o nl y a fe w tec h nic al nic hes wit h n arr o w cr e de nti al -

i n g mec h a nis ms, f or- pr o it c h ai ns s uc h as t he U ni v ersit y of P h o e ni x f o u n d 

a m assi v el y e x p a n d e d m ar k et b y o f eri n g l e xi bl e, n o n-tr a diti o n al d e gr e e 

o pti o ns s uite d t o ol der st u de nts, as w ell as a wi der v ariet y of de gr e e o f eri n gs 

f or t h os e s e e ki n g s er vic e s ect or e m pl o y me nt. he dere g ul ati o n of accre dit ati o n 
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st a n d ar ds i n t he mi d- 2 0 0 0s als o hel p e d ai d t he b o o m, si nc e f or- pr o it sc h o ols 

w er e s u d d e nl y eli gi ble f or fe der all y g u ar a nte e d st u de nt l o a ns.

his v ast e x p a nsi o n of t h e f e d er al st u d e nt l o a n pr o gr a m c a n b e 

i nt er pr et e d as t h e m ost a m biti o us f e d er al l a b or m ar k et p oli c y of t h e 

p ast s e v er al d e c a d es. Alt h o u g h it di d n ot r e all y st art i n t er ms of s h e er 

n u m b ers u ntil t h e 2 0 0 0s, its r o ots c a n b e f o u n d i n p art i n e c o n o mi c 

s c h ol ars hi p a n d p o p ul ar dis c ussi o n of t h e e c o n o m y fr o m t h e 1 9 9 0s. 

h e st or y t ol d at t h e ti m e w as as f oll o ws: s e ct or al tr a nsf or m ati o n i n t h e 

e c o n o m y i n cr e as e d t h e n e e d f or w or k ers wit h hi g h h u m a n c a pit al, w hi c h 

c orr es p o n d e d wit h hi g h e d u c ati o n al att ai n m e nt i n t h e f or m of a c oll e g e 

d e gr e e. A c c or di n g t o t his i nt er pr et ati o n, t h e r e as o n w h y w a g e i n e q u alit y 

r os e i n t h e 1 9 8 0s a n d ’ 9 0s w as t h at risi n g d e m a n d f or s kill e d w or k ers 

c o nfr o nt e d a r el ati v e sl o w i n cr e as e i n t h e s u p pl y of s kill e d w or k ers — h e n c e 

hi g h er w a g es f or t h e s kill e d a n d risi n g i n e q u alit y o v er all. his t h e or y w as 

e v e n t w e a k e d a n d e xt e n d e d t o e x pl ai n o v er all m a cr o e c o n o mi c gr o wt h 

d y n a mi cs t hr o u g h t h e l e ns of a g gr e g at e h u m a n c a pit al.

his h u m a n c a pit al – ori e nt e d a p pr o ac h t o t h e l a b or m ar k et gr a d u all y 

m or p h e d i nt o a n or m ati v e cl ai m: t o i ncr e as e w a g es a n d e c o n o mic gr o wt h, 

w e s h o ul d i ncr e as e h u m a n c a pit al b y e x p a n di n g hi g h er e d uc ati o n. h e 

f e d er al st u d e nt l o a n pr o gr a m, i n c o nj u ncti o n wit h i ncr e as e d e nr oll m e nt, 

b e c a m e t h e p olic y m e c h a nis m f or a c c o m plis hi n g t his. h e n or m ati v e 

i m plic ati o n w as e v e n e xt e n d e d t o i n di vi d u al w or k ers: if y o u w a nt hi g h er 

w a g es, i ncr e as e y o ur e d uc ati o n al att ai n m e nt a n d t a k e o n d e bt t o d o s o. h e 

d e bt w o ul d “ p a y f or its elf ” wit h t h e i ncr e as e d e ar ni n gs a v ail a bl e t o t h os e 

wit h m or e e d uc ati o n. B ut t his t h e or y w as pr e mis e d o n t h e i d e a t h at t h e 

v al u e of hi g h er e d uc ati o n cr e d e nti als r e m ai ns c o nst a nt or i ncr e as es, e v e n as 

m or e p e o pl e o bt ai n t h e m, b ec a us e w a g es ar e s et b y w or k er pr o d ucti vit y a n d 

pr o d ucti vit y is i ncr e as e d b y m or e e d uc ati o n. h at ass u m pti o n pr o v e d f als e.

F or m al a n d i nf or m al cr e d e nti ali z ati o n pl a y e d a k e y r ol e i n dri vi n g 

w o ul d- b e w or k ers t o a c q uir e m or e d e bt-f u n d e d e d u c ati o n, at all l e v els. 
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F or e x a m pl e, t h e  r ef or ms e n a ct e d b y t h e Pers o n al R es p o nsi bilit y a n d 

W or k O p p ort u nit y R e c o n cili ati o n A ct of 1 9 9 6 r e q uir e d w elf ar e r e ci p -

i e nts t o eit h er h a v e a j o b or b e i n “r e -tr ai ni n g.” his dr o v e r e ci pi e nts t o 

s e e k o ut c erti i c at es fr o m o v er pri c e d, pr e d at or y i nstit uti o ns, as Tr essi e 

M c Mill a n C ott o m n ot es i n h er b o o k L o wer E d  ( 2 0 1 7).

St at es als o e n a ct e d l a ws r e q uiri n g t e a c h ers t o o bt ai n m ast er’s d e gr e es 

i n t h eir i el d of i nstr u cti o n a n d e arl y e d u c ati o n pr of essi o n als t o h a v e 

b a c h el or’s d e gr e es, b ot h as p art of t h e “st a n d ar ds” m o v e m e nt i n e d uc ati o n 

r ef or m —i n m a n y c as es, wit h o ut s al ar y i ncr e as es c o m m e ns ur at e wit h t h e 

d e bt r e q uir e d. h e risi n g pr e v al e nc e of st at e-l e v el “ o c c u p ati o n al lic e nsi n g” 

oft e n m e a nt e n a cti n g si mil ar att ai n m e nt r e q uir e m e nts t o pr a ctic e as 

pr of essi o n als i n a n i ncr e asi n g n u m b er of i el ds. h es e f or m al e x a m pl es 

of cr e d e nti ali z ati o n t hr o u g h o v ert p olic y d o n ot r e m ot el y e nc o m p ass its 

f ull i m p a ct, w hic h is oft e n a c hi e v e d i nf or m all y: w h e n j o bs ar e s c ar c e, 

e m pl o y m e nt t e n ds t o g o t o t h os e wit h t h e hi g h est e d uc ati o n al att ai n m e nt, 

l e a di n g e d u c ati o n al cr e d e nti als t o ilt er d o w n t o l o w er- p a yi n g j o bs.

h e t h e or y of h u m a n c a pit al als o pr o vi d e d a c o n v e ni e nt pr et e xt f or 

c uts t o st at e hi g h er e d uc ati o n b u d g ets. B e c a us e c oll e g e w as s e e n as a g o o d 

i n v est m e nt i n f ut ur e e ar ni n gs, st at e l e gisl at ur es a v ers e t o t a x i ncr e as es 

s a w n o pr o bl e m i n s hifti n g e d uc ati o n e x p e n dit ur es fr o m t h eir b u d g ets t o 

i n di vi d u al st u d e nts as d e m a n d f or hi g h er e d uc ati o n r os e. A n d t h e f e d er al 

g o v er n m e nt, its a p p ar at us of s u bsi di z e d a n d g u ar a nt e e d l o a ns n o w f ull y 

d e v el o p e d, w as r e a d y t o pic k u p t h e sl ac k. Si nc e a n e x p a nsi o n of h u m a n 

c a pit al w as t h o u g ht t o f ost er e c o n o mic gr o wt h, t h e l o n g-t er m, a g gr e g at e 

g ai n fr o m e x p a n di n g t h e st o c k of o utst a n di n g d e bt a n d ilt eri n g it d o w n 

t h e w a g e distri b uti o n t o p e o pl e w h o w o ul d pr e vi o usl y h a v e g ott e n t h eir st art 

i n t h e l a b or m ar k et wit h o ut hi g h er e d uc ati o n ( or wit h l ess of it) a p p ar e ntl y 

o ut w ei g h e d t h e ris ks.

I n t his s e ns e, f e d er al st u d e nt d e bt p oli c y l o o ks a l ot li k e f e d er al 

h o m e m ort g a g e p oli c y d uri n g t h e i n l ati o n of t h e h o usi n g b u b bl e. A n d 
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as t h e i n a n ci al crisis of 2 0 0 7 – 8 r e v e al e d, t h er e ar e i n d e e d ris ks ass o -

ci at e d wit h d e bt- i n a n c e d ass ets —t h e y d o n ot c o nti n u e t o i n cr e as e i n 

v al u e i n d e i nit el y. Ir o ni c all y, t h o u g h, t h e e n d of a dr a m ati c e x p a nsi o n 

of s e c ur e d l o a ns i n t h e f or m of h o m e m ort g a g es w as t h e b e gi n ni n g of 

t h e h e y d a y of u ns e c ur e d l o a ns i n t h e f or m of st u d e nt d e bt. h e h u g e 

i n cr e as e i n d e m a n d f or hi g h er e d u c ati o n b eli e d t h e wi d es pr e a d s e ns e, 

a g ai n, t h at s e c urit y i n t h e l a b or m ar k et w as t o b e f o u n d i n cr e d e nti als 

t h at e ns ur e d a c c ess t o t h e j o bs of t h e f ut ur e. Si n c e 2 0 0 0 st u d e nt d e bt 

h as cl e arl y f oll o w e d c y cl es i n t h e l a b or m ar k et: t h er e ar e l ar g e i n cr e as -

es i n st u d e nt d e bt w h e n e nr oll m e nt e x p a n ds d uri n g r e c essi o ns, a n d a 

l e v eli n g o f w h e n t h e e c o n o m y p artl y r e c o v ers.

h e pr o bl e m, t h o u g h, is t h at e a c h of t h e l ast t w o l a b or m ar k et 

r e c o v eri es h as b e e n sl o w a n d i n a d e q u at e c o m p ar e d t o t h os e t h at c a m e 

b ef or e. C o ns e q u e ntl y o n c e st u d e nt d e bt h as a c c u m ul at e d, it is i n cr e asi n gl y 

di i c ult t o p a y o f. h e r e p a y m e nt tr aj e ct ori es f or s u c c essi v e c o h orts of 

b orr o w ers e nt eri n g r e p a y m e nt h a v e w ors e n e d, t o t h e p oi nt t h at t h os e 

w h o t h e or eti c all y st art e d r e p a y m e nt i n 2 0 1 3 a ct u all y h a v e m or e d e bt 

n o w t h a n w h e n t h e y st art e d, t h a n ks t o d ef err e d i nt er est, f or b e ar a n c e, 

r e - e nr oll m e nt, i n c o m e - b as e d r e p a y m e nt, a n d o utri g ht d eli n q u e n c y.

h es e pr o bl e ms ar e p artic ul arl y ac ut e f or mi n orit y b orr o w ers, w h o ar e 

m or e li k el y t o e n d u p i n f or- pr o it, hi g h-t uiti o n i nstit uti o ns t h at o f er p o or 

j o b pr os p e cts; w h o f ac e dis cri mi n ati o n i n t h e l a b or a n d cr e dit m ar k ets; a n d 

w h o h a v e l ess f a mil y w e alt h t o dr a w o n eit h er i n i n a nci n g hi g h er e d uc ati o n 

u pfr o nt or i n c us hi o ni n g t h e b ur d e n of st u d e nt d e bt. H ol di n g ot h er d e m o -

gr a p hic v ari a bl es c o nst a nt, mi n orit y st u d e nts t a k e o n m or e d e bt a n d us e it 

t o b u y m or e e d uc ati o n t h a n t h eir w hit e c o u nt er p arts, s u g g esti n g t h at “e xtr a” 

e d uc ati o n — a n d its acc o m p a n yi n g d e bt —is a pr er e q uisit e f or mi n oriti es t o 

b e at t h e c o m p etiti o n f or s c arc e j o bs i n a dis cri mi n at or y l a b or m ar k et.
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f r e e c o l l e g e o f f e r s a s o l u ti o n  t o t his s a d st at e of a f airs. S o l o n g as it 

w as r e g ul at e d i n a w a y t h at e ns ur es o pti o ns f or n o n-tr a diti o n al st u d e nts, 

fr e e hi g h er e d u c ati o n w o ul d all b ut e n d t h e pr e d at or y f or- pr o it s e ct or. 

I n a d diti o n, b y a cti n g as a “ p u bli c o pti o n,” fr e e hi g h er e d u c ati o n w o ul d 

s er v e as a c h e c k o n t h e m ar k et as a w h ol e. Si mil ar t o el e ctri c utiliti es 

( or b a n ki n g, h e alt h c ar e, a n d n o w I nt er n et a c c ess), p u bli c o pti o ns o f er 

a c o m p elli n g visi o n f or dis ci pli ni n g t h e m ar k et t o s er v e, r at h er t h a n 

e x pl oit, its p arti ci p a nts. Fi n all y, fr e e hi g h er e d u c ati o n w o ul d als o l e v el 

t h e r a ci al pl a yi n g i el d, miti g ati n g t h e dis p ariti es t h at aris e fr o m i n-

e q u alit y i n p ar e nt al a n d h o us e h ol d w e alt h.

It m a y s e e m c o u nt eri nt uiti v e t o s u g g est t h at fr e e c oll e g e w o ul d a d dr ess 

t h e pr o bl e m of r u n a w a y cr e d e nti ali z ati o n wit hi n t h e l a b or m ar k et. W o ul d n’t 

m a ki n g hi g h er e d uc ati o n fr e e als o m a k e it m or e a b u n d a nt — a n d h e nc e 

e v e n l ess v al u a bl e t h a n it alr e a d y is? his i nt er pr et ati o n, h o w e v er, f ails t o 

u n d erst a n d t h e act u al r ol e hi g h er e d uc ati o n is c urr e ntl y pl a yi n g i n t h e l a b or 

m ar k et: as a t oll b o ot h t o d e c e nt j o bs. h at t oll b o ot h is c urr e ntl y e x p e nsi v e 

a n d discri mi n at or y, w h er e as fr e e c oll e g e w o ul d b e m uc h c h e a p er a n d r e d uc e 

r aci al i n e q u aliti es i n acc ess t o hi g h- q u alit y i nstit uti o ns.

B ut b y its elf, fr e e c oll e g e will n ot s ol v e r a ci al i n e q u alit y i n hi g h er 

e d u c ati o n. h e p u bli c hi g h er e d u c ati o n s e ct or is alr e a d y hi g hl y s e gr e g at -

e d, wit h mi n orit y-s er vi n g i nstit uti o ns h a vi n g b or n e a dis pr o p orti o n at e 

s h ar e of r e c e nt st at e a ust erit y. I n t o o m a n y c as es, l a gs hi p u ni v ersiti es 

o f er d e f a ct o pr ef er e nti al a d missi o n t o w hit e a n d o ut- of-st at e st u d e nts, 

es p e ci all y aft er r e c e nt S u pr e m e C o urt r uli n gs c urt ail e d t h eir a bilit y t o 

miti g at e t h es e i n e q u aliti es t hr o u g h e x plicit r a c e - b as e d a d missi o ns p olici es. 

W h at w e n e e d, t h e n, is a Bro w n v. Bo ar d of E d uc atio n  f or hi g h er e d-

uc ati o n: a f e d er al p olic y of d es e gr e g ati o n t h at w o ul d e ns ur e n ot j ust t h at 

s o m e o pti o n i n t h e p u blic s yst e m e xists r e g ar dl ess of r ac e, b ut t h at acc ess 
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t o t h e e ntir e s yst e m is a v ail a bl e r e g ar dl ess of r ac e, a n d t h at t h e s yst e m as 

a w h ol e is l ess str ati i e d. his w o ul d n e c ess aril y r e d uc e i n e q u alit y wit hi n 

A m eric a n hi g h er e d uc ati o n. I n t his er a of cr e d e nti ali z ati o n, w h e n hi g h er 

e d uc ati o n is a n a bs ol ut e pr er e q uisit e t o g etti n g a j o b t h at p a ys b ett er t h a n 

mi ni m u m w a g e, w e c a n n ot st o p u ntil t h e s e ct or is r e c ast n ot as a w a y of 

pr es er vi n g a n d a m plif yi n g cr oss- g e n er ati o n al i n e q u alit y, b ut of miti g ati n g it.

h e h e art e ni n g n e ws is t h at w e h a v e d o n e t his b ef or e. W hil e t h e hi g h 

s c h o ol m o v e m e nt r e all y w as a m a g ni i c e nt a c hi e v e m e nt, m a n y s o ut h er n 

st at es l a g g e d b e hi n d t h e r est of t h e c o u ntr y i n pr o vi di n g p u blic s e c o n d-

ar y e d u c ati o n b e c a us e of r a cis m. h e w h ol e c o nc e pt of p u blic g o o ds w as 

t hr e at e ni n g t o t h e S o ut h, a r e gi o n of t h e c o u ntr y t h at us e d dis cri mi n ati o n 

t o u p h ol d r a ci al hi er ar c h y at all l e v els of g o v er n m e nt a n d t hr o u g h o ut its 

e c o n o m y. A n d y et, t h e hi g h s c h o ol m o v e m e nt di d e v e nt u all y e x p a n d i n 

t h e S o ut h — m ost si g ni i c a ntl y d u e t o t h e f e d er all y l e d d es e gr e g ati o n of 

s o ut h er n p u blic e d u c ati o n f oll o wi n g Bro w n v. Bo ar d of E d uc atio n  ( 1 9 5 4) 

a n d t h e l o n g b attl e w a g e d t hr o u g h o ut t h e 1 9 5 0s a n d ’ 6 0s t o h a v e t h e 

d e cisi o n e nf or c e d i n d e e pl y h ostil e t errit or y.

h at b attle w as w o n t hr o u g h t he l o gic of p u blic g o o ds. O nc e t h at l o gic 

w as a b a n d o ne d f or a n i n di vi d u alistic i nter pr et ati o n of e d uc ati o n, t h os e gr a n d 

e di ic es w er e h oll o w e d o ut, as t h os e a ble t o s ec ur e w h at t he y w a nte d wit h 

pri v ate me a ns dec a m p e d f or t he s u b ur bs a n d f or pri v ate sc h o ols a n d u ni v ersi -

ties. Fr o m t his v a nt a g e p oi nt, t he y w er e h a p p y t o s e e t he ol d s yste m cr u m ble.

As w e l o o k b a c k t o t h e irst h alf of t h e t w e nti et h c e nt ur y t o r e dis c o v er 

t h e l o gic of p u blic g o o ds, it is cr u ci al t o r e m e m b er t w o t hi n gs: p u blic 

g o o ds d o n ot s ur vi v e w h e n w e l et t h e pri vil e g e d o pt o ut, a n d if w e m a k e 

t h e m r a ci all y i ncl usi v e, t h e pr ess ur e f or o pt- o uts i nt e nsi i es. Gi v e n t h es e 

a nt a g o nistic tr ut hs, w e c a n n ot pr et e n d p u blic o pti o ns a ut o m atic all y s us -

t ai n t h e ms el v es p olitic all y. S u c c ess will r e q uir e a n u nf aili n g c o m mit m e nt 

t o u ni v ers al a c c ess, e v e n t o t h e p oi nt of pr o hi biti n g t h e pri vil e g e d fr o m 

t a ki n g t h eir b usi n ess els e w h er e.
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t h e w a l l s o f t h e s t ai r c a s e  of Yal e L a w S c h o ol, 

w h er e I t e a c h, ar e c o v er e d wit h pl ai n w hit e s h e ets 

of p a p er e m bl a z o n e d wit h n a m es i n bl a c k i n k. 

R e ki a B o y d. Mic h a el Br o w n. S a n dr a Bl a n d. Eric 

G ar n er. h es e n a m es h a v e li v e d o n t h es e w alls 

si n c e a gr o u p of st u d e nts i niti at e d a S a y h eir 

N a m es pr oj e ct i n 2 015. h e gr o u p’s g o al w as t o 

e n c o ur a g e t h os e of us w or ki n g a n d st u d yi n g at 

Yal e t o e n g a g e d ail y wit h a n iss u e t h at f u n d a -

m e nt all y i m pli c at es j usti c e.

H o w e v er, t h e b est w a y t o s ol v e t h e e pi d e mi c 

of p oli c e vi ol e n c e a g ai nst bl a c k A m eri c a ns is f ar 

fr o m o b vi o us, a n d it s h o ul d n ot b e s ur prisi n g t h at 

t h e s ol uti o ns a d v a n c e d b y c o m m u niti es of c ol or 

oft e n r u n c o u nt er t o c o n v e nti o n al s ol uti o ns. I n 

s o m e c o m m u niti es m ar k e d b y e xtr e m e l e v els of 

vi ol e nt cri m e —t h os e o n e w o ul d t hi n k m ost i n 

n e e d of p oli c e —r esi d e nts ar e c alli n g f or a c o m -

pl et e a n d t ot al e n d t o p oli ci n g. M y c h al D e n z el 

S mit h, a ut h or of I n visi ble M a n, G ot t he W h ole
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Worl d W atc hi n g  ( 2 0 1 6), c a pt ur e d t his s e nti m e nt i n a pi e c e h e wr ot e 

f or t h e N ati o n :

I n 1 9 6 6, J a m es B al d wi n wr ot e . . . , “t h e p oli c e ar e si m pl y t h e hir e d e n e mi es 

of t his p o p ul ati o n. h e y ar e pr es e nt t o k e e p t h e N e gr o i n his pl a c e a n d t o 

pr ot e ct w hit e b usi n ess i nt er ests, a n d t h e y h a v e n o ot h er f u n cti o n.” his 

r e m ai ns as tr u e t o d a y as it w as i n 1 9 6 6, o nl y n o w w e h a v e b o u g ht i nt o 

t h e m yt h of p oli c e “s er vi n g a n d pr ot e cti n g” w h ol es al e. W h at d o y o u d o 

wit h a n i nstit uti o n w h os e c or e f u n cti o n is t h e c o ntr ol a n d eli mi n ati o n of 

bl a c k p e o pl e s p e ci i c all y, a n d p e o pl e of c ol or a n d t h e p o or m or e br o a dl y? 

Y o u a b olis h it.

A b olis h t he p olice ?  U nt hi n k a bl e? C o nsi d er C hi c a g o, w h er e t h e h o mi ci d e 

r at e is a m o n g t h e t e n m ost d e a dl y i n t h e U nit e d St at es, a n d t h e n o nf at al 

s h o oti n g pr o bl e m is e v e n w ors e. Yet r esi d e nts of C hi c a g o’s m ost c h al-

l e n g e d n ei g h b or h o o ds still i n d it di i c ult t o s w all o w t h e n oti o n t h at 

t h e y m ust e n d ur e pr o a cti v e p oli ci n g t a cti cs i n or d er t o b e “s af e.” M a n y 

gr assr o ots i niti ati v es i n t h e cit y h a v e s o u g ht t o pr o v e t h at alt er n ati v e 

m et h o ds of cri m e r e d u cti o n c a n b e m or e e f e cti v e t h a n p oli ci n g. F or 

e x a m pl e, t h e or g a ni z ati o n M A S K h osts a fr e e c o m m u nit y pi c ni c e v er y 

d a y o n a c or n er k n o w n f or its vi ol e n c e.

As t h e e x a m pl e of M A S K hi g hli g hts, p oli c e a b oliti o nists’ p ositi o n 

a n d m et h o ds ar e m or e n u a n c e d a n d c o m p elli n g t h a n t h eir critics t y pic all y 

cr e dit t h e m wit h b ei n g. M ari a m e K a b a h as s p e nt d e c a d es i n C hi c a g o 

t e a c hi n g a b o ut pris o n a n d p oli c e a b oliti o nis m, dr a wi n g o n ar g u m e nts 

a d v a n c e d b y A n g el a D a vis i n t h e 1 9 9 0s. K a b a u n d erst a n ds t h at it w o ul d 

b e u nr e alisti c t o si m pl y s hift t h e b ur d e n of p oli c e a b oliti o n t o vi cti ms 

of vi ol e nt cri m e b y as ki n g t h e m t o n ot c all t h e p oli c e, w hi c h is oft e n 

h o w t h e m o v e m e nt is c ari c at ur e d. H er a b oliti o n pr oj e ct is m or e c o m -

pl e x: “ F or m e pris o n a b oliti o n is t w o t hi n gs: It’s t h e c o m pl et e a n d utt er 
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dis m a ntli n g of pris o n a n d p oli ci n g a n d s ur v eill a n c e as t h e y c urr e ntl y 

e xist wit hi n o ur c ult ur e. A n d it’s als o t h e b uil di n g u p of n e w w a ys of 

i nt ers e cti n g a n d n e w w a ys of r el ati n g wit h e a c h ot h er.”

I a gr e e wit h K a b a: p oli ci n g as w e k n o w it m ust b e a b olis h e d b ef or e 

it c a n b e tr a nsf or m e d. O n e p at h t o t h at g o al is t o r e c e nt er p oli ci n g’s 

f u n d a m e nt al n at ur e as a p u bli c g o o d. 

As p e cts of p u bli c i nfr astr u ct ur e s u c h as hi g h w a ys, str e et li g hti n g, 

a n d cl e a n w at er ar e p u bli c g o o ds. I n t e c h ni c al t er ms t his m e a ns g o o ds 

t h at ar e n o nri v alr o us a n d n o n e x cl u d a bl e: a n y o n e c a n e nj o y t h e m wit h o ut 

di mi nis hi n g t h eir s u p pl y, a n d n o o n e i n t h e r el e v a nt gr o u p (e. g., a gi v e n 

cit y or n ati o n) c a n b e e x cl u d e d e v e n if t h e y c a n n ot a f or d t o p a y. h e 

st at e t y pi c all y f u n ds p u bli c g o o ds t hr o u g h t a x es b e c a us e t h e st at e h as a 

v est e d i nt er est i n m a ki n g t h es e g o o ds a v ail a bl e t o its citi z e ns a n d c a n n ot 

r el y o n t h e m ar k et t o pr o vi d e t h e m as t h e y ar e n ot n e c ess aril y — or e v e n 

i d e all y — pr o it a bl e. N ati o n al d ef e ns e is a cl assi c p u bli c g o o d, a n d l o c al 

p oli ci n g si mil arl y f alls u n d er t h e c o n c e pt u al c at e g or y. U ns ur prisi n gl y, 

m ost of us w o ul d t hi n k it e xtr e m el y u n wis e —sill y, e v e n —t o r ef us e 

n ati o n al s e c urit y or p oli ci n g, j ust as it w o ul d s e e m ri di c ul o us t o f or e g o 

str e et li g hts, cl e a n w at er, or si d e w al ks.

Yet t h e a d v o c a c y of p oli c e a b oliti o nists h el ps us s e e t h e li mits of 

fr a mi n g p oli ci n g as a p u bli c g o o d. H o w s h o ul d w e t hi n k a b o ut o ur 

p u bli c g o o ds w h e n t h e y g o b a d? I n t h e s a m e w a y t h at t h e r esi d e nts of 

Fli nt, Mi c hi g a n, h a v e a ri g ht t o e x pr ess o utr a g e a b o ut t h e w at er t h e y 

w er e pr o vi d e d, c a n’t w e ri g htl y o bj e ct w h e n t h e p oli ci n g pr o vi d e d t o us 

b y t h e st at e f ails o ur c o m m u niti es?

F or e x a m pl e, N e w Y or k’s f or m er m a y or Mi c h a el Bl o o m b er g a n d 

f or m er p oli c e c o m missi o n er R a y m o n d K ell y ar g u e d t h at t h e cit y’s 

m assi v e st o p - a n d-fris k pr o gr a m —i n w hi c h p oli c e st o p p e d h u n dr e ds 

of t h o us a n ds of r esi d e nts, m a n y u n c o nstit uti o n all y —l ar g el y b e n e itt e d 

t h e v er y p e o pl e w h o c o m pl ai n e d a b o ut it. Bl o o m b er g a n d K ell y cl ai m e d 
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t h at t h e pr o gr a m k e pt vi ol e nt cri m e at hist ori c l o ws. B ut m a n y of t h e 

i n di vi d u als s u bj e ct e d t o t h es e s e ar c h es — a si g ni i c a nt n u m b er of w h o m 

w er e st o p p e d m ulti pl e ti m es a y e ar — dis a gr e e d wit h t his ass ess m e nt. 

h eir diss atisf a cti o n gi v es cr e d e n c e t o Eli n or Ostr o m’s pr es ci e nt 1 9 7 3 

a n al ysis t h at pr o vi di n g a p oli ci n g s er vi c e t o s o m e us u all y m e a ns d oi n g 

a diss er vi c e t o ot h ers. To m a k e s e ns e of t h e p oli c e a b oliti o nists’ c all, w e 

m ust irst a p pr e ci at e t h at h o w w e f e el a b o ut w het her  p oli ci n g e xists is 

i nti m at el y ti e d u p wit h w h at ki n d  of p oli ci n g p e o pl e b eli e v e t h e st at e is 

c a p a bl e of pr o d u ci n g, gi v e n t h eir lif e e x p eri e n c es.

h os e w h o dis miss a b oliti o nists’ c all f or a n e n d t o p oli ci n g ass u m e 

t h at p oli ci n g n e c ess aril y pr e i g ur es p u bli c s af et y. T o t h e m it is n o ns e n-

si c al f or r esi d e nts of hi g h- cri m e n ei g h b or h o o ds t o s a y t h at t h e y w a nt 

l ess p oli ci n g, as t his is t a nt a m o u nt t o s a yi n g t h at t h e y wis h vi ol e n c e 

w o ul d b ef all t h e m. O n e pr o bl e m is t h at t h e criti cs of p oli c e a b oliti o n 

d e i n e p u bli c s af et y v er y n arr o wl y. h eir pri m ar y c o n c er n is t h e p o -

li c e’s r ol e i n k e e pi n g us s af e fr o m e a c h ot h er, b ut t h e y i g n or e t h e f a ct 

t h at s e c urit y fr o m g o v er n m e nt o v err e a c h a n d o p pr essi o n is als o a k e y 

el e m e nt of p u bli c s af et y. M aj orit ari a ns s u c h as Bl o o m b er g a n d K ell y 

v al u e fr e e d o m fr o m pri v at e pr e d ati o n o v er s e c urit y fr o m st at e vi ol e n c e, 

a n u ns ur prisi n g p ositi o n gi v e n t h at t h eir s o ci al st at us i ns ul at es t h e m 

fr o m t h e st at e’s m ost i ntr usi v e m a nif est ati o ns, t h os e e n d ur e d d ail y b y 

p e o pl e of c ol or a n d t h e p o or.

W h e n t h e p u bli c at l ar g e e x p eri e n c es t h e “ g o o d ” of p oli ci n g o nl y b y 

c o n c e ntr ati n g t h e c osts of pr o d u ci n g t h at g o o d o n a s m all gr o u p —s u c h 

as bl a c k p e o pl e, a n d p arti c ul arl y bl a c k m e n —it is h ar d t o s a y t h at t h e 

g o o d is “ g o o d ” or e v e n tr ul y p u bli c. We n e e d t o cr e at e a ki n d of p oli ci n g 

t h at w e all  c a n e nj o y.
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p o li c e t r a n s f o r m a ti o n r e q ui r e s d e e p t hi n ki n g a b o ut w h at it m e a ns 

t o s a y t h at a p u bli c g o o d is b ot h p u bli c a n d g o o d. W h e n o n e c o nsi d-

ers t h e r a ci ali z e d ori gi ns of p oli ci n g i n A m eri c a —fr o m its r o ots i n  

ni n et e e nt h- c e nt ur y sl a v e p atr ols t o its b uil d- u p d uri n g t h e e arl y t w e nti et h 

c e nt ur y as a n i m mi gr a nt- c o ntr ol bri g a d e —it is cl e ar t h at a n e c ess ar y irst 

st e p t o r e d e e mi n g t his p u bli c g o o d is t o i n d a n e w s y m b oli c l a n g u a g e 

f or t hi n ki n g a b o ut its r ol e i n s o ci et y. his is p arti c ul arl y cr u ci al wit h 

r e g ar d t o t h e r ol e t h at p oli c e pl a y i n g e n er ati n g o ur u n d erst a n di n g of 

o urs el v es as citi z e ns — n oti n g t h at, i n b ot h hist ori c al e x a m pl es a b o v e, 

p oli c e s er v e d t o e nf or c e stri ct li mits o n w h o c o ul d e nj o y t h e ri g hts of 

citi z e ns hi p. P oli c e o i c ers ar e st at e a ut h oriti es w h o pl a y a criti c al r ol e 

i n h el pi n g p e o pl e t o d e ci p h er t h eir e n vir o n m e nt a n d w h er e t h e y it i n 

s o ci et y. Cri mi n ol o gist I a n L o a d er a n d s o ci ol o gist A o g á n M ul c a h y p ut 

it t his w a y:

[ P oli c e ar e] a n i nt er pr eti v e l e ns t hr o u g h w hi c h p e o pl e m a k e s e ns e of, 

a n d gi v e or d er t o, t h eir w orl d . . . a v e hi cl e t h at e n a bl es i n di vi d u als a n d 

gr o u ps t o m a k e s e ns e of t h eir p ast, f or m j u d g e m e nts o n t h e pr es e nt, a n d 

pr oj e ct v ari o us i m a gi n e d f ut ur es. As a n i nstit uti o n i nti m at el y c o n c er n e d 

wit h t h e vi a bilit y of t h e st at e . . . p oli ci n g r e m ai ns cl os el y ti e d t o t h e 

m ai nt e n a n c e of o nt ol o gi c al s e c urit y, t h e pr o d u cti o n of s u bj e cti viti es, a n d 

t h e arti c ul ati o n of c oll e cti v e i d e ntiti es.

Britis h C o m m o n w e alt h s c h ol ars h a v e l e d t h e w a y i n d e m o nstr ati n g 

t his p h e n o m e n o n e m piri c all y. B y f o c usi n g o n p oli ci n g i n A ustr ali a, f or 

e x a m pl e, cri mi n ol o gists B e n Br a df or d, Kristi n a M ur p h y, a n d J o n at h a n 

J a c ks o n e x a mi n e d h o w p e o pl e’s vi e ws ar e m o di i e d b y e n c o u nt ers wit h 

p oli c e. h e y f o u n d t h at f air tr e at m e nt b y p oli c e i n cr e as es a p ers o n’s 
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i d e nti i c ati o n wit h n ati o n al i d e ntit y, w hil e p o or tr e at m e nt u n d er mi n es it. 

Br a df or d, M ur p h y, a n d J a c ks o n c o n cl u d e t h at p oli c e c a n b e i nt e gr al t o 

h o w p e o pl e t hi n k of t h e ms el v es as citi z e ns. I n a r el at e d st u d y, Br a df or d 

c o n d u ct e d e xt e nsi v e i nt er vi e ws wit h y o u n g m e n of c ol or i n L o n d o n, 

d et er mi ni n g t h at i nt er a cti o ns wit h p oli c e w er e es p e ci all y i m p ort a nt 

f or m e n w h os e c ol or a n d i m mi gr ati o n st at us m a k e t h e m f e el alr e a d y 

u ns ur e of t h eir p ositi o n i n s o ci et y.

S c h ol ars of pr o c e d ur al j usti c e n ot e t h at p e o pl e g e n er all y c ar e m u c h 

m or e a b o ut h o w t h e y ar e tr e at e d b y p oli c e t h a n w h et h er t h os e p oli c e ar e 

e f e cti v e cri m e i g ht ers or m a k e d e cisi o ns t h at b e n e it t h e m p ers o n all y. 

Pe o pl e of all r a c es a n d g e n d ers wis h t o b e tr e at e d wit h di g nit y, r es p e ct, 

a n d c o n c er n f or t h eir ri g hts; t h at t his mi ni m al e x p e ct ati o n s ets s u c h a 

s ur prisi n gl y hi g h b ar m e a ns t h at it o f ers a c o m p elli n g st arti n g p oi nt 

f or t hi n ki n g a b o ut p oli c e r ef or m a cr oss c o n v e nti o n al s o ci al b arri ers.

S o, w h at c a n w e d o? I n 2 0 1 5 I h a d t h e h o n or of s er vi n g o n Pr esi d e nt 

O b a m a’s Tas k F orc e o n 2 1st C e nt ur y P olici n g, al o n g wit h a di v ers e gr o u p 

of t e n ot h er A m eric a ns dr a w n fr o m p olic e l e a d ers hi p, l a w, s o ci al j ustic e 

i niti ati v es, a n d N G Os. We cr e at e d a d o c u m e nt d et aili n g ift y- ni n e r e c-

o m m e n d ati o ns t o b uil d tr ust a n d l e giti m a c y i n p olici n g w hil e c o nti n ui n g 

t o a d v a n c e p u blic s af et y. M a n y of t h os e r e c o m m e n d ati o ns f o c us e d o n 

b ett er tr ai ni n g of p olic e, att e nti o n t o c o m m u nit y p olici n g, c ari n g f or t h e 

m ost v ul n er a bl e, f o c usi n g o n o i c er s af et y a n d w ell n ess, a n d e ns uri n g 

a c c o u nt a bilit y a n d o v ersi g ht of p olic e. I n s o m e w a ys t h e r e c o m m e n d ati o ns 

s e e m w or k a d a y or e v e n a n o d y n e. B ut i n r e alit y e v e n t h e m ost b asic a m o n g 

t h e m —s u c h as a r e c o m m e n d ati o n t h at a g e nci es b e h o n est a b o ut t h eir 

p ast, a c k n o wl e d gi n g “t h e r ol e of p olici n g i n p ast a n d pr es e nt i nj ustic e 

a n d dis cri mi n ati o n a n d h o w it is a h ur dl e t o t h e pr o m oti o n of c o m m u nit y 

tr ust” — h as pr o v e n t o b e i ncr e di bl y di i c ult f or m a n y if n ot m ost a g e nci es. 

F urt h er st e ps, s u c h as h ol di n g o i c ers cri mi n all y a c c o u nt a bl e f or killi n g 

u n ar m e d ci vili a ns, s e e m al m ost i m p ossi bl e.
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P oli ci n g m ust r e ori e nt its elf ar o u n d a n e w s et of g o als; w e m ust  

a b a n d o n t h e pr oj e ct of “ pr o a cti v e p oli ci n g.” T o o m a n y o i c ers a n d 

a g e n ci es pr o c e e d wit h t h eir w or k as if t h e p urs uit of cri m e r e d u cti o n 

is s elf-j ustif yi n g. P u bli c s af et y, n arr o wl y d e i n e d as cri m e r e d u cti o n, 

si m pl y d o es n ot pr o vi d e a w arr a nt f or o v erl y a g gr essi v e pr o a cti v e p o -

li ci n g a p pr o a c h es. Att e nti o n t o c o - pr o d u cti o n of p u bli c s e c urit y wit h 

c o m m u niti es s h o ul d b e p oli ci n g’s pri m ar y g o al. M a n y, i n cl u di n g m a n y 

p oli c e o i c ers, will t hi n k t his r e c o m m e n d ati o n r a di c al. Aft er all, t h e 

hist ori c all y l o w cri m e l e v els t h at w e e nj o y t o d a y c orr el at e at l e ast i n p art 

wit h t h e i n n o v ati o n of h ol di n g p oli ci n g a g e n ci es a c c o u nt a bl e f or cri m e 

l e v els, r at h er t h a n o nl y t h eir r es p o ns e ti m es t o vi cti ms’ c alls. B ut t h e 

f a ct t h at p u bli c tr ust h as n ot i n cr e as e d e v e n w hil e cri m e h as pl u m m et e d 

o v er t h e l ast t hirt y y e ars is a k e y i n di c ati o n t h at w e t o o k a wr o n g t ur n.

Stri ct a d h er e n c e t o c o nstit uti o n al l a w b y p oli c e is b ot h n e c es -

s ar y a n d al o n e i n a d e q u at e t o s ol v e t h e crisis w e f a c e. h e O b a m a 

J usti c e D e p art m e nt’s Ci vil Ri g hts Di visi o n i niti at e d m or e p att er n- or- 

pr a ctic e c o ns e nt d e cr e es t h a n a n y pri or a d mi nistr ati o n. h es e s ettl e m e nts 

s o u g ht t o s p ur p oli c e r ef or m b y all o wi n g d e p art m e nts t o c o m mit t o 

r ef or mi n g dis cri mi n at or y p att er ns wit h o ut h a vi n g t o a d mit wr o n g d oi n g. 

S u c h e f orts ar e d esi g n e d t o bri n g p oli c e d e p art m e nts i nt o c o m pli a n c e 

wit h c o nstit uti o n al g u ar a nt e es, b ut c o nstit uti o n al c o m pli a n c e d o es n ot 

n e c ess aril y l e a d t o p u bli c tr ust. P oli c e l a wf ul n ess d o es n ot s e e m t o b e 

ti g htl y c o n n e ct e d t o h o w p e o pl e percei ve  t h e f air n ess of p oli c e a cti o ns, 

a n d t h er ef or e d o es n ot li k el y c orr el at e t o h o w m u c h t h e p u bli c tr usts 

p oli c e. h e a v er a g e citi z e n d o es n ot c o n l at e l a wf ul n ess wit h ri g htf ul -

n ess; i n s h ort, t h e p u bli c d o es n ot e v al u at e p oli c e a cti o ns t hr o u g h t h e 

s a m e hi g hl y t e c h ni c al a n d m or all y n e utr al l e ns of l e g alit y t h at p oli c e 

a n d ot h er l e g al a ut h oriti es us e. I nst e a d p e o pl e r ef er e n c e t h e pr o c e d ur al 

j usti c e f a ct ors r e vi e w e d e arli er t o c o m e t o c o n cl usi o ns a b o ut w h et h er 

p oli c e a ct e d f airl y. O b vi o usl y, p oli c e m ust bri n g t h eir a cti viti es i n li n e 
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wit h c o nstit uti o n al mi ni m u ms, b ut w e m ust als o d e m a n d t h at a g e n ci es 

p a y att e nti o n t o h o w  t h e y e n g a g e wit h citi z e ns. A g e n ci es m ust cr e at e 

p oli c y wit h  n ei g h b or h o o d r esi d e nts, n ot f or t h e m. A g e n ci es m ust b e 

tr a ns p ar e nt a n d c o nsist e nt. P oli c e o i c ers m ust a ct as a g e nts f or t h e 

pri n ci p als t h e y s er v e.

Ta ki n g t h e a g e n c y – c o m m u nit y r el ati o ns hi p s eri o usl y i m pli es a 

h ost of c h a n g es t h at ar e a b o ut m or e t h a n h a vi n g p oli c e m e et t h e l e g al 

mi ni m u ms. S o m e of t his w or k c a n b e d o n e t hr o u g h l e gisl ati o n, b ut m u c h 

of it will r e q uir e n e w a c c o u nt a bilit y a c c or ds b et w e e n t h e p oli c e a n d 

t h e p u bli c. L os A n g el es’ B o ar d of P oli c e C o m missi o n ers a n d S e attl e’s 

C o m m u nit y P oli c e C o m missi o n pr o vi d e i ntri g ui n g e x a m pl es. I n b ot h 

c as es ci vili a ns l e a d t h e w a y i n s etti n g p oli c y g o als a n d dir e cti o n f or t h e 

cit y’s p oli ci n g a g e n ci es, r at h er t h a n t h e ot h er w a y ar o u n d.

Pr o b a bl y t h e m ost i m p ort a nt c h a n g e w e c a n m a k e is t o r e q uir e 

p oli ci n g a g e n ci es t o t a k e pr es er v ati o n of lif e s eri o usl y. E v er y o n e’s lif e. 

A c o m mit m e nt t o pr es er vi n g lif e, i n c o n c ert wit h n o l o n g er tr e ati n g 

cri m e r e d u cti o n as t h e hi g h est g o al, will n e c ess aril y r e writ e t h e ai ms of 

p oli ci n g. O i c ers c urr e ntl y tr e at tr a i c st o ps as n e c ess ar y a n d p eril o us 

o p er ati o ns. If p oli c e w or k t o g et h er wit h t h e c o m m u niti es t h e y s er v e, it 

mi g ht b e c o m e cl e ar t h at st o p pi n g s o m e o n e f or a mi n or tr a i c vi ol ati o n 

is n ot e v e n s o m et hi n g p oli c e s h o ul d b e d oi n g.

Dis a d v a nt a g e d c o m m u niti es o u g ht n ot gi v e u p p oli ci n g a n y m or e 

t h a n t h e y s h o ul d gi v e u p p u bli c s c h o ols, el e ctri cit y, or w at er. B ut li k e wis e 

t h e y m ust n ot tr a d e s e c urit y f or m aj orit ari a n c o n c e pti o ns of p u bli c s af et y. 

If p oli c e c a n n ot i n d a w a y t o c h a n g e i n w a ys t h at will b ett er s er v e t h e 

p e o pl e, t h e n, y es, t h eir f o ot pri nt s h o ul d b e r e d u c e d. B ut I still t hi n k 

w e c a n d o b ett er t h a n t h at i m p o v eris h e d s e c o n d b est.
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a f ri e n d w h o g r e w u p,  as I di d, n e ar L a k e 

Mi c hi g a n o n c e r e m ar k e d t h at t h e Gr e at L a k es 

w er e pr o n e, m or e t h a n a n y ot h er n at ur al f e at ur e, 

t o “ pl a g u es of a bi bli c al s c al e.” I k n e w w h at h e 

m e a nt: t o li v e o n t h os e w at ers w as t o b e ar wit -

n ess t o a s eri es of e c ol o gi c al dr a m as, e a c h o n e as 

s p e ct a c ul ar as it w as s u d d e n. O n e s u m m er t o xi c 

al g a e bl o o ms d y e d t h e c h a n n els a bi ol u mi n es c e nt 

gr e e n a n d e v er y o n e w h o s w a m i n t h e m d e v el o p e d 

m o ut h blist ers. A f e w y e ars l at er, t h e p er c h di e d 

a n d w as h e d u p o n t h e b e a c h i n s u c h m ultit u d es 

y o u c o ul d s m ell t h e m fr o m t h e ot h er si d e of t h e 

d u n es. Aft er p arti c ul arl y c ol d wi nt ers, t h e ti d es 

r os e hi g h a n d p orti o ns of t h e b e a c h dis a p p e ar e d 

e ntir el y. Ot h er ti m es t h e w at er w o ul d r e c e d e f ar 

b e y o n d t h e s a n d b ars, l e a vi n g b e hi n d a v ast str etc h 

of p o c k e d a n d r o c k y m u d l ats —l a n d t h at l o o k e d 

stri c k e n, or c urs e d.

Pl a g u es ar e al w a ys m e a nt as w ar ni n gs. B ut 

u nli k e m y fri e n d, I h a d n e v er c o nsi d er e d t h es e
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e v e nts i n m or alisti c t er ms; it w as n ot cl e ar t o m e t h at w e w er e b ei n g 

p u nis h e d, or e v e n i m pli c at e d. h e l u ct u ati o ns w er e u n pr e di ct a bl e, aft er 

all, a n d r ar el y r e p e at e d, a n d t h e l a k e b or e n o n e of t h e f a mili ar si g ns of 

d yst o pi a n e c ol o g y t h at I h a d c o m e t o ass o ci at e wit h n arr ati v es a b o ut 

cli m at e c h a n g e — n o b e a c h es s m e ar e d wit h oil, n o w at ers cl o u d e d wit h 

c h e mi c al w ast e. I n f a ct, t hr o u g h o ut m y a d ol es c e n c e, L a k e Mi c hi g a n w as 

visi bl y cl e a n er t h a n it h a d b e e n i n d e c a d es —s o cl e ar, o n s o m e m or ni n gs, 

t h at its w at er c o ul d, if b ottl e d, p ass f or v o d k a. If a n yt hi n g, t h es e si g ns 

s e e m e d t o b el o n g t o a m or e a n ci e nt c os m ol o g y, o n e dri v e n n ot b y di vi n e 

l a w a n d its tr a ns gr essi o n b ut b y t h e w hi ms of s o m e fr a cti o us p a nt h e o n 

w h os e m o o ds w er e m er c uri al a n d s u bli m at e d i nt o n at ur al e v e nts. h eir 

m e a ni n g w as a n y o n e’s g u ess.

Cli m at e m o d els w ar n t h at t h e c o mi n g a p o c al y ps e will b e o n e of 

w at er. Gl a ci ers will c al v e i n t h u n d eri n g c as c a d es, t h e risi n g o c e a ns will 

er o d e t h e c o asts, a n d dr o u g hts will m a k e w h ol e c o u ntri es u ni n h a bit a bl e. 

Yet, m or e oft e n t h a n n ot, t h e m ost i m m e di at e t hr e ats t o o ur r es o ur c es 

b e ar littl e r es e m bl a n c e t o t h es e l uri d f or e c asts. h e pr es e nt d a n g ers 

e x pr ess t h e ms el v es, i n cr e asi n gl y, i n w a ys t h at ar e i nsi di o us a n d irr e g ul ar, 

a n d w h e n t h e y d o m a n a g e t o c at c h o ur att e nti o n, it is e as y t o dis miss 

t h e m as l u k es.

h er e w as a ti m e n ot s o l o n g a g o w h e n t h e disr u pti o ns t o o ur w at ers 

w er e m or e pr e di ct a bl e. his is p arti c ul arl y tr u e of t h e Gr e at L a k es, t h e 

a b o d e of m or e t h a n 2 0 p er c e nt of t h e pl a n et’s s urf a c e fr es h w at er, a n d 

t h e s u bj e ct of D a n E g a n’s i m p ort a nt n e w b o o k, he De at h a n d Life of t he 

Gre at L a kes  ( 2 0 1 7). Ar o u n d t h e mi d dl e of t h e l ast c e nt ur y, E g a n n ot es, 

t h es e b o di es of w at er w er e i n dir e str aits, a n d t h e si g ns of tr o u bl e w er e 

o b vi o us t o a n y o n e wit h e y es a n d a n os e. L ar g e p orti o ns of t h e i v e l a k es 

w er e cl o u d e d wit h i n d ustri al w ast e, a n d h u n dr e ds of s q u ar e mil es of 

w at ers w er e d e cl ar e d “ d e a d.” Cl e v el a n d’s C u y a h o g a Ri v er, w hi c h l o ws 

i nt o L a k e Eri e, s er v e d as t h e d u m pi n g gr o u n d f or t h e st e el i n d ustr y’s 
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r u n o f, a n d w as f or s o m e ti m e s o sli c k e d wit h oil t h at it w o ul d s p o nt a-

n e o usl y b urst i nt o l a m es.

his d a m a g e w as t h e i n e vit a bl e o ut c o m e of t w o c e nt uri es of c ar el ess 

pill a gi n g b y g e n er ati o ns of A m eri c a ns w h o r e g ar d e d n at ur e as t h e r a w 

m at eri al of e m pir e, a wil d er n ess t o b e c o n q u er e d a n d s u b d u e d. It is a n 

o utl o o k e vi d e nt i n Al e xis d e To c q u e vill e’s r e m ar ks u p o n arri vi n g i n 1 8 3 1 

o n t h e vir gi n s h or es of L a k e H ur o n: “ N ot hi n g is missi n g b ut ci vili z e d 

m a n, a n d h e is at t h e d o or.” T o s o m e e xt e nt, t h e hist or y of t his r e gi o n 

r e a ds li k e a c a uti o n ar y t al e a b o ut t h e p erils of h u bris. h e ni n et e e nt h a n d 

e arl y t w e nti et h c e nt uri es w er e c h ar a ct eri z e d b y gr a n di os e e n gi n e eri n g 

pr oj e cts —t h e Eri e C a n al, t h e S ai nt L a wr e n c e S e a w a y, a n d t h e C hi c a g o 

S a nit ar y a n d S hi p C a n al —t h at w er e d esi g n e d t o c o n n e ct t h e Gr e at L a k es 

t o ot h er b o di es of w at er, c ar vi n g n e w p at hs f or c o m m er ci al fr ei g ht ers. 

At t h e ti m e, t h es e pr oj e cts w er e r o u n dl y h er al d e d as tri u m p hs. Walt er 

Cr o n kit e d e cl ar e d t h e o p e ni n g of t h e S ai nt L a wr e n c e S e a w a y i n 1 9 5 9 

as t h e “ gr e at est e n gi n e eri n g f e at of o ur ti m e,” o n e t h at is “r es h a pi n g a 

c o nti n e nt, c o m pl eti n g t h e j o b n at ur e h a d b e g u n t h o us a n ds of y e ars 

a g o.” I n t h e e n d, t h es e m a n m a d e c h a n n els o p e n e d t h e d o ors t o a h ost 

of i n v asi v e s p e ci es t h at d estr o y e d t h e l a k es’ n ati v e is h p o p ul ati o ns a n d 

l e d t o s e v er al m aj or di e - o fs.

h e p ast h alf- c e nt ur y h as b e e n s p e nt at o ni n g f or t h es e bl u n d ers. 

h e Cl e a n Wat er A ct of 1 9 7 2 i m p os e d a s yst e m of r e g ul ati o ns t h at dr a -

m ati c all y i m pr o v e d t h e q u alit y of t h e n ati o n’s w at er w a ys. As a r es ult t h e 

n u m b er of A m eri c a n l a k es a n d ri v ers list e d as u ns af e f or s wi m mi n g a n d 

is hi n g h as si n c e b e e n c ut i n h alf. S o m e of t h e d estr o y e d n at ur al b arri ers 

t o t h e Gr e at L a k es h a v e b e e n r e pl a c e d wit h m a n m a d e o n es, st a n c hi n g 

t h e pr o gr ess of m or e i n v asi v e is h. h es e r e m e di es w er e g e n er at e d, i n 

p art, b y a s hift i n p u bli c o pi ni o n a b o ut t h e r ol e of h u m a n a cti vit y i n 

t h e n at ur al w orl d — a c h a n g e s o dr a m ati c t h at t o d a y t h e ol d er r h et ori c 

of c o n q u eri n g a n d r es h a pi n g n at ur e r e a ds as b e wil d eri n gl y n aï v e. We 
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h a v e, if n ot hi n g els e, a gr e at er s e ns e of h u milit y, a c h ast e n e d s e ns e of 

o ur pl a c e i n t h e or d er of t hi n gs.

W hi c h is n ot t o s a y w e h a v e m a d e o ur p e a c e wit h t h es e w at ers. 

O v er t h e p ast f e w d e c a d es, E g a n ar g u es, h u m a ns h a v e d o n e e q u al, if 

n ot w ors e, d a m a g e t o t h e l a k es t hr o u g h n e gli g e n c e, l et h ar g y — a n d o c -

c asi o n all y e v e n t hr o u g h g o o d i nt e nti o ns. A s e e mi n gl y mi n or l o o p h ol e 

i n t h e Cl e a n Wat er A ct, f or i nst a n c e, all o w e d fr ei g ht ers c o mi n g i n fr o m 

t h e Atl a nti c t o d u m p t h eir b all ast w at er i n t h e Gr e at L a k es. h at w at er 

c o nt ai n e d z e br a a n d q u a g g a m uss els, s p e ci es n ati v e t o t h e Bl a c k a n d 

C as pi a n S e as t h at h a v e n o n at ur al pr e d at ors i n t h e Gr e at L a k es. h e 

m uss els h a v e n o w pr olif er at e d t o t h e p oi nt t h at t h e y c o m pl et el y bl a n k et 

t h e b ott o m of L a k e Mi c hi g a n, s h or e t o s h or e. h e y h a v e d e ci m at e d 

n ati v e is h p o p ul ati o ns, c a us e d s e v er al b ot ulis m o ut br e a ks, a n d sl o wl y 

m a d e t h eir w a y d o w n t h e c h a n n els t o t h e Mississi p pi Ri v er dr ai n a g e 

b asi n, w hi c h c o v ers 4 0 p er c e nt of t h e c o nti n e nt al U nit e d St at es. h a n ks 

t o all t h os e m a n m a d e c h a n n els a n d s e a w a ys, t h e f at e of t h e Gr e at L a k es 

is n o w i ntri c at el y e nl a c e d wit h t h e r est of o ur n ati o n’s w at ers. L a k e 

M e a d’s c a n y o n w alls ar e bl a c k e n e d wit h m uss els, a n d t h e i n v a d ers h a v e 

g u m m e d u p t h e c o oli n g s yst e m of t h e H o o v er D a m, w hi c h g e n er at es 

el e ctri cit y f or m or e t h a n 1. 5 milli o n p e o pl e. I n t h es e w est er n st at es 

al o n e, t h e i nf est ati o n h as c ost h u n dr e ds of milli o ns of d oll ars; t h e Gr e at 

L a k es st at es h a v e s p e nt billi o ns.

A n ot h er t hr e at t h at c o ns er v ati o n a cts h a v e str u g gl e d t o a d dr ess is 

a gri c ult ur al r u n o f, w hi c h is c o nsi d er e d a “ n o n p oi nt s o ur c e” p oll ut a nt, 

a n ill t h at s e e ps fr o m di f us e a n d di v ers e s o ur c es r at h er t h a n a dis cr et e 

p oi nt of ori gi n. Far m f ertili z ers ar e c h o c k f ull of p h os p h or us, a n d tri c kl e 

i nt o t h e l a k es i n al ar mi n g q u a ntiti es, es p e ci all y b e c a us e f ar m ers i n t h e 

r e gi o n h a v e i n cr e asi n gl y t ur n e d t o n o -till t e c h ni q u es. h es e pr a cti c es 

ar e u n d e ni a bl y g o o d f or t h e s oil —t h e f ar m ers h a v e a d o pt e d t h e m at 

t h e ur gi n g of e n vir o n m e nt al gr o u ps w orri e d a b o ut er osi o n — b ut t h e y 
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m a k e it e asi er f or r u n o f t o s pill i nt o t h e l o c al w at ers b ef or e it is a bs or b e d 

b y t h e cr o ps. h e r u n o f is s el e cti v el y ilt er e d b y t h e i n v asi v e m uss els, 

w h os e pr es e n c e i n t h e l a k es h as s er v e d t o sti m ul at e t h e gr o wt h of al g a e 

bl o o ms, w hi c h i n t ur n r el e as e t o xi ns a n d h a v e s u c k e d t h e o x y g e n o ut 

of l ar g e str et c h es of w at er.

Of c o urs e a n al g a e bl o o m, or a s hi p pr o w cli n gi n g wit h m uss els, h as 

n o n e of t h e d yst o pi a n dr a m a of a l a mi n g ri v er. h e o m e ns of dis ast er 

ar e m or e s u btl e t o d a y t h a n t h e y w er e i n t h e p ast, a n d E g a n w orri es t h at 

t h es e si g ns will f ail t o i g nit e t h e ki n d of wi d es pr e a d p u bli c o utr a g e t h at 

l e d t o r ef or ms s u c h as t h e Cl e a n Wat er A ct. E v e n t h e g or g e o usl y li m pi d 

w at ers of L a k e Mi c hi g a n s h o ul d, t e c h ni c all y, b e r e a d as a si g n of tr o u bl e. 

h e r e as o n t h e Gr e at L a k es ar e s o cl e ar is t h at t h es e i n v asi v e m uss els 

h a v e d e v ast at e d t h e n ati v e e c ol o g y. “ his is n ot t h e si g n of a h e alt h y 

l a k e,” E g a n writ es; “it’s t h e si g n of a l a k e h a vi n g t h e lif e s u c k e d o ut of it.” 

I n t h e e n d, E g a n’s b o o k s er v es as a r e mi n d er t h at t h e e c ol o gi c al 

u ni v ers e w e i n h a bit is v astl y c o n n e ct e d a n d c a n n ot b e e asil y m e n d e d b y 

h u milit y a n d g o o d i nt e nti o ns. If t h e si n of p ast g e n er ati o ns w as h u bris, 

o ur o w n vi c es ar e t h os e t h at m et ast asi z e i n t h e i n e pri nt: t h e l o o p h ol es 

w e t ol er at e or o v erl o o k i n c o ns er v ati o n a cts, t h e c o urt r uli n gs t h at r e -

f us e t o i m p os e a c o n cr et e d e a dli n e, t h e j ar g o nis h cl a us es i n s hi p pi n g 

c o ntr a cts — a n d als o t h e blit h e n ess of all of us w h o c o nti n u e t o e nj o y 

t h es e w at ers, o bli vi o us t o si g ns of tr o u bl e. 

g r a n t e d, t h e r e a r e di s a s t e r s  t h at still m a n a g e t o g et o ur att e nti o n. 

W h e n t h e st or y of t h e Fli nt w at er crisis br o k e i n e arl y 2 0 1 5, it b e c a m e 

a i x ati o n of t h e n ati o n al m e di a, a b a li n g i nst a n c e of g o v er n m e nt i n -

c o m p et e n c e a n d r es o ur c e mis m a n a g e m e nt. Cit y a n d st at e o i ci als h a d 

ass ur e d t h e citi z e ns of Fli nt t h at it w as s af e t o dri n k fr o m cit y t a ps e v e n 
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aft er t h e f a u c ets b e g a n dis p e nsi n g f o ul br o w n m u c k a n d h e alt h o i ci als 

h a d c o n ir m e d a n o ut br e a k of L e gi o n n air es’ dis e as e. h e y c o nti n u e d 

t o i nsist t h at t h e w at er w as s af e l o n g aft er a G M pl a nt dis c o v er e d t h e 

w at er w as c orr o di n g its a ut o p arts, a n d l o c al p ast ors w er e f or c e d t o st o p 

p erf or mi n g b a ptis ms. I n t ot al m or e t h a n 9, 0 0 0 Fli nt c hil dr e n u n d er 

t h e a g e of 6 w er e e x p os e d t o t o xi c l e v els of l e a d, a n d t h e p ois o n e d w at er 

m a d e its w a y i nt o s o m e 1 8, 0 0 0 h o m es. h e st or y d o mi n at e d n ati o n al 

h e a dli n es a n d o p - e d arti cl es, w h er e it w as all t o o oft e n us e d as f o d d er, 

o n b ot h t h e ri g ht a n d t h e l eft, f or e xisti n g p oliti c al d e b at es.

P oiso n o n Ta p  ( 2 0 1 6) is t h e irst b o o k t o att e m pt a d et ail e d a n d 

o bj e cti v e r etr os p e cti v e of t h e crisis, t a c kli n g t h e p er pl e xi n g w e b of 

a cti o ns t h at l e d t o its n a dir. P u blis h e d b y Bri d ge M a g a zi ne — a p u bli c a -

ti o n of t h e n o n pr o it t hi n k t a n k C e nt er f or Mi c hi g a n, a n d o n e of t h e 

f e w o utl ets t h at c o v er e d t h e crisis fr o m t h e st art —t h e b o o k c oll e cts 

t w o y e ars’ w ort h of t h e m a g a zi n e’s r e p ort a g e o n t h e crisis, al o n gsi d e 

l e a k e d g o v er n m e nt e m ails a n d i ntri c at el y c o m pil e d ti m eli n es of w h o 

k n e w w h at w h e n. W h at e m er g es fr o m t h es e d o c u m e nts is p er h a ps t h e 

irst tr ul y c o m pr e h e nsi v e, c hr o n ol o gi c al n arr ati v e of t h e c at astr o p h e, 

o n e t h at b e g a n i n 2 0 1 3 wit h Fli nt’s d e cisi o n t o p ull o ut of t h e D etr oit 

pi p eli n e t o L a k e H ur o n, w hi c h h a d b e e n its l o n gti m e w at er s o ur c e, i n 

or d er t o c o n n e ct t o t h e n e w K ar e g n o n di pi p eli n e. It w as a d e cisi o n m a d e 

pri m aril y f or e c o n o mi c r e as o ns, a pl a n e n d ors e d b y t h e e m er g e n c y cit y 

m a n a g er, w h o h a d his e y e o n t h e b o o ks a n d t h e b ott o m li n e.

Fr o m t h at m o m e nt o n, t h e st or y r e a ds as a ki n d of m or alit y pl a y, o n e 

wit h a p arti c ul arl y t ort ur e d pl otli n e a n d a st a g e o v er cr o w d e d wit h a ct ors 

c oll e cti v el y t a ki n g o n t h e r ol e of Vi c e. A m o n g t his h a pl ess c ast ar e t h e 

D etr oit Wat er a n d S e w a g e D e p art m e nt a g e nts w h o t er mi n at e d Fli nt’s 

c o ntr a ct e arl y, o ut of s pit e; t h e cit y’s e m er g e n c y i n a n ci al m a n a g ers w h o 

a d vis e d s wit c hi n g o v er t o t h e Fli nt Ri v er as a t e m p or ar y, c ost- e f e cti v e 

s ol uti o n; t h e w at er l a b t e a m t h at w as u n pr e p ar e d f or t h e s wit c h; t h e 
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cit y o i ci als w h o f ail e d t o a nti ci p at e t h e n e c essit y of c orr osi o n c o ntr ol; 

t h e st at e D e p art m e nt of E n vir o n m e nt al Q u alit y t h at dis c o u nt e d e arl y 

w ar ni n gs t h at l e a d, b a ct eri a, a n d ot h er c o nt a mi n a nts w er e l e a c hi n g i nt o 

t h e w at er; t h e g o v er n or w h o w as distr a ct e d b y a tri u m p h a nt c o ast-t o -

c o ast r e el e cti o n t o ur. E a c h of t h es e o i ci als i niti all y d e ni e d t h eir r ol e 

i n t h e i n ci d e nt, s hifti n g t h e r es p o nsi bilit y t o ot h er a g e n ci es, t h o u g h i n 

t h e i n al a n al ysis, it s e e ms t h at t h e bl a m e m ust b e p ar c el e d o ut a m o n g 

t h e m all. his w as, at a n y r at e, w h at t h e a cti vist Eri n Br o c k o vi c h c o n-

cl u d e d i n 2 0 1 5. “ N o w is n ot t h e ti m e f or t h e bl a m e g a m e,” s h e wr ot e i n 

a Fa c e b o o k p ost t h at c all e d n ati o n al att e nti o n t o t h e crisis. “ E v er y o n e 

is r es p o nsi bl e fr o m t h e t o p d o w n: U S E P A, Mi c hi g a n D e p art m e nt of 

E n vir o n m e nt al Q u alit y, t h e St at e of Mi c hi g a n a n d t h e l o c al o i ci als.” 

Aft er i nis hi n g P oiso n o n Ta p , I h a d n o c h oi c e b ut t o a gr e e wit h h er. 

A n d y et, h o w t e di o us it w as t o w e e d t hr o u g h s o m a n y d o c u m e nts a n d 

r e p orts o nl y t o e n c o u nt er n o c e ntr al m al e v ol e n c e, n o l o c us of e vil, b ut 

r at h er a n i m m e ns e v ol u m e of p ett y h u m a n err or — d o z e ns u p o n d o z e ns 

of w ar ni n gs dis c o u nt e d, a cti o ns p ost p o n e d, a n d d a n g ers o v erl o o k e d. 

I n e arl y J u n e, it w as a n n o u n c e d t h at i v e p u bli c o i ci als, i n cl u di n g t h e 

dir e ct or of Mi c hi g a n’s D e p art m e nt of H e alt h a n d H u m a n S er vi c es, 

w er e b ei n g c h ar g e d wit h i n v ol u nt ar y m a nsl a u g ht er f or i g n ori n g t h e 

o ut br e a k of L e gi o n n air es’ dis e as e. B ut t his b el at e d d eli v er y of j usti c e 

c o ul d n ot b ut s e e m i ns u i ci e nt, p er h a ps e v e n ar bitr ar y. h e c o m m e nts 

s e cti o ns of t h e n e ws arti cl es w er e d o mi n at e d b y citi z e ns as ki n g w h y 

si mil ar a c c o u nt a bilit y h a d n ot b e e n d e m a n d e d of t h e g o v er n or, or ot h er 

o i ci als w h o w er e e q u all y r es p o nsi bl e. h e “ bl a m e g a m e” i n s u c h c as es 

b e c o m es a n e n dl ess s pir al of c ul p a bilit y. h e Fli nt crisis st a n ds, if n ot h -

i n g els e, as a t est a m e nt t o t h e f a ct t h at w e li v e i n a hi g hl y d e v el o p e d 

m o d er n b ur e a u cr a c y, a str u ct ur e of o ur o w n m a ki n g t h at is e v er y bit as 

c o m pl e x a n d m ystif yi n g as t h e e c ol o gi c al s yst e ms w e ar e still str u g gli n g 

t o u n d erst a n d. I n b ot h r e al ms, it is i n cr e asi n gl y di i c ult t o gr as p t h e 
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s c o p e of o ur a cti o ns a n d t h e e xt e nt t o w hi c h o ur err ors ar e b o u n d u p 

wit h t h e li v es of ot h ers. B e n e at h t h e s p e ci i c bl u n d ers of t h es e el e ct e d 

o i ci als l ur k e d a h ost of l ar g er s yst e mi c iss u es — p o v ert y, d ei n d ustri -

ali z ati o n —t h at c o ns pir e d t o m a k e Fli nt p arti c ul arl y v ul n er a bl e t o t h e 

crisis. h es e u n d erl yi n g pr o bl e ms ar e s o v ast a n d b e wil d eri n g t h at as 

I r e a d t h e b o o k, I w as at ti m es o v er c o m e b y a s e ns e of u n e asi n ess t h at 

b or d er e d o n p ar a n oi a. It di d n ot s e e m i m p ossi bl e t h at I m ys elf w as 

i m pli c at e d i n t h e crisis.

his a n xi et y is, of c o urs e, a c o n diti o n of l at e m o d er nit y, o n e t h at 

h as es c al at e d st e a dil y o v er t h e c o urs e of t h e l ast h alf- c e nt ur y a n d w as 

m e m or a bl y dr a m ati z e d b y t h e T V s h o w he Wire  ( 2 0 0 2 – 8), w hi c h 

i m a gi n e d e vil as a n e m er g e nt e ntit y m a d e u p of a billi o n ti n y err ors 

a n d o v ersi g hts. It is a n a n xi et y t h at p er h a ps r e a c h e d its a p e x d uri n g t h e 

O b a m a y e ars, w h e n t h er e e xist e d o n t h e l eft a g n a wi n g c o n vi cti o n t h at 

all of us w er e, t o s o m e d e gr e e, c o m pli cit i n t h e m ur k y d e ali n gs of gl o b al 

c a pit alis m, t h e sil e nt m ur d er b y dr o n e a n d o ur pl a n et’s sl o w d e mis e.

If t his a n xi et y h as l ess e n e d s o m e w h at o v er t h e p ast y e ar, it is 

b e c a us e w e d o, i n all y, h a v e a vill ai n. h e Tr u m p er a h as br o u g ht t o 

p o w er a c o h ort of m e n w h o r ef us e t o p a y li p s er vi c e t o t h e n arr ati v es of 

e c ol o gi c al h ar m o n y, w h o s p e a k i n t h e a nti q u at e d l a n g u a g e of c o n q u eri n g 

a n d s u b d ui n g, a n d w h o h a v e t a k e n u p, o n c e a g ai n, t h e d ust y m a ntl e 

of E m pir e. I n Fe br u ar y of t his y e ar, Tr u m p t hr e at e n e d t o r oll b a c k t h e 

Cl e a n Wat er R ul e, w hi c h pr ot e cts s e as o n al str e a ms a n d w etl a n ds, i n 

t h e i nt er est of “ pr o m oti n g e c o n o mi c gr o wt h,” a n d his pr o p os e d E P A 

c uts w o ul d li k el y d e cr e as e f u n di n g f or gr a nts t h at h el p st at es t o m o nit or 

p u bli c w at er s yst e ms.

h es e t hr e ats t o o ur w at ers ar e r e al. B ut p er h a ps t h e m or e i nsi di o us 

d a n g er is t h e si m pli cit y of t his n e w m or al b attl e gr o u n d, o n e t h at is a 

w el c o m e, if u n a c k n o wl e d g e d, r eli ef t o t h e li b er al c o ns ci e n c e. I s a y t his 

b e c a us e I h a v e f o u n d it a r eli ef m ys elf. It is f ar m or e s atisf yi n g t o p oi nt, 
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d e i niti v el y, at a n e xt er n al f o e t h a n it is t o c o nt e n d wit h t h e l a b yri nt hi n e 

m at h of b ur e a u cr ati c mis h a ps — or t o g a z e u n c ert ai nl y i n w ar d. I n t his 

n e w p oliti c al l a n ds c a p e, g o o d a n d e vil ar e u n a m bi g u o us e ntiti es e xisti n g 

o n o p p osit e si d es of a cl e arl y dr a w n li n e. It is a w orl d i n w hi c h c o m pl e x 

et hi c al c o nsi d er ati o ns h a v e gi v e n w a y t o s h o uti n g m at c h es b et w e e n t h os e 

w h o a c c e pt r e alit y a n d t h os e w h o d e n y it, a n d m ar c hi n g i n t h e n a m e 

of S ci e n c e — n ot a n y p arti c ul ar p hil os o p h y or m et h o d, b ut t h e w h ol e 

e nt er pris e, fr o m C o p er ni c us t o M e n g el e — e ar ns o n e a s e at o n t h e ri g ht 

si d e of hist or y. It is a m u c h e asi er t err ai n i n w hi c h t o e xist, a n d y et it i n 

n o w a y r e l e cts t h e c o m pl e xit y of t h e a ct u al w orl d t h at w e still i n h a bit, 

o n e i n w hi c h g o o d i nt e nti o ns c o u nt f or littl e, a n d e v e n t h e b est i d e as 

ar e c a p a bl e of wr e a ki n g u n e x p e ct e d a n d irr e v o c a bl e d a m a g e.

B ot h E g a n’s b o o k a n d t h e st or y of t h e Fli nt crisis s u g g est t h at t h e 

f at e of w at er s e c urit y d e p e n ds u p o n c ar ef ul att e nti o n t o d et ail, vi gil a nt 

d e m a n ds of p ers o n al a c c o u nt a bilit y a n d — p er h a ps m ost cr u ci all y —

p u bli c a w ar e n ess a b o ut t h e c o m pl e xiti es of r es o ur c e m a n a g e m e nt. his 

is p arti c ul arl y n e c ess ar y at a ti m e w h e n p u bli c g o o ds ar e t ar g ets f or 

pri v ati z ati o n, a n d v ul n er a bl e c o m m u niti es s u c h as Fli nt ar e s u bj e ct t o 

e m er g e n c y m a n a g e m e nt l a ws t h at el u d e t h e s af e g u ar ds of l o c al g o v -

er n m e nt o v ersi g ht. C ost- c utti n g, c orr u pti o n, a n d c o wi n g t o pri v at e 

c or p or ati o ns ar e n ot li mit e d t o a n y o n e p oliti c al p art y, a n d e v e n t h e 

m ost w ell- m e a ni n g a d mi nistr ati o n c a n wr e a k h a v o c w h e n l eft t o r u n 

o n its o w n st e a m, wit h o ut att e nti v e p u bli c e n g a g e m e nt. T o a b a n d o n 

t his vi gil a n c e i n f a v or of a m or e si m plisti c m or alit y w o ul d b e a n err or 

wit h n o s h ort a g e of p ot e nti al c at astr o p hi c o ut c o m es.

N e ar t h e e n d of E g a n’s b o o k, h e q u ot es o n e of B e nj a mi n Fr a n k -

li n’s m or e o mi n o us a p h oris ms: “ W h e n t h e w ell is dr y, w e k n o w t h e 

w ort h of w at er.” It is t his w ar ni n g t h at h as st u c k wit h m e o v er t h e 

p ast f e w w e e ks, r attli n g ar o u n d m y mi n d i n i dl e m o m e nts wit h t h e 

p ersist e n c e of a ri d dl e. S o m et hi n g a b o ut its gl o o mi n ess, its all usi o n 
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t o ass ets u n a p pr e ci at e d a n d w ar ni n gs h e e d e d t o o l at e, s e e ms t o dis-

till a p arti c ul arl y tr o u bli n g h u m a n t e n d e n c y — or p er h a ps m er el y a n 

A m eri c a n o n e. It is p ossi bl e t h at t h e tr u e c ost of o ur a cti o ns will o nl y 

e m er g e i n hi n dsi g ht. P er h a ps o nl y aft er t h e w at ers h a v e r u n dr y — or 

c o m pl et el y s u bs u m e d us — will t h e r e c or d s h o w i n p erf e ct cl arit y 

t h e a c cr eti o n of mis d e e ds t h at c o ntri b ut e d t o t h e d e gr a d ati o n of o ur 

pl a n et. h o u g h w e c a n n ot pr e di ct h o w hist or y will r e g ar d o ur err ors, 

I c a n o nl y ass u m e t h at t his f ut ur e r e c k o ni n g, w h at e v er f or m it t a k es, 

will b e as u nf or gi vi n g as t h e n at ur al w orl d w e i n h a bit a n d e v er y bit as 

s w e e pi n g a n d e x h a usti v e as t h e str u ct ur es w e h a v e b uilt. E v er yt hi n g 

will b e a c c o u nt e d f or; n o a cti o n will b e s p ar e d.



Dr ai ni n g t h e S w a m p

J uli a n C. C h a m bliss
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d o n a l d t r u m p c a l l s  his Fl ori d a est at e, M ar-

a- L a g o, his “ wi nt er W hit e H o us e.” his pr o c -

l a m ati o n h as b e e n m et wit h d erisi o n as w ell as 

o utr a g e a b o ut t h e s e c urit y c osts a n d c o n li ct of 

i nt er est. B ut t h e s h e er h u c kst eris m t h at h as d e-

i n e d Tr u m p’s o w n ers hi p — b u yi n g t h e o n c e f e d -

er all y o w n e d est at e, o v er c o mi n g l o c al o bj e cti o ns 

b y t ur ni n g it i nt o a n e x cl usi v e cl u b, a n d i n all y 

usi n g it, i n n a m e o nl y, as a p u bli c i nstit uti o n —

s h o ul d als o i nt er est us. Oft e n c asti n g hi ms elf as 

a n a g gri e v e d p art y i g hti n g e ntr e n c h e d i nt er ests 

i n P al m B e a c h, Tr u m p’s b attl es t h er e o f er a 

f u n h o us e - mirr or v ersi o n of t h e c o m m o n m a n’s 

str u g gl e a g ai nst elit es. Pr es e nt e d i n t h e r ari i e d 

air of P al m B e a c h, Tr u m p’s M ar- a- L a g o tr a v ails 

f or es h a d o w e d his c urr e nt p oliti c al n arr ati v e.

M or e o v er, Tr u m p’s r el ati o ns hi p t o M ar- a-

L a g o a n d his p urs uit of vi ct or y t h er e at all c osts 

r e v e al a r e gr essi v e visi o n of c o m m u nit y, o n e t h at 

r es o n at es d e e pl y wit h Fl ori d a’s hist or y. F or al m ost 
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1 5 0 y e ars, w e alt h y o utsi d ers h a v e f o u g ht a n a n e mic st at e o v er w h o g ets 

t o e nj o y p ar a dis e. A g gr essi v e d e v el o p m e nt o p e n e d u p Fl ori d a f or milli o ns 

of or di n ar y A m eric a ns, b ut i n t h e a bs e nc e of a n e f e cti v e st at e, w e alt h y 

i nt er ests h a v e h oll o w e d o ut pr os p e cts f or w or ki n g p e o pl e, d e gr a d e d t h e 

e n vir o n m e nt, a n d m a d e t h e c o ns u m pti o n of Fl ori d a a ric h m a n’s g a m e. 

M ar- a- L a g o r e l ects t h e l e g ac y of Fl ori d a’s p ast. Gi v e n t h e n e wl y est a blis h e d 

wi nt er W hit e H o us e, t his l e g ac y n o w b el o n gs t o all of us.

m a r- a- l a g o is a li n k  t o a hist oric al Fl ori d a t h at w as ri p e wit h e xc ess es 

a n d e n g a g e d i n a l o n g str u g gl e o v er w h o s h o ul d c o ntr ol l a n d a n d r es o urc es. 

h e st at e irst b e g a n t o b o o m i n t h e l ast d e c a d e of t h e ni n et e e nt h c e nt ur y, 

w h e n c o nc er ns a b o ut ur b a n c o n g esti o n pr o m pt e d milli o ns of A m eric a ns 

t o s e e k o ut n at ur e f or r ej u v e n ati o n a n d r el a x ati o n. D o ct ors r e c o m m e n d e d 

Fl ori d a f or r e c u p er ati o n fr o m a r a n g e of ail m e nts, a n d d e v el o p ers s a w a n 

o p p ort u nit y t o p a c k a g e p ar a dis e. h e s p ars el y p o p ul at e d, d e bt-ri d d e n, 

s w a m p y st at e b e c a m e, s e e mi n gl y o v er ni g ht, a p o p ul ar d esti n ati o n.

H a milt o n Disst o n, t h e h e a d of a l ar g e P hil a d el p hi a m a n uf act uri n g 

c o m p a n y, h el p e d i niti at e t his tr a nsf or m ati o n. Aft er visiti n g Fl ori d a o n a 

is hi n g tri p i n 1 8 8 1, h e b o u g ht 4 milli o n acr es fr o m t h e st at e a n d c o m me nc e d 

a n a m biti o us pr oj e ct t o t ur n s w a m p i nt o us a bl e l a n d. “ W h at is cl ai m e d t o 

b e t h e l ar g est p urc h as e of l a n d e v er m a d e b y a si n gl e p ers o n i n t h e w orl d 

o c c urr e d t o d a y,” t h e Ne w Yor k Ti mes  a n n o u nc e d, w hil e n oti n g t h e c o m p e-

titi o n fr o m a n xi o us “c a pit alists of N e w Yor k a n d B ost o n.” Disst o n, at l e ast, 

w as w ell-i nt e nti o n e d: b y dr ai ni n g t h e Ev er gl a d es, h e h o p e d t o t ur n t h e ar e a 

i nt o pr o d ucti v e f ar ml a n d. B ut w hil e his a gr ari a n visi o n f ail e d, his e f orts 

attr act e d ot h er n ort h er n i n d ustri alists w h o w o ul d t a k e a di f er e nt a p pr o ac h.

H e nr y B. Pl a nt, a r ailr o a d m a g n at e, a n d H e nr y M. Fl a gl er, a p art n er 

i n St a n d ar d Oil, s a w t o uris m as t h e p at h f or w ar d f or Fl ori d a. B ot h t o g et h er 
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a n d s e p ar at el y, t h e m e n cr e at e d a s yst e m of r ailr o a ds a n d l u x ur y h ot els 

t hr o u g h o ut t h e st at e. h e n et w or k li n k e d t h e w est er n c o ast t o t h e r est of 

t h e U nit e d St at es a n d all o w e d tr a d e s o ut h t o K e y West a n d C u b a. Pl a nt 

f o c us e d m ostl y o n Ta m p a B a y, w h er e i n 1 8 9 1 h e c o nstr uct e d t h e Ta m p a 

B a y H ot el, a 5 1 1-r o o m M o oris h p al ac e, at a c ost of ar o u n d $ 3 milli o n, 

w hil e Fl a gl er’s c h ai n of l u x uri o us r es ort h ot els w o ul d e v e nt u all y str etc h 

t o K e y West, e m b ellis hi n g t h e i m a g e of Fl ori d a as a n i d yllic w o n d erl a n d.

Fl a gl er e n d e d u p s etti n g a n a est h etic st a n d ar d t h at w o ul d d e i n e t h e 

st at e, o n e t h at i nf us e d a s y b aritic l a v or i nt o t h e b uilt e n vir o n m e nt. F or t h e 

c o nstr ucti o n of t h e P o nc e d e L e o n H ot el i n St. A u g usti n e, h e s e nt arc hi -

t e cts J o h n C arr er e a n d h o m as H asti n gs t o S p ai n. F or his si g n at ur e h ot els 

i n Pal m B e ac h, n ot a bl e arc hit e cts s uc h as A d dis o n Mi z n er c o nstr uct e d 

Me dit err a n e a n-i ns pir e d vill as wit h s u n- dr e nc h e d p ati os a n d m assi v e r o o ms 

f or e nt ert ai ni n g. B ut Fl a gl er’s st yl e r est e d o n his r e p ut ati o n f or b uil di n g h u g e 

str uct ur es i n s p ars el y p o p ul at e d ar e as — a n a p pr o ac h t h at m e a nt t h e e n d f or 

t h e St y x C o m m u nit y, h u n dr e ds of w or ki n g-cl ass bl ac ks (a n d w hit es) w h o 

h a d b uilt Fl a gl er’s Pal m B e ac h h ot els. By 1 9 1 0 m ost of t h e bl ac k w or k ers 

h a d b e e n f orci bl y r el o c at e d t o West Pal m B e ac h.

Par a dis e w as f or s al e, b ut at a c ost. M e n s u c h as Pl a nt a n d Fl a gl er 

pr o p a g at e d a n d pr o it e d fr o m t h e i d e a of a m o d er ni zi n g N e w S o ut h, b ut i n 

r e alit y t h e r e gi o n r e m ai n e d pri m aril y a gr ari a n. h e e n d of R e c o nstr ucti o n 

r et ur n e d D e m o cr ats t o p o w er a cr oss t h e r e gi o n, a n d t h es e “ R e d e e m ers” 

f o u g ht t o u n d o r ef or ms s u c h as v oti n g ri g hts a n d p urs u e d is c al p olici es 

t h at u n d er c ut p u blic g o o ds s u c h as e d u c ati o n. W hit e a n d Afric a n A m er-

ic a n l a b or ers a n d s m all f ar m ers f elt t h e e f e cts m ost pr of o u n dl y, l e a di n g 

t o a r e gr essi v e e c o n o mic or d er t h at Afric a n A m eric a n writ er T. h o m as 

F ort u n e d es cri b e d as a “ p a u p eri z ati o n” of l a b ori n g p e o pl e a cr oss t h e S o ut h.

A n alli a n c e of f ar m ers i n t h e S o ut h a n d Mi d w est tri e d t o i g ht b a c k. 

B y 1 8 9 0 N ati o n al Far m ers’ Alli a nc e a n d t h e C ol or e d Far m ers’ Alli a nc e 

w er e a f or c e i n Fl ori d a st at e p olitics. C a n di d at es f or st at e o i c e s o u g ht 
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Alli a nc e e n d ors e m e nt a n d t h os e c a n di d at es w er e a m aj orit y of t h os e el e ct -

e d t o t h e 1 8 9 0 st at e l e gisl at ur e. h e n ati o n al m e eti n g of t h e Alli a nc e i n 

O c al a, i n D e c e m b er 1 8 9 0, m ar k e d t h e hi g h p oi nt of t h e m o v e m e nt. h e 

p olici es artic ul at e d t h er e b e c a m e k n o w n as t h e “ h e O c al a D e m a n ds,” 

a n d i n cl u d e d t h e a b oliti o n of n ati o n al b a n ks, t h e e n d of f ut ur es s p e c ul a -

ti o n, a n d t h e r e cl ai mi n g of e xc ess l a n ds h el d b y r ailr o a ds. h es e d e m a n ds 

s er v e d as t h e b asis of t h e Pe o pl e’s ( or P o p ulist) Part y Pl atf or m i n 1 8 9 1, 

b ut d es pit e t h e r a dic al r esist a n c e, t h e D e m o cr atic Part y pr e v ail e d. B y 

t h e st art of t h e t w e nti et h c e nt ur y, m ost of Fl ori d a’s p olitic al l e a d ers h a d 

f ull y e m br a c e d bi g d e v el o p ers as t h e n e c ess ar y f u el f or Fl ori d a’s f ut ur e.

b e f o r e l o n g,  Pal m B e ac h C o u nt y b e c a m e gr o u n d z er o f or a p artic ul ar 

l a v or of d e v el o p m e nt. h e b arri er isl a n d b e c a m e d e i n e d b y its l u x ur y a n d 

e xcl usi vit y, i ns piri n g n e w c o m m u niti es t h at s pr o ut e d u p acr oss t h e b a y i n 

t h e st at e’s 1 9 2 0s l a n d b o o m, i ncl u di n g B o c a R at o n ( 1 9 2 5), C or al G a bl es 

( 1 9 2 5), a n d D e er i el d B e ac h ( 1 9 2 5). By 1 9 2 7 M ar- a- L a g o b e c a m e o n e of 

t h e gr a n d est cr e ati o ns i n t h e e xtr a v a g a nt tr a diti o n t h at d e i n e d Pal m B e ac h.

C o m missi o n e d b y M arj ori e M erri w e at h er P ost, h eir ess t o t h e c er e al 

f ort u ne, a n d d esi g ne d b y M ari o n Si ms Wy et h, w h o s p eci ali z e d i n c at eri n g t o 

cli e nts’ f a nt asies, M ar- a- L a g o ( w hic h m e a ns “ b et w e e n t h e s e a a n d t h e l a k e”) 

br o u g ht S p a nis h, Ve neti a n, a n d P ort u g ues e arc hitect ur al ele me nts t o g et her i n a 

1 1 0, 0 0 0 -s q u ar e-f o ot m a nsi o n. h e site b ec a me a s h o wc as e f or t he arc hitect ur al 

r e m n a nts a n d f ur nis hi n gs P ost ac q uir e d w hil e tr a v eli n g i n E ur o p e. As a s oci al 

f orc e i n Was hi n gt o n, D. C., a n d Pal m B e ac h — o n e of h er h us b a n ds, J os e p h 

E. D a vi es, w as t h e f or m er a m b ass a d or t o t h e S o vi et U ni o n — P ost’s M ar- a-

L a g o p arti es di d n ot dis a p p oi nt. F or o n e s h e i n vit e d Ri n gli n g Br ot h ers a n d 

B ar n u m & B ail e y Circ us t o s et u p o n t h e l a w n; f or a n ot h er, s h e br o u g ht 

d o w n t h e e ntir e c ast of a Br o a d w a y s h o w.
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P ost r esi d e d i n t h e h o m e u ntil h er d e at h i n 1 9 7 3, at w hic h p oi nt s h e 

l eft t h e est at e t o t h e U nit e d St at es. h e gr a n d e ur of P ost’s lif est yl e s e e m-

i n gl y i nf or m e d t his d e cisi o n; s h e h a d e nt ert ai n e d elit es i n h er h o m es, aft er 

all, a n d s h e will e d a s uit a bl e l o c ati o n f or t h e n ati o n t o d o t h e s a m e. B ut 

M ar- a- L a g o n e v er f ul ill e d h er visi o n. M uc h of t h e est at e w as m ot h b all e d 

w hil e u n d er g o v er n m e nt c o ntr ol, i ncl u di n g c o v eri n g m uc h of t h e f ur nit ur e 

a n d w all h a n gi n gs, l etti n g t h e l o ors g o u n p olis h e d, a n d c utti n g b a c k t o 

a s k el et o n m ai nt e n a nc e cr e w. At a n esti m at e d c ost of a milli o n d oll ars a 

y e ar, it w as t o o e x p e nsi v e t o k e e p u p. Aft er s e v e n y e ars, t h e D e p art m e nt 

of I nt eri or u n d er t h e C art er a d mi nistr ati o n r et ur n e d t h e pr o p ert y t o t h e 

P ost F o u n d ati o n. B ut w hil e t h e est at e str u g gl e d, Fl ori d a w as b o o mi n g.

Aft er W orl d War II, t h e Fl ori d a dr e a m h a d b e c o m e a n a c hi e v a bl e 

c o m m o dit y f or m a n y. R etir e es a n d a c o nst a nt l o w of n e w f a mili es gr e w 

t h e st at e’s p o p ul ati o n, tr a nsf or mi n g v a c ati o n t o w ns i nt o citi es. h e b o o m 

d eli v er e d st e a d y e c o n o mi c gr o wt h, b ut wit h t h e i n l u x of n e w c o m ers, 

s ust ai ni n g t h e pr o mis e of t h e Fl ori d a dr e a m h as pr o v e n di i c ult. A n 

e c o n o m y d o mi n at e d b y t o uris m h as c a us e d t h e st at e t o str u g gl e t o 

pr o vi d e a d e q u at e w a g es a n d a f or d a bl e h o usi n g w hil e pr ot e cti n g t h e 

e n vir o n m e nt fr o m o v er d e v el o p m e nt.

B et w e e n 1 9 5 0 a n d 2 0 0 0, f or e x a m pl e, c o ast al c o u nti es i n Fl ori d a 

a d d e d 1 0 milli o n n e w r esi d e nts. L o b b yists a n d t h e c o nstr u cti o n i n d ustr y 

h a v e b e e n a bl e t o d e v el o p t h e c o astli n e u n a b at e d, i ncr e asi n gl y b uil di n g i n 

s p a c es t h at ar e t hr e at e n e d b y er osi o n a n d t h at bl o c k p u blic a c c ess t o t h e 

b e a c h. Pr o p ert y o w n ers fr e q u e ntl y p ost “ Pri v at e Pr o p ert y” si g ns, e v e n 

t h o u g h Fl ori d a’s c o astli n e is p u blic pr o p ert y. h e r es ult is t h at Fl ori d a’s 

p u blic c o astli n e is oft e n hi d d e n i n t h e s h a d o w of w e alt h y hi g h-ris es.

B y 1 9 8 0 st at e a n d f e d er al l a ws att e m pt e d t o a d dr ess s o m e of t h es e 

a b us es a n d r ei g n i n f ut ur e d e v el o p m e nt. It is a g ai nst t his b a c k dr o p t h at 

Tr u m p b o u g ht M ar- a- L a g o i n 1 9 8 5 f or a n esti m at e d $ 1 0 – 1 5 milli o n, a n d 

t h us b e g a n his 3 0 - y e ar str u g gl e a g ai nst m u nici p al a n d c o u nt y g o v er n m e nts. 
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His pl a ns f or M ar- a- L a g o s e e m e d t o cl as h wit h a ut h oriti es at e v er y t ur n. 

F or e x a m pl e, i n 1 9 9 2, w h e n h e w a nt e d t o d e v el o p pri v at e h o us es o n t h e 

est at e, t h e Pal m B e a c h t o w n c o u ncil r ej e ct e d t h e pl a n. B ut Fl ori d a h as a 

hist or y of w e a kl y d ef e n di n g r e g ul ati o n a n d p a n d eri n g t o t h e ri c h, a n d 

Tr u m p’s c o m b ati v e attit u d e, m o n e y t o b ur n, a n d d eft us e of l a ws uits 

h as all o w e d hi m t o g et his w a y e v er y ti m e. H e s u e d t h e c o u n cil o v er 

t h e h o us es, b ut t h e n dr o p p e d t h e l a ws uit w h e n t h e c o u n cil a p pr o v e d his 

pl a n t o c o n v ert t h e est at e i nt o a cl u b. I n a si mil ar v ei n, h e us e d l a ws uits 

t o m a n e u v er t h e c o u nt y i nt o gi vi n g hi m a l e as e o n p u bli c l a n d t h at h e 

us e d t o cr e at e t h e Tr u m p I nt er n ati o n al G olf Cl u b.

Wi n ni n g t h e pr esi d e n c y h as gi v e n Tr u m p t h e ulti m at e t o ol of 

v ali d ati o n, er asi n g t h e cl as h es o v er c o ntr ol t h at h a v e d e i n e d his o w n er -

s hi p of M ar- a- L a g o. h e o p ul e n c e a n d e x cl usi vit y t h at m a d e it a w hit e 

el e p h a nt t o t h e n ati o n al g o v er n m e nt is w h at attr a ct e d Tr u m p i n t h e 

irst pl a c e, a n d his a cti o ns si n c e r e pr es e nt a st a n c e m or e i n t u n e wit h 

t h e r o b b er b ar o ns of t h e ni n et e e nt h c e nt ur y t h a n wit h t h e m o d er n 

r e g ul at or y st at e. N o w, as n e ws o utl ets a d o pt t h e c ust o m of r ef erri n g 

t o M ar- a- L a g o as t h e wi nt er W hit e H o us e, Tr u m p h as m a n a g e d t o 

i nf us e a r e gr essi v e l e g a c y fr o m t h e ni n et e e nt h c e nt ur y i nt o a s y m b ol of 

c o nt e m p or ar y p oliti c al lif e.

W hil e Fl ori di a ns ar e still f a c e d wit h u nr es ol v e d q u esti o ns a b o ut 

e d uc ati o n, a f or d a bl e h o usi n g, d e pr ess e d w a g es, a n d e n vir o n m e nt al d e gr a -

d ati o n, Tr u m p’s M ar- a- L a g o s h a m el essl y r est or es a st at e m e nt a b o ut w e alt h 

a n d p o w er fr o m a b y g o n e er a. B ut his dr e a m is als o n ot s ust ai n a bl e. As 

s e a l e v els ris e, a f e d er al pr o gr a m t o ass ess l o o d ris k a n d b olst er Fl ori d a’s 

c o ast al st or m pr ot e cti o ns h as b e e n c ut fr o m Tr u m p’s 2 0 1 8 b u d g et. S ci e ntists 

pr e dict t h at M ar- a- L a g o will b e u n d er w at er b y t h e e n d of t h e c e nt ur y.







S all y B all  is t h e a ut h or of Wrec k Me  a n d A n n us Mir a bilis . A n ass o ci at e 

pr of ess or of E n glis h at Ari z o n a St at e U ni v ersit y, B all is als o a n ass o ci at e 

dir e ct or of F o ur Wa y B o o ks.

J uli a n C. C h a m bliss is Pr of ess or of Hist or y at R olli ns C oll e g e. H e is 

c o e dit or of t h e f ort h c o mi n g Asse m ble: Ess a ys o n t he Mo der n M ar vel 

Ci ne m atic U ni verse .

J os h u a C o he n  is c o e dit or of B osto n Re vie w , m e m b er of t h e f a c ult y of 

A p pl e U ni v ersit y, a n d Disti n g uis h e d S e ni or Fell o w i n l a w, p hil os o p h y, 

a n d p oliti c al s ci e n c e at U ni v ersit y of C alif or ni a, B er k el e y.

Mic h ael H ar dt  is Pr of ess or of Lit er at ur e at D u k e U ni v ersit y a n d a ut h or, 

wit h A nt o ni o N e gri, of Asse m bl y .

B o n nie H o ni g  is 2 0 1 6 – 1 7 C h esl er- M all o w S e ni or R es e ar c h Fell o w at 

t h e P e m br o k e C e nt er a n d N a n c y D u k e L e wis Pr of ess or of M o d er n 

C ult ur e a n d M e di a a n d P oliti c al S ci e n c e at Br o w n U ni v ersit y. S h e is 

a ut h or of P u blic hi n gs: De m ocr ac y i n Disre p air .

L a ure n J ac o bs  is t h e Dir e ct or of C a p a cit y B uil di n g a n d S p e ci al Pr oj e cts 

f or t h e P art n ers hi p f or W or ki n g Fa mili es. S h e h as b e e n a n or g a ni z er 

f or t w e nt y y e ars a n d pr e vi o usl y s er v e d as First Vi c e Pr esi d e nt f or S EI U.

El ai ne K a m arc k  is a S e ni or Fell o w i n t h e G o v er n a n c e St u di es pr o gr a m 

at Br o o ki n gs I nstit ut e, w h er e s h e is als o Dir e ct or of t h e C e nt er f or Ef -

f e cti v e P u bli c M a n a g e m e nt. A l e ct ur er i n P u bli c P oli c y at t h e H ar v ar d 

K e n n e d y S c h o ol of G o v er n m e nt, s h e is a ut h or of W h y Presi de nts F ail 

a n d Ho w he y C a n S uccee d A g ai n .

J ac o b T. Le v y is T o mli ns o n Pr of ess or of P oliti c al h e or y, Pr of ess or of 

P oliti c al S ci e n c e, a n d ass o ci at e d f a c ult y i n t h e D e p art m e nt of P hil os -

o p h y at M c Gill U ni v ersit y. H e is t h e a ut h or of R ati o n alis m, Pl ur alis m, 

a n d Free d o m .

c o n t ri b u t o r s



S h a ne Mc Cr ae  is t h e a ut h or of M ule , Bl o o d , a n d F or gi ve ness F or gi ve ness . 

H e t e a c h es at O b erli n C oll e g e a n d i n t h e bri ef-r esi d e n c y M F A pr o gr a m 

at S p al di n g U ni v ersit y.

Tr ace y Me ares  is t h e Walt o n H al e H a milt o n Pr of ess or of L a w at Yal e 

L a w S c h o ol. S h e h as w or k e d e xt e nsi v el y wit h t h e f e d er al g o v er n m e nt 

a n d s er v e d o n Pr esi d e nt O b a m a’s Tas k F or c e o n 2 1st C e nt ur y P oli ci n g.

Me g h a n O’ Gie bl y n ’s w or k h as a p p e ar e d i n n + 1 , t h e Ne w Yor k Ti mes , t h e 

G u ar di a n , O xfor d A meric a n , t h e P oi nt , G uer nic a , a n d hree pe n n y Re vie w . 

A c oll e cti o n of h er ess a ys is f ort h c o mi n g.

Cr ai g S a nt os Pere z  is Assist a nt Pr of ess or of E n glis h at t h e U ni v ersit y of 

H a w aii, M a n o a, a n d a ut h or of t w o c oll e cti o ns of p o etr y, fro m u ni ncor-

p or ate d territor y [ h ac h a]  a n d fro m u ni ncor p or ate d territor y [s ai n a].

K. S a beel R a h m a n  is Assist a nt Pr of ess or of L a w at Br o o kl y n L a w S c h o ol 

a n d a ut h or of De m ocr ac y A g ai nst D o mi n ati o n .

M ars h all Stei n b a u m  is S e ni or E c o n o mist a n d Fell o w at t h e R o os e v elt 

I nstit ut e a n d c o e dit or of After Pi kett y: he A ge n d a for Eco n o mics a n d 

E q u alit y .

Ber n ar d o Z ac k a  is Assist a nt Pr of ess or of P oliti c al S ci e n c e at M I T a n d 

a ut h or of W he n t he St ate Meets t he Street: P u blic Ser vice a n d Mor al A ge nc y .






