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Tourists and New York residents flock to Central Park to enjoy the weather. (Luiz C. Ribeiro/For New York Daily
News)

Today, when one looks at the coffers of the American project, it might seem easy to

despair at what seems an empty cupboard. In a time when 75 million people

vehemently believe one thing and 80 million people believe the other, how can our

country move ahead under a common idea? What tools will lift up our sense of

exceptionalism, to give more of us a fair and just opportunity for a good life, to build

a stronger democracy? What tools will repair the scars left by a raging pandemic and

economic contraction?

Federal funding bills will play an important role in bringing resources to those in

need. But while helpful, these ameliorations won’t attack the root cause, a

population unmoored in its sense of self and community, a broken social argument

about the meaning of America, fractured along race, class, density and creed.
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An American almost 150 years ago made the point that we construct ourselves in

relationship to our land. Our country was founded with a mythic sense of rural

democracy, of �elds and towns dotted across a new Eden. The great plains of

agriculture would be intertwined with the republican spirit of our grange halls.

This man, Frederick Law Olmsted, the creator of Central Park, among other iconic

parks throughout our country, knew that the American myth was being fractured by

sectarianism, war and industrialization, and that these forces needed to be

countermanded with a sensibility towards the common good. Parks, public spaces,
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and natural areas were not only spaces of reprieve, they were bricks in a “broad-

minded public spirit that could transcend factional politics.” His legacy over the next

50 years formed the foundation of a progressive society that helped to build modern

America.

He knew then what is also possible now: Parks build democracy. Public space is a

commons that strengthens our social fabric, narrates a story of shared heritage,

improves community health, and expands participation in civic processes. Parks are

an essential infrastructure for our republic, and today, this infrastructure needs

renewal.

The context of the 2020 election might seem driven by an unyielding, domineering

personality. But in reality, it was the slow result of a 40-year trend of Americans

moving and segregating to places where everybody thinks alike. We’re less likely to

encounter someone who thinks differently than us than ever before. Combined with

the rise of digital spaces like Twitter and Facebook, engineered to regurgitate our

own beliefs, and with a society more unequal in means, Americans face an endemic

of distrust.
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America has spun national crises into movements of progressive change before. One

hundred twenty years ago, after a lengthy economic contraction and rising

immigration, this country launched the greatest era of park building in history and

did so across all types of places.

Seward Park was built in 1903 in New York’s Lower East Side, a dense neighborhood

with clashes of different cultures and backgrounds. One of the �rst urban

playgrounds in history, it was designed as a tool for public health and civic renewal.

It launched a movement across the country to which we are in debt: a goal to have a

playground for everyone.

Only a few years later, Theodore Roosevelt and the 1906 Antiquities Act protected

230 million acres of public lands and created the National Park system which as

Wallace Stegner said, is “the best idea we ever had. Absolutely American, absolutely

democratic, they re�ect us at our best rather than our worst.” Perhaps no other idea

has so perfectly balanced this country’s frontier spirit with that of a promise of

equitable process.
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Today, research and practice has emerged that con�rms, yes, our public spaces can

actually build a healthy community and restore principles of democracy. How is this

so?

First, an emerging body of research shows that working on the creation and

stewardship of parks builds social capital and cohesion. In Philadelphia, researchers

proved that greening vacant lots improved community health, but it also created

new connections amongst residents, especially those who felt previously

disenfranchised. These social ties were then used for other purposes: to host voter

registration events, to organize testimony at city council hearings, or to create

mutual aid societies.

Secondly, parks and public lands offer a critical infrastructure for society. They

improve our health by reducing chronic disease, improving mental health, and

elevating everyday joy. They can protect our environment by capturing stormwater

and reducing heat island effect. No other investment can stack these bene�ts

together in ways so profound and so impactful.

Today, amongst many competing priorities, America has a generational opportunity

to leverage and invest in public space as a driver of equity, inclusion and healing. A

new open space movement is a big idea.

Clarke is executive director of the Design Trust for Public Space.
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