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Abstract

What if imagination were used to prototype society? This article examines EPCOT as an experimental

prototype community of tomorrow—a question about how we might live, not merely a theme park.

From Theme Park to Thought Experiment

When Walt Disney announced EPCOT in the early 1960s, most observers imagined a dazzling theme park.
Disney’s own words, however, reveal a deeper ambition: a living laboratory where new ideas about housing,
transportation, and civic engagement could be tested in real time <citation>Disney, W. (1965). “EPCOT

Vision.”</citation>. This reinterpretation shifts the focus from entertainment to systematic societal prototyping.

The distinction matters. A theme park is a curated illusion, deliberately static and consumable. A prototype
community, by contrast, is an open-ended experiment, subject to feedback, failure, and evolution. It invites
both top-down vision and bottom-up participation, a point that classical-liberal critics rightly stress: without
market signals and voluntary association, any “prototype” risks becoming a technocratic enclave

<citation>Hayek, F. A. (1945). “The Use of Knowledge in Society.”</citation>.

e Community cohesion through shared public spaces
¢ Innovation pipelines linking industry and residents
¢ Sustainability built into infrastructure

o Education integrated into daily life

. Define the societal question to be answered
. Design physical and digital prototypes

. Deploy in a bounded environment
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. Collect data, iterate, and expose outcomes to market forces

We are not making a theme park; we are making a community of tomorrow.
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Walt Disney, 1965

The original EPCOT concept as envisioned by Walt Disney.

The Role of Imagination

Imagination is not a whimsical pastime; it is a systematic tool for prototyping. Disney’s “Imagineering” process
combined storytelling with engineering, allowing designers to ask “what if?” and then build tangible models to
test those hypotheses. Modern design-thinking literature confirms that such divergent-convergent cycles

accelerate learning <citation>Brown, T. (2009). “Change by Design.”</citation>.

Designing the Prototype Community

A prototype community must balance three pillars: <em>livability</em> (quality of life, health, and safety),
<em>adaptability</em> (capacity to reconfigure space and services as needs evolve), and
<em>scalability</em> (the ability to expand or replicate the model without loss of performance). EPCOT’s

proposed layout—radial streets, mixed-use towers, and a central civic “hub”—embodied these principles.

Modular housing units that can be reconfigured as family size or function changes

Smart transit corridors powered by renewable energy and open-to-private-operator competition

Community labs for citizen-led research, mirroring today’s Fab Labs and makerspaces

Transparent governance dashboards that publish sensor data in real time, enabling market-based decision

making

1. Phase 1: Build a 5-acre pilot district (similar to Barcelona’s 22@ innovation district)

2. Phase 2: Invite a diverse resident cohort, with opt-in contracts that respect property rights

3. Phase 3: Deploy sensor networks for real-time feedback, ensuring data privacy through anonymization
4. Phase 4: Publish findings, open-source the design toolkit, and allow private developers to adapt the

model elsewhere

The best way to predict the future is to prototype it.

Jane McGonigal, 2013

Lessons Learned and Modern Applications



Decades after Disney’s death, the spirit of EPCOT lives on in smart-city initiatives, co-living experiments, and
participatory budgeting platforms. Projects such as Masdar City (UAE), Songdo (South Korea), and Sidewalk
Labs’ Quayside (Toronto) echo the original question: how can we live better together while preserving
individual choice? Each case illustrates a different balance between centralized planning and market
mechanisms, offering concrete data for our prototype framework <citation>Batty, M. et al. (2012). “Smart

Cities of the Future.”</citation>.

e Data-driven urban planning reduces waste and improves quality of life, but must be coupled with citizen
consent to avoid surveillance overreach.

o (Citizen participation creates legitimacy and resilience; participatory budgeting pilots in New York and
Paris show measurable increases in public trust.

o Iterative design prevents lock-in to outdated infrastructures, as demonstrated by the modular retrofits in

Copenhagen’s Nordhavn district.

Future Directions: From Prototype to Reality

The next step is to treat EPCOT not as a relic but as a template for “living labs” worldwide. By embedding
imagination at the core of policy, municipalities can launch micro-prototypes that evolve into full-scale urban
systems, while allowing private actors to compete on service delivery. This hybrid model respects the liberal

concern for voluntary exchange and the design-thinking emphasis on rapid iteration.

# Simple imagination engine prototype
def prototype society(ideas):
results = {}
for idea in ideas:
# In a full implementation, each idea would be routed through
# an agent-based simulation calibrated with real sensor data.
results[idea] = simulate(idea) # placeholder for complex simulation
return results
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