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Abstract: There is a broad literature on public space and landscape and their socio-political construction, though it is not
usually linked to the more contentious political theory concept of public sphere. The dual understanding of public
space/sphere bears on relationships of inclusion and exclusion, where public space is seen as normatively desirable,
inclusionary and offering the chances of unmediated encounters. It is important to see how far these concepts can go in
understanding parks as public spaces in the setting of Cairo. The paper argues that the emergence of modern public spaces
in Cairo is necessary to understand the meaning of being in parks. The paper tackles Al-Azhar park - one of the celebrated
examples of recent public spaces in Cairo- as a reference to discuss the nature of emerging new public spaces in the city,
with a focus on the way this space re-enforces politics of inclusion and exclusion, the nature of power relations that
underlay the landscape and the social practice within it. The question of the park as a potentially politicized public space
as opposed to more salient spaces of contestation in Cairo is tackled. The case of Al-Azhar park helps to problematize the
notion of parks as public spaces as it gets to be applied to various contexts.
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INTRODUCTION

[Flor cities in developing countries, in [this]
case the Middle East, the danger is not from
external forces (also known as orientalists,
colonialists, imperialists, etc.) but from the
inside, since local decision-makers view the
general public as a threat that has to be dealt
with and contained. In doing that a large
segment of the population is precluded from
certain rights (such as enjoyment of outdoor
activities and socializing in urban historic
areas) [1, p. 297].

The quote is from a recent study by Elsheshtawy on
urban transformation and social control. It expresses the
complexity of dynamics that are usually at work to shape the
right of being in public spaces in the Middle Eastern city. At
the center of these dynamics, is how the ‘general public’ is
viewed as a threat to be contained rather than a rightful user
of public space. This paper deals with the case of Al-Azhar
park, which is rather different than the case, Elsheshtawy
worked on in his study. | want to use Al-Azhar park as a
reference point to discuss the nature of emerging new public
spaces in Cairo. Especially, how exclusionary they could be,
even as they present themselves as open and inclusionary. In
this paper | depend on theoretical literature that deals with
concepts of public space and the political relations inherent
in it, this body of literature is not specific to the Middle East.
It is a theoretical concern to see how far these concepts can
help in understanding a Middle Eastern urban setting. The
paper also tries to engage with a growing body of literature
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that seeks to deconstruct the meta narratives that frame
Cairo, and its public spaces.

Cairo as a field or object of study is dominated by several
contending discourses. Singerman and Amar [2] argue that it
has its own body of literature and its own meta-narratives.
The two groupings of legends they pose are the image of the
bomb and the image of the tomb. The myth of the bomb is
the widespread image among circles of political scientists
and journalists where Cairo is a social bomb of expanding
slums, terrorism, crime, poverty and insecurity, and that it is
about to explode. This narrative helps in promoting a
‘particular landscape of perverse economic liberalization
(producing gates, walls, mass arrests and surveillance
systems)’ [2, p.21]. The second image of the tomb poses
Cairo as a city of the dead, as a passive open museum, and a
historical landscape of monuments, and oriental architecture.
These images are particularly interesting, since the case
study of this paper, Al-Azhar park is juxtaposed exactly
between the icons central to these meta narratives. The
famous ‘city of the dead’ is located exactly to the east of the
park, and the skyline view shows cemetery zones, two
highways cutting through the city of the dead and an
informal housing area (see Fig. 1). To the west is Al-Darb
Al-Ahmar neighborhood. It is a historical but deteriorated
area that has monumental value, and was a hub of drug
dealing before a police crackdown in the 1980s. The
westward skyline as viewed from the park catches glimpses
of the neighborhood, a panoramic view of the domes,
minarets and other monuments in the area and distant
‘internationalist’, all-glass business buildings and hotels (see
Fig. 2). The park is also very close to the Al-Azhar and Khan
Al-Khalili area, a religious and touristic hub in Cairo that has
witnessed bombing incidents in 2005. Hence, the park offers
a bird’s eye view of the very images of the tomb and the
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Fig. (2). East view of Al-Azhar park (photograph by Aya Nassar).

bomb in a complex multilayered visual superimposition that
offers something different for everyone depending on what
they are there to see.

The case of Al-Azhar park, might have complex
dynamics in its making as a public space. Local decision-
makers play a role, as well as dynamics of external
financing, local and global expertise, the multi-use of the
project, economics of sustainability of the park as well as the
developmental ambition that links it to the neighboring Al-
Darb Al-Ahmar. The park is celebrated as one of the most
successful projects for public spaces [e.g. 3], while it raises
the debate of whether or not it should be considered as

public space at all. The paper seeks to politicize the debate
about belonging to public space by linking it into the
contentious political theory concept of public sphere. It also
seeks to problematize the notion of parks as public spaces as
it comes to be used comparatively through different contexts.
First, | do so by taking into consideration the engagement of
‘public space’ with the more political-theory laden concept
of ‘public sphere’. In this section | discuss the normative
ideal of the concept of public sphere and the theoretical
tensions it has with actual public spaces. Secondly, | discuss
the historical context of the emergence of ‘modern’ public
spaces in Cairo, which | argue shapes the meaning of being
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in public space. Then | move on to the specific case of Al-
Azhar park, with a focus on the way this space re-enforces
politics of inclusion and exclusion, the nature of power
relations that underlay the social practice within it, and lastly
the question of the park as a potentially politicized public
space as opposed to more salient and obvious spaces of
political contestation in Cairo like Tahrir square for example.

PUBLIC SPACE AND PUBLIC SPHERE

The concept of public space entails a theoretical paradox.
In terms of political and social theory it refers to abstract
Public Space/Sphere, while in urban studies it more
appropriately refers to specific actual public spaces/places.
This duality was highlighted by Don Mitchell [4], and it is
relevant in so far as it bears on the dynamics of inclusion and
exclusion. Two key theorists - Hannah Arendt and Jirgen
Habermas- have pondered upon the concept of public
space/sphere as it stands in current usage [5, 6]. Arendt
refers to the Greek Polis for the normative ideal of ‘public
space’. For her, a public space is the space of appearance that
is created when people come together joined by speech and
action, it is hence a space of civic virtue and the practice of
politics. She laments the loss of the public space in which
one speaks and acts freely and equally, to the rise of a social
realm that accompanied the modern transformations and the
rise of mass societies [5, 7]. The Arendtian conception of
public space hence is a normative ideal. Public space is
unlike material spaces because

‘...it does not survive the actuality of the
movement which brought it into being, but
disappears not only with the dispersal of
men...but with the disappearance or arrest of
the activities themselves. Wherever people
gather together, it is potentially there, but only
potentially, not necessarily and not forever’ [5,
p. 199].

For Arendt it is a space of freedom, plurality and
equality. It is that which preludes the existence of politics
and that within which politics is practiced. Nevertheless, it is
to be noted that it is a space that was historically made
possible only by a homogenous and exclusive community.
There are common critiques to the model of the Polis from
which Arendt draws her conception. The public space of
appearance that Arendt describes was exclusionary, and it
was only made possible by excluding slaves, women and
foreigners [5, 7, 8]. Actually Arendt does not ignore this, but
for her this exclusion is precisely there because of the unique
understanding of the public/private divide held at the time
[5].

The Habermesian concept of public sphere draws on this
Arendtian conception. Habermas, though, would concern
himself with the rise and transformation of the bourgeois
public sphere during 17th and 18th century Europe. For
Habermas, the public sphere is where private selves come
together to discuss public affairs. It is public as long as it is
accessible to anyone and inclusive in principle [6]. Again the
problem with this model of public sphere is that it was never
accessible to all, again the theorization of the concept stems
for actual spaces of coffee houses, and clubs that were never
accessible to all [9]. Habermas concerns himself with the rise
of the bourgeois public sphere that differentiates itself from a
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plebian public sphere, even though it adopts a discourse of
moral responsibility of those not included [6].

For both Arendt and Habermas, public space/ sphere
holds the normative ideals of freedom, plurality, equality and
inclusiveness. But in fact the actual public spaces they
theorized from were socially exclusive in practice, and their
cohesion was lost and disrupted with the loss of this social
exclusivity. | argue —along with Mitchell - that this paradox
of inclusion and exclusion in public space is due to
theoretical tension between public space/ sphere as a
discursive political sphere that acts as a normative ideal of
inclusion, and real public spaces that are differential and are
always subject to contestation and claims of order [4, 10].
Nevertheless as Mitchell argues, the normative ideal of
inclusion that embeds the concept of public sphere can
become ‘a rallying point for successive waves of political
activity.’[4, p. 117] and hence it should not be readily
discarded. As an inspiring normative ideal, the political
public sphere would regard public spaces as spaces of
freedom. Like cities they pose the normative ideal for
politics and public life; which fits the traditionally
romanticized representation of cities as spaces of freedom
and the practice of citizenship [11, 12].

Contemporary political theory would still concern itself
with the normative ideal of public space, but with sensitivity
to the differential nature inherent in it. Iris Marion Young
argues that publicity is one of the virtues for a normative
ideal of city life. While several political theorists would
argue for a public as a realm for consensus or unity, she
believes that our experience with public space teaches us
differently. A public space is a place accessible to everyone,
everyone can participate and enter, and while doing so
everyone takes the chance of encountering difference. The
city offers these public spaces like parks, streets and plazas,
where people get to encounter each other, and it is in them
that group diversity is witnessed, and city life gains its
excitement and vitality. These public embodied spaces and
the ideal of inclusion they express are important for a
democratic life, in as much as they bring strangers and
different people within fields of visibility and encounter [13,
14].

Nevertheless, real public spaces do not always fit this
normative ideal, especially with the increasing rise in the
tendency to create walled and gated communities, places of
leisure, and of residence. They could include public or semi-
public spaces like parks but the nature of openness becomes
contested, as Young notes, ‘Some walled enclaves encourage
community among their residents; thus they are not entirely
private spaces. But their purpose is to insulate residents from
the surrounding city, its people, and its problems.” [14,
p.212]. With the quest for cleanliness, safety and order the
very well-to-do as well as segments of the middle class can
segregate themselves from disorder and annoyance of a
complex urban fabric. They can avoid fear of crime, and
encounters with the less well off and their lifestyle while
residing in privileged enclaves. This limits encounters and
eventually de-sensitizes the well off towards the problems of
the less well-off who could be residing just on the other side
of the wall/fence/gate [10, 14]. These semi-public spaces
relate to what Bickford calls ‘tamed public space’. Tamed
public space though does not mean the same for everyone,
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and the experience of being in public differs according to
how we experience ‘others’, which is in turn mediated by
media stereotypes [10]. The architectural design could
exhibit

‘antipolitical impulses toward exclusion,
control, security, sameness, and predictability-
yet often under the guise of public space. One
is tempted to say that what these phenomena
share is that they are material and architectural
constructions that obscure the presence of
differences and inequality in the polity and
create a tamed and prettified version of public
space.” [10, p. 362].

Tamed public space comes to exist through surveillance
mechanisms, policing guards, different forms of gating and
fencing, or even making the places uncomfortable to be in.
This process of gating or boundary making doesn’t mean the
same for everyone, a security guard can be a reason for
assurance to some, while threatening to others, and hence
these symbols of fencing acquire different social meanings to
different people. Their danger, she argues, is when we
become so used to these walls that we forget they exist and
get accustomed to the idea that the world consists of those
we see inside these spaces [10]. Sprinkler systems, benches
that make it impossible to lie down and the like, create
uncomfortable places that could serve to subtly filter the
kind of acceptable and preferable actions in public spaces,
and to incite different meanings with regards to who has the
right to belong. Moreover public spaces can also create their
own relationships of power with the way they are landscaped
to become an object of ‘visual consumption’ [15], a view to
see rather than a place to be in, and where ‘every interaction
is carefully planned’, and where images of contact replace
actual contact, and where the undesirables are excluded [4,
pp. 119-120].

In addition to this tension between an inclusionary
normative ideal of a public sphere, and exclusionary
differential actual spaces; contestations also occur on the
values that a public space should embody. While the
normative ideal would emphasize inclusion, freedom,
absence of coercion and plurality, a key question is who is
the ‘public’ that gets to enjoy these values. The existence of
surveillance measures along with other codes that permit or
prohibit certain actions, make public spaces contested, as
spaces with tendencies of order and discipline versus spaces
of open inclusion for all [16]. Under the pre-text of freedom,
a public space could be a space of free, unmediated
interaction and absence of coercion, and hence it will be
highly politicized and tolerant to disorder, or alternatively it
could be a place free and open for recreation and
entertainment to be used by an appropriate public that needs
safety and order. Mitchell argues that the ‘public’ nature of
any public space stems from this contestation between these
two visions [4]. As will be shown later, with these terms, the
case of Al-Azhar park, represents at first glance a clear
example of the recreational, ordered and controlled space,
and in these terms it is hardly politicized. Mitchell explains,
in addition, that public spaces should also act as spaces of
representation for political organizations and address a larger
public [4]. In this sense, Al-Azhar park couldn’t generally fit
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as a space for political representation, had it not been for a
couple of some very recent political events that it witnessed.

To conclude this theoretical discussion the ‘public’ is
seen as normatively desirable in itself. Public parks represent
key public spaces in as much as they offer spaces of
unmediated encounters. In the case of Cairo though, the
history of modern parks affects their openness to an
undifferentiated public. Therefore in the next section |
discuss the emergence of parks in modern Cairo, which
shapes the meaning of being in a public park in the Middle
Eastern metropolis.

CAIRO’S ‘“MODERN’ PUBLIC SPACES

It is usually argued that the notion of public spaces in
Cairo witnessed its major transformation in the 19" century
to accommodate the new rising urban identity [17]. Prior to
the 19" century the distinction between the public and the
private was not a fixed boundary; rather there were degrees
of accessibility that shifted according to the practices, the
time and the persons involved [18].

Cairo’s modern urbanization schemes usually date back
to the vision of Khedive® Ismail (though it could be argued
that it started earlier). In 1867 Ismail visited the universal
exhibition in Paris to inaugurate the Egyptian exhibit. He
was personally received by Haussmann, who showed him
around a very altered Paris. Janet Abu-Lughod points out
that it is possible that on that visit Ismail met Braillet-
Deschamps the landscape gardener who had executed the
plans for the Bois De Boulogne. It is also possible that it was
then when he first envisioned creating a modern formal
garden of Al-Azbakeiyah replacing a pond. Upon his return
to Cairo Ismail had set his heart on planning the opening of
the Suez Canal with a massive celebration parallel to the
exhibition. ‘Cairo must be cleaned, polished, and given at
least a facade of respectability‘[19, p. 105], comments Abu-
Lughod. Thus Barillet-Deschamps was engaged in Ismail’s
plan to modernize and beautify Cairo. At the center of this
‘polishing’ project was the Azbakeiyah park. It had a
preliminary unimaginative design, and hence Barillet-
Deschamps was commissioned to redesign it as a 19"
century French garden, a plan that was complete by the time
the guests arrived to the grand opening of the Suez canal.
Barillet-Deschamps remained in service even after the
urbanizing projects relaxed after the opening. His schemes
included covering the whole Island of Al-Jazirah with a
formal park surrounding Ismail’s palace, and a five and a
half miles long and three miles wide park to cover the
western bank of the Nile which he died before completing,
and which later became the current zoo, and the campus of
Cairo University [19].

The 19™ century urban spaces, like Azbakeiyah park, that
were the focus of Ismail’s plans to modernize Cairo became
the hub of public and social life. But this public life didn’t
include all different groups of people, as Ahmed would
argue [17]. Locals were confined to the old quarters and
came to the vicinity of Azbakeiyah to entertain and perform,
i.e. as role players in a theatric scene. She further concludes
that the construction of public spaces was dominated by elite
and foreigners in accordance to their preferences and the

'Khedive was the official title of Ismail Pasha and his successors till 1914.
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space was regulated and controlled hence producing
contrasting narratives [17]. Other examples of Cairo’s
celebrated 19" century parks show the same tendency, for
example the Giza Zoo evolved out of the Khedive Ismail’s
harem and was intended as an open area for bourgeois
promenades [20]. What is also common is how the parks
were created to represent notions of modernism, sterilization
and hygiene and respectability. The Azbakeiyah park for
example was created with notions of sterilization in mind,
since it was out of hygiene that the pond that was in its place
was to be cleansed. In addition to that, the objectives of
creating a respectable leisure place as an alternative to the
nearby pleasure gardens of cafés and prostitution were in
mind. Battesti reflects that this coincided with the modern
global meta-narrative of morale, modernity and hygiene that
guided creating parks in urban settings elsewhere [20].

Of course, in the case of these ‘modern’ parks the
colonial design of the public space was later appropriated by
popular classes as wealthier classes opted for more exclusive
‘public’ places [20]. Writing in 1971 Abu-Lughod recounts
the story of decline of Al-Azbakeiyah park, from an
‘exclusive domain, fenced and with an admission charge, in
which white uniformed nannies paraded pampered babies, to
which Europeans and those with European pretentions
flocked to listen to military band concerts.” [19, p.209
emphasis added] to a sad deterioration where the fences have
been removed, the admission charge long gone, and where
the garden is not maintained, and where families picnic as
they please littering the grounds with their leftovers, in a
park stuck in Cairo traffic and oEen only for few hours a day
[19]. Not all the parks of the 19" century got along that same
road of perceived decline associated with openness, for
example a part of the gardens around Ismail’s palace became
an elite sporting club, which is now Al-Jazirah club with a
closed membership, while another part became open to the
public as an aquarium and park [19].

The history behind designing the parks poses the
question of whether they were public at all in the first place.
They definitely were not conceived as public spaces of
inclusion of all, rather sterilized, clean areas of leisure and
promenade, designed to cater for an urban bourgeoisie and a
European ‘public’. These places were kept picturesque and
visually dramatic, and kept functioning as long as they
retained their element of social exclusivity. Opening these
places to the public was generally accompanied by their
decline, decay and lack of maintenance. This in turn, drives
the well to-do upper and middle classes to seek other more
exclusive ‘public’ spaces, like social and sporting clubs with
closed membership, or the contemporary trending
cosmopolitan experiences of shopping malls [21], and
western styled cafés [22] that cater for the aspiration of a
younger generation of an affluent, and cosmopolitan oriented
middle class, or lastly the privatization of public places for
the sake of social control [1]. All of these are examples
which show that the tendency for creating tamed public
spaces that highlight social stratification and difference,
continue to have its thrust decades later with the neo-liberal
moment. Similarly, the high modernist appeal to moral and
hygiene cleanliness associated with public parks have not
receded. Recently, the same concern was underlying the
design of Sayyida Zeinab Model park. A key objective was
to transform the park from its former status of being ‘the
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nighttime meeting place for drug users, gangsters and
alcoholics’ [23, p. 42] to become a national center for
children’s culture.

The discussion of evolving parks in 19" century Cairo,
helps us better understand a historical practice and
experience of ‘being’ in parks as a form of being in public
space that is nevertheless tamed, recreational, picturesque,
and exclusionary. This stands in opposition to a free space of
encountering difference. This experience also informs
discourses of lamentation of parks as public spaces of a
golden age, as they became deteriorated by appropriation and
inclusiveness. | argue that without highlighting this
particular historical experience it is difficult to contextualize
visions of the more contemporary project of Al-Azhar Park.

BEING IN AL-AZHAR PARK

The conception of Al-Azhar park coincides with the
same notions of dramatic landscaping, a mission of civilizing
the  neighborhood, literal  sterilization,  morality,
respectability and cleanliness. All of these are innocent
motifs in representing the park, but carry class overtones.
One example of reporting the creation of the park went in
these terms:

‘Not since the days of the Khedives back
before Garden City lost its gardens, Opera
Square lost its opera and Orman gardens
became a zoo divided has a public park of this
size appeared in the city proper. Like its
predecessors, Al-Azhar Park was made
possible by the generosity of an extremely
wealthy philanthropist. Unlike the others, it
will be a park for the people part of a larger
effort to revitalize the once impoverished
community of Darb Al-Ahmar. Perhaps even
more importantly, it will earn its keep. The
park is expected to attract 2000 visitors a day
and be self-sustaining within two or three
years’ [24].

The reference to the days of the Khedives brings into
mind the golden age of modernization of Cairo, and the 19"
century parks that were discussed earlier. It also situates the
relatively new project of Al-Azhar park within the same
discourse that evolved around its 19" century predecessors.
The idea to create Al-Azhar park dates back to 1984, and it is
part of a project run by the Agha Khan Trust for Culture.
The area on which Al-Azhar park exists now used to be
historically a dumpsite. It is adjacent to Al-Darb Al-Ahmar
area, which is a poor, historically deteriorating popular area
that is rich in Islamic monuments at the same time. The
project took upon itself the construction of three water tanks
for the population of Cairo and replacing the dumpsite with a
green space, and a socio-economic rehabilitation of Al-Darb
Al-Ahmar neighbourhood [25]. The park prizes itself as the
green lung of Cairo, and the project proudly claims to have
altered the landscape of the city.

Inclusion/Exclusion in the Park

As most parks in Cairo, Al-Azhar park is fenced and
entrance is with a ticket, despite the fact that park was
created with an initial vision of it being open to all social
classes [26, p.217]. When wondering around the park one
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notices shifts in different groupings of people one would
encounter. Inside the park there are usually a lot of non-
Egyptians, wandering tourists photographing the scenes,
others more intrigued by the view from above and the access
to the very different and perhaps more ‘authentic’ popular
area that contrasts sharply with the park’s organized and
spacious landscape. The entrance will be crowded with
families, or couples who are just enjoying ‘being’ in a park
or playing with or bathing in fountains (see Fig. 3). Visitors
from middle and upper class usually frequent one of the up-
market restaurants in the park, and younger visitors with a
cosmopolitan outlook target the Geneina theatre.

It might not be unusual to see young people descending
towards the theatre and one of the security guards carefully
watching over them and preventing another group of young
men from following them. Subtly the guards of the park
informally shape the kind of people to access specific areas
in the park, and help maintain it ‘clear’ and ‘safe’. Hence,
while the park truly offers different activities for different
classes of people, it is questionable if it brings different
people together to belong to the same space, rather than
bringing different circles in distant visibility and
juxtaposition. Most of the interviews | did were with
university students and graduates, who are economically
well to do, who speak English fluently and would represent
middle class. In an interview conducted in the lake side café
—one of the three main restaurants located in the park- a
young woman reflected on what attracts her to the place: ‘I
like that the park suits different styles, like you have Trianon
[a Western styled café located inside the park], or if your
life-style is less affordable you can just sit on the benches.’
As | probed her into looking around the place we were in and
pointed to the faraway benches barely seen from afar, | said
‘like those way over there?’ she replied, ‘Okay you are right,
they are not exactly combined’. This sort of differences
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within the park is striking if you wander through it, and it is
obviously understood that there are different kinds of
visitors, and that the space offers different functions for
different groups of people.

An example is the aforementioned Geneina theatre. This
theatre is a cultural venue within the park, run by Culture
Resource (Al Mawred Al Thagafy), which is a regional non-
profit organization that seeks to support independent artists
in the Arab region, among its many other objectives. In an
interview with Ashraf Kenawy [May 25, 2011], the manager
of Egypt’s Programs and the theatre in the organization
mentioned:

‘I do not chose my audience, nevertheless, my
audience is of a special nature, some are the
park’s visitors, usually about 20%, you can
notice them, sometimes they leave in the
middle of the concert, others are the audience
and fans of the program of El-Geneina itself,
and the rest are usually the fans of the specific
band playing...the expansion and
diversification of audience can happen
depending on the show, a unique example was
in October 2010 when we held the
international circus festival, the audience was
very diverse, social wise and age wise, it was
great, and it attracted mostly the park’s
visitors.’

For him though, the integration of the theatre and its
relationship to the park is not very relevant to how the
theatre operates, and the audience it should attract.

The Park’s Accessibility

The theatre lies at the area next to the historical Ayyubid
wall that is under restoration. The wall was unearthed while

Fig. (3). The entrance of the park (photograph by Aya Nassar).
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clearing up the dumpsite, and it separates/connects the park
to the adjacent area of Al-Darb Al-Ahmar. The park is
supposed to work with a notion of permeability in relation to
the neighborhood. That is evident in its perceived role and
relationship to the community. The park prizes itself on
being close to it, and it sees itself as a catalyst for
development in the neighborhood. Thus, its initial vision is
to create a public space for people, while working on their
heritage, and social and economic conditions. The wall has a
separate gate for entrance to or from the area. In the
beginning this gate to Al-Darb Al-Ahmar wasn’t very much
promoted, and depended on people’s curiosity to ask the
guards, because it is significantly smaller and less
conspicuous than the main entrance. A lot of people | spoke
to wouldn’t know before hand that the park has an access to
the Al-Darb Al-Ahmar area, for example. Thus, the open
connection to the neighborhood might be left untapped
because of lack of willingness and curiosity to venture in. In
some of my visits though, | noticed that there are some
deterring signs as well, like security guards asking you
where are you going, or no-pass cones (Fig. 4).

Fig. (4) shows the beginning of the stairway down to the
promenade by the Ayyubid wall that is being restored and
that offers an access to the community of Al-Darb Al-Ahmar
from the park. The picture was taken on one of my earlier
visits. By the second visit the do not pass cones were
removed, instead there was a guard. The guard allowed us
after some negotiation and pretended naivety on our part to
descend the stairway that leads to the historic promenade and
take a stroll, we had to negotiate our way for a while after
several ‘it’s prohibited” (mamnou) on his part, and insistently
asking to see the gate and promising it won’t take more than
five minutes. Only half-way through the staircase we heard
another ‘it’s prohibited’ from a guard below, and again after
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negotiations we were allowed to take a stroll after promising
not to take pictures. It is worthy of note, that formally it is
not prohibited at all for the public to access this area or to
use the gate. In fact the park’s administration organizes
guided tours along this promenade. On a later visit, | used
the structured guided tour, and the experience was different,
where a mini-golf car takes a visitor to the beginning of the
wall, posing at the midway gate. This interplay between
what is formally allowed and what informally shifts between
freedom and prohibition creates a practice of constant
negotiation, with guards as well with signs and maps, about
where one belongs in the park and how to ‘be’ in it.

Fencing and access granting is again constitutive to the
nature of ‘publicness’ of the park, as | have tried to show. As
Susan Bickford would argue, gates could take a variety of
forms, impenetrable walls, barbed wires, redlines on a map
[10] or even do not approach, or caution tapes. And these
could have different social meanings to different people, and
help construct difference and regulate encounters. The
presence of a guard along a path could be reassuring for
some, threatening or discouraging for some, and provocative
for others.

The nature of openness and inclusion also relates to
access to the park, in addition to random encounters inside it.
Deciding on whether the park is truly a public place or not is
rather complex. An argument for its public nature runs along
the lines of it is more public than social clubs with closed
memberships, so it is considered as a public park in this
sense. In the light of the historic experience of modern parks
in Cairo discussed earlier, it can be inferred that a priced and
fenced park wouldn’t be considered unusual, as it would be
in other contexts. Pricing also is not a fixed boundary since
prices shift from weekdays, weekends and public holidays,

Fig. (4). Staircase to the historic wall (photograph by Aya Nassar).
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special prices are granted for families, and reduced tickets
are there for children. Another “category’ on the pricing list
is people from Al-Darb Al-Ahmar and Al-Gamleyya, who
can enter on a reduced ticket. But the main function of
pricing among some of the park frequenters | have spoken to
is to act as a safeguard for the park to stay clean, and to
control the numbers to avoid crowdedness. For many of
those | have talked with, if it is left open to all it will get
spoiled and crowded. None of those interviewed would
resort to class-related terms. Issues of concern will always be
security, space and cleanliness. The term clean in recent
vernacular use refers to upper-class connotations, as opposed
to vulgar, crowded lower-class places or style of dress. This
coincides with the literature on dirt and cleanliness as
classificatory and policing systems, and metaphors of
boundaries [27]. Things that would annoy conservative
young visitors are the unrespectable practices that young
couples would engage in secluded places. Nevertheless the
park is still some place respectable for them since it is
spacious, so one can avoid unpleasant encounters and
because of the role of security. For one of the girls I
interviewed it is one of the places that her parents will feel
comfortable in allowing her to go, since it still fits into an
image of respectability and cleanliness.

These concerns reflect what Battesti noticed while
conducting interviews for his studies on the zoo, he notes
that:

‘Criticism of the public gardens is often severe
among representatives of the wealthier strata
of society who express regret about the
‘invasion’ of public spaces by the masses who
‘do not know how to act, who are not
respectable’ (Mu’addab) [20, p. 503].

Contestation in the Park

The park might be the new ‘it” romantic place for young
couples. Both Elsheshtawy and Batettesti take note of the
opportunities public spaces open up for young unmarried
couples or harmless teenage flirtations. Elsheshtawy in
particular reflects on the changing gender relationships as
one of the elements of urban subcultures that public places
respond to. While it is traditionally unacceptable for a young
unmarried couple to appear together in public, public spaces
allow the room for them to become a not unusual sight in
Cairo, since they are not the exclusive domain of men like
the traditional café but instead integrate both men and
women in their environs [1].

Security guards, though, do keep an eye on what would
be unacceptable behaviour, to keep ‘the reputation’ of the
park, and sometimes they would regard it their role to check
any inappropriate behaviour even if not in a direct or
confrontational way. Such regulation often induces reaction
either subtly or confrontationally. After sunset a security
guard could exclaim that sitting on the grass was forbidden
as the sprinklers were about to work, directing his note to
young couple. In one of the instances the young man made
sure to throw the same comment to another guard sitting on
the grass along the way...’it’s not allowed to sit on the grass,
the sprinklers are going to start’. Though guards have
authority, they would resort to informal perhaps hidden ways
of controlling ‘the places to be’ in the park and visitors
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would react sometimes by forms of hidden dissent. Some
times these informal negotiations could turn into
confrontational contestations. One of these incidents of a
direct confrontation between security personnel in the park
and a young couple, got filmed and uploaded on Youtube,
raising a small debate about infringing of personal freedoms
and what could constitute as moral or appropriate
behaviour/discipline in a public place. Having seen the
Youtube video, it did not seem to raise a huge controversy
then [28]. Yet, it indicates that efforts to police and control
the park will not always go uncontested.

Contestation also strongly features in disputes between
security and the cultural theatre in the park. Although the
park’s administration is fairly neutral, the theatre has been
subject to conflict with authorities. In 2006, a concert that
was supposed to feature a famous dissident poet was banned
and the theatre had to stop performances [29]. Reasons given
were related to security and safety measures of the theatre,
while Ashraf Kenawy brought it back to the security
mentality that infiltrates cultural production, and that have
been generally hostile to independent cultural production.
“The Security mentality sees the theatre and its audience as
dissident and anti-regime, the ironic thing is that I still get
this after the whole political regime has been brought down’,
he commented. The theatre was back in business after six
months thanks to media pressure, but Kenawy said he still
had a problem with the security mentality of censorship. He
depended on the support of the audience that has grown and
come to respect the theatre. The theatre also helped in
expressing controversies in the cultural scene post January
25" 2011. In October 2011 the theatre organized a concert
for Shaa’by (popular) music, where DJs express the voice of
the art scene of informal areas, slums, and the poorest young
in urban Cairo [30]. The concert stirred interesting debate on
the event’s page on Facebook that got to be articulated in
terms of class, propriety, morality and value of high culture.

CONCLUSION: THE PARK AS A POLITICIZED
PUBLIC SPACE?

With 2011, the academic and political interest in public
space and its appropriation surged, with images of Tahrir
square and political protests that claimed public space and
enforced political change. Attention was diverted from less
contentious public spaces, and possibilities of chance
encounters and politics and modes of belonging there. As has
been argued earlier, the nature of public space stems out of
the contending visions of its designated use, its tolerance to
disorder and difference, and for offering space for different
people to belong. The political concept of public
sphere/space poses a normative ideal of freedom and
inclusion; nevertheless the paper has discussed how the
theoretical concept entails a paradoxical relationship of
exclusion that is brought to light when encountered with
actual public spaces.

Al-Azhar park in general represents a place for an
‘outing’: the middle-class term that came to replace the term
‘Fosha’ that usually denoted going out for leisure. In this
sense the park corresponds to a recreational place, and a
dramatic visual landscape that has multiple layers in a dense
historical urban fabric. For some of those | spoke to, (mainly
middle-class young people) order and social discipline is
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guaranteed by the presence of security and is important to
maintain the park as a ‘friendly’ public space. For others,
like the theatre manager, the presence of security is pointless
and absurd. ‘Why have security inside a park? What could be
dangerous inside the park?’

I would, thus, argue that with more encounters among
different groups that frequent the park, contestation could
begin to rise to about the values the park should reflect. So
far the park is still a ‘tamed public space’, but one that is also
used for events of political representation. After 2011, two
newly formed political grouping chose to launch the
inaugural ceremonies in it, which has not been a very
common practice before. It was chosen to launch a newly
formed political party, AI’Adl. In a phone call, Mustafa Al-
Naggar one of the founding members explained the reason
why they chose the place:

‘We wanted to deliver the message that we
combine authenticity and modernity, as youth
we do not want to be divorced from our
identity, we chose Al-Azhar park to stress this
idea, we also chose the place inside the park
that has the background of mosques and the
citadel, we wanted this to be the
background...secondly, people are used to
inauguration ceremonies that are in Hotels, or
syndicates, we wanted to reach out to people
in a place where they would normally
frequent’.

Two concerns appear here. The first is the symbolic
landscape that the park conveys by its juxtaposition to
popular historic neighborhoods. It sets a scene that is usually
envisaged as a mix between renovation and elements of
historic Cairo. The second is the perception of the park as a
more public venue, than offers open outreach to people, who
otherwise might not be able or interested to join in. The park
was later used several times for similar inaugurations of
political campaigns and initiatives.

According to practices one witnesses in the park, and
according to the initial plan of the park, it could hardly fit as
a public space in the political ideal sense. It seems to be a
relatively tamed public space, if it weren’t for the daily and
mundane practices of ‘being’ in the park, and negotiating to
find the place in it where one belongs between the
restaurants, the theatre, and the neighborhood. | wouldn’t
also argue that it is a dead public space [31], especially when
the nature of similar public spaces in Cairo is taken into
consideration. As has been commented, parks and spaces for
recreation have never been really open to an undifferentiated
public. They were usually catering to a very socially
homogenous higher-class group looking for social
exclusivity as a value, and the trend seems to unfortunately
continue with increasing neo-liberal consumption places. As
one interviewee would say: ‘Many people from upper middle
class or upper class believe being in a garden is boring, and
would prefer going to cosmopolitan places like shopping
malls, and hotels, places that are indoors and air-conditioned,
where people go to show off.’

The case of Al-Azhar park is informative in several
ways. Even though it is generally regarded as a very
successful public space project, it raises a lot of questions for
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those seeking to problematize the possibility of chance
encounters and difference in public spaces the city. It is also
telling about how pervasive discourses of order and social
predictability are and seem desirable in a city engulfed with
discourses of exploding chaos: a concern that infiltrates the
political discursive public sphere in Egypt.
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