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CULTURE, ENVIRONMENT, AND SUSTAINABILITY:
THEORETICAL NOTES AND REFLECTION ON A
COMMUNITY PARK PROJECT IN CAIRO

 Abdelhalim Ibrahim Abdelhalim

This paper consists of two complementary and loosely related parts.
The first section, which I will entitle Culture, Environment, and
Sustainability consists of three observations and a hypothesis about
the interrelation between culture and the environment, and its dy-
namics of change, development, and sustainability. This hypothesis
will serve as a theoretical and philosophical framework for the sec-
ond part, in essence, an account of a ten-year-old experiment in link-
ing the culture of a local community in Egypt to a major environ-
mental and landscaping project. The community is Sayeda Zeinab, a
vibrant but poor community of some 1,000,000 people in the old
district of the city of Cairo, Egypt. The project is the planning, con-
struction, and maintenance of the Cultural Park for Children in Sayeda
Zeinab, a facility of two and a half acres which includes, among other
things, a children’s museum, an open-air theatre, a library, playgrounds,
and several gardens.1

The theoretical framework and the account of the project will hope-
fully work together to illustrate an approach to a community-based
planning and development process which rests on understanding and
reconstructing age-old processes of development indigenous to most,
if not all traditional or pre-industrial communities, while remaining
completely rooted in the socio-economic and technical realities of
today.2

The aim of this paper is to draw scholarly and professional attention
to the importance of understanding local cultures as mechanisms for
sustaining human solidarity and creativity in the context of the de-
sign and development processes.  This is a tool, which when fully
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understood can, be mobilised to enable, empower, concretely and crea-
tively engage local communities in the conception, production, and
regeneration of their environment. The focus on landscaping is not an
accidental or ephemeral aspect of present hypothesis, but is an essential
part of the theoretical framework. As the account of the park will
show, gardening in particular and landscaping in general can be a model
and a focus for the reinstitution of this age-old process of regeneration.

I:  Culture, Environment, and Sustainability

All living communities have their own culture with a set of norms
and mechanisms shared by members of the community to establish
and regenerate their identity and creative energy, and to re-establish
their sense of solidarity. In traditional or pre-industrial, pre-modern
societies, these cultural mechanisms were closely related to the crea-
tion and maintenance of the environment and its sustainability. In
industrial and post-industrial societies, this relation seems to disinte-
grate. In such a context, a mode of environmental production pre-
vails, where the conception, production, and maintenance of the en-
vironment is separated from the culture of the community. In the
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