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INTRODUCTION

This study examines the phenomenon of simulating the traditional 
Egyptian alley in an event entitled “Al-Hara” - which means “The 
Alley” in Arabic - hosted by the Theatre and Film Club in the 
American University in Cairo (AUC) in the spring of 2015. The 
main goal of this study is to problematize such phenomenon, and 
provide alternative interpretations for it. The paper begins with 
contextualizing the phenomenon both politically and geographi-
cally in a broader perspective, shedding light on the bigger um-
brella of the neoliberal political economy and its spatial implica-
tions in staging the scene for the spectacle. A description of the 
event follows, inspecting the event of Al-Hara, as an exhibition; 
drawing similarities of representation between such constructed 
spectacle in 2015, and the World Exhibitions and Fares of the 18th 
century, given the difference between the exhibitors and exhibits 
in both cases. In the first, the exhibitor is basically from the same 
origin of the exhibit, only with class and cultural differences, but 
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of the same society. As for the second, the exhibitor is the Eu-
ropean Colonialist. In the following section, further analysis is 
conducted using Orientalism as a framework to understand the 
structure of the relation between the Orientalist and the Oriental in 
the case of Al-Hara. Examining the process of defining and conse-
quently representing the Other, and through this, Orientalizing the 
Self, followed after, with questioning the hyper-reality of Al-Hara 
as a simulacrum.

1. THE NEOLIBERAL UNIVERSITY

Neo-liberalism advocating the greater role in market economy in 
national system, “the progress of society in material and social 
values depends on the freedom of individuals to make choices” 
The wide variety of “choices”  new cities are offering, including 
all its assistive services with a wide pool of other choices in terms 
of educational institutes and bodies that compose a wide picture of 
substituted goods than the provision of the national system (Sayed, 
2006). As if Cairo did not exist, new cities such as New Cairo and 
6th of October, located barely 40 km away from downtown Cairo, 
strive unashamedly to distance themselves –economically and so-
cially, but also affectively– from the once city victorious, Escap-
ing the existing urban reality to a better sold image of a gated 
“better life” with all-inclusive facilities of education and services 
to guarantee the pure exclusion and independence from other. The 
lack of public transportation connecting the core urban area with 
the suburbs in the desert facilitates the geographical detachment of 
these cities, which has grown devoted to the needs and whims of 
its wealthy residents, turning its back to the Egyptian capital and 
its history. The dirt, noise and disorder associated with the city, 
especially since the political upheavals of 2011, are declared off 
limits in the luxury housing developments and the gated commu-
nities that proliferate in the desert landscape. 
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Following the prevailing neo-liberal notions of capitalism in 
creating exclusive urban environments and socioeconomic cir-
cles, privatized educational institutes serve as poles of attraction 
for economic investment, taking priority over being institutions 
of higher education. In Cairo, private universities are anchor proj-
ects for the rise of new satellite cities. The relation between the 
establishment of new cities and private universities is contingent, 
completing the commodified image of a “sufficient community”, 
promoting those satellite cities.  Marketed heavily on their part-
nership agreements with western universities, these seemingly co-
lonial educational facilities aim to sell “better educational reform” 
compared to the higher education provided by public state univer-
sities, transforming knowledge from a public and accessible right 
to a branded commodity available upon payment. As shown in the 
timeline in Figure (1), the state’s efforts in founding public univer-
sities froze within the period of Al-Sadat’s open economy era, and 
alternatively shifted to facilitating the establishment of privatized 
universities concurrently with the rise of new cities. 

The new relatively distant geographic locations from the city’s 
core, has directly impacted the construction of new, highly de-
pendent identities and characters fearing the normal confronta-
tion with daily situations exterior to their comfort zones. Mobility 
norms to and from these locations are manifested in the exclusive 
form of private vehicular systems, whether university assigned 
buses or privately owned cars. Thus, the exposure to the city is 
limited to the daily commute to campus and to the surrounding 
suburban commercialized facilities for recreation. Accordingly, 
new generations are emerging in these exclusive social bubbles, 
barely relating to the city’s diverse cultures, the resulting detach-
ment purposefully inferenced their longing to create a world which 
didn’t exist. Surely the objective to reinvent a copy of Al-Hara was 
not to reacquaint themselves with Egypt’s alleyways, but to invent 
a world to alienate themselves from.

Al-Hara as a Spectacle
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Figure 1. Time line of Egyptian State and Private Universities Es-
tablishment (Source: Author)

2. THE EVENT PROJECT: AL-HARA AS AN EXHIBITON 

In Timothy Mitchell’s Colonizing Egypt, He describes the World 
Exhibitions in European cities as mere representations of real-
ity, which arose from the effect of an ‘external reality’ (Mitchell, 
1988). Mitchell noted to such exhibitions as “Spectacles, set up 
the ‘world as a picture’ ordered it up before an audience as an 
object on display, to be viewed, experienced and investigated” 
(Mitchell, 1988). In this section, I shall analyze the main compo-
nents of the event as an exhibition, the set-up setting, costumes 
and performances through which the experience of the traditional 
Egyptian alley is represented.
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Advertising for the event was mainly through social media, 
particularly, a Facebook event that circulated fast among inner 
circles of AUC, and other private universities’ students as well. “It 
is a unique and unprecedented experience from the local Egyptian 
streets brought to you. Come experience one of Egypt’s gems and, 
what we believe, is our lost identity.”1 With this as the introductory 
statement of the page, inviting its audience to pay a 150 Egyptian 
Pounds ticket to have a chance “to walk in the alleys of Cairo, and 
experience this style of living”. The commercialization of the event 
is based on its target audience which requires such entertainment.  In 
their sense, identity is perceived as an exotic commodity, which the 
spectator is provided the opportunity to reclaim it in the materialized 
form of this experience.

2.1 SETTING
The event took place in the AUC in New Cairo, a fortified campus 
in the desert of New Cairo City, approximately 30 kilometers away 
from the city core of Cairo. According to one of the organizers, when 
interviewed; “We brought Al-Hara all the way to the AUC cam-
pus.”2 Another was asked about the possibilities for AUC students 
to visit traditional neighborhoods the answer was; “Well, they could, 
but they don’t have to, we have brought it to them here. It’s on their 
campus. Also it’s much safer here” (Bower, 2015). This in a way 
determines the geographic relationship between the model (simula-
tion) and reality, drawing the apparent lines of segregation between 
two communities of the same place, implying that the common liv-
ing environment of most Egyptians is marked as unsafe. 

As expected from a theatre and film club, the setting was im-
pressive, showing to be well-funded. The club constructed a partial 
part of a traditional Egyptian neighborhood, with the famous Egyp-
tian Qahwa –street coffee shop, ground floor shops, fair grounds, 
street vendors with carts or sitting on the ground, and a cornered 
stage with Khiyamiyya –the tent-makers textiles, decorated with 
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colorful hanging light bulbs (Bower, 2015). This attempt to an ac-
curate representation of a fed the purpose to materialize the whole 
experience in a sense where the observer would hardly differentiate 
between the real and the model. Here the resemblance between this 
case and the Westernized image of the Orient and its real figure. 

2.2 CUSTOMS
In order for this setting to operate in a traditional sense, the role of 
costume play was essential to complete the rendered image of Al-
Hara. Students performing in Al-Hara were all dressed to the role 
they each played, with Gallabiyya-s and ubiquitous Tarbushe-s 
despite the facts that those do not represent the Egyptian outfit any 
longer, but according to their romanticized vision, all traditional 
elements are the main components of what they named ‘The tra-
ditional scene’. “The tarbush is something from our past, it’s very 
traditional”, said one student (Bower, 2015).

Figure 2. Simulated Street vendor with dressed custom, cart and 
traditional tent-makers textiles as a background at Al-Hara Event.
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Figure 3. Customs of Koshari Sellers at Al-Hara Event
(Source: El 7ara: How the other 95 percent lives, http://www.ma-
damasr.com/sections/culture/el-7ara-how-other-95-percent-lives 
accesed April 2, 2016)

2.3 PERFORMANCE
What differentiates this event from what we know of exhibits is 
the pastiche of folkloric performances represented in patchworks 
carried out through the spectacle. The anchor of the event revolved 
around re-performing a fake local wedding, which the whole set-
up served as a setting location, as traditional Egyptian weddings 
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were depicted in black and white movies, occupying the whole al-
ley, with ceremonial lights hung up on the buildings’ facades. The 
celebratory atmosphere was complemented by a marching brass 
band that played the folkloric music of Hasaballah’s Band.  

Figure 4. Brass Band performing in Hassaballah’s Band tradition-
al costume at Al-Hara Event
(Source: El 7ara: How the other 95 percent lives, http://www.ma-
damasr.com/sections/culture/el-7ara-how-other-95-percent-lives 
accesed April 2, 2016)

The staging of this scenario, which presents as spectacle the 
well-known colors, sounds, smells and tastes of Al- Hara– is 
reminiscent of Mitchell’s description of the Egyptian exhibit at 
the 1867 Exposition Universelle in Paris (Mitchell, 1988). The 
then celebrated imitation of medieval Cairo in the European 
capital has been replaced by an imitated simulation of Cairo’s 
alleys just a few kilometers away from the exotic “other”. In 
a peculiar role switching, it is the street vendors and not the 
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Khedive Ismail –viceroy of Egypt– who became the protag-
onists of the exhibition, their counterfeit presence reclaimed 
through mimicry by university students in their search for their 
lost identity. 

The representational relationship between the creators of the 
simulation and the real alley which the former ‘orientalizes’ and 
stereotypes the latter, is furtherly discussed in the following sec-
tion through the interpretation of Edward Said’s Orientalism as a 
framework for analyzing the phenomenon of Al-Hara.

3. AL-HARA: A PRODUCT OF SELF-ORIENTALISM

In Said’s post-colonial canon, Orientalism, he defined it as a 
constellation of false assumptions underlying Western attitudes 
toward the Middle East. A framework used by the West to un-
derstand the unfamiliar or strange, a lens that distorts the other’s 
actual reality (Said, 1978). As Orientalism is affiliated with the 
representation of the Self or Occident and the Other or Orient, 
in which the Self is privileged and has the upper hand to define 
and reconstruct the Other. Said argued that Orient and Occident 
worked as oppositional terms, so that the “Orient” was construct-
ed as a negative inversion of the Occident’s culture. Accordingly, 
it is mandatory to first define the Self and the other in order to 
configure the structure of relationship between the Orient and the 
Orientalist.

3.1 ORIENTALIZING THE SELF
In order to analyze the representational phenomenon of Al-hara, it 
is essential to begin with the distinction between the Self and the 
Other in such case. The Self and the Other can be translated to the 
Occident/Orient, us/them, The West/the rest. In all these cases, the 
Self defines «its other» in relation to himself/herself, where the 
other is an alien and alter ago, to, and of the self  (Said, 1976). By 
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this process of Othering, he/she perceives the Oriental as different 
from his/her own (Ashcroft, 1995).

In the case of the of Al-Hara, The Self, in this case the Egyptian 
upper classes, has instantly defined themselves, as well as those 
who are similar to him/her, as the secluded minority of indigenous 
elite separating themselves from the whole of the Egyptian soci-
ety, and referring to the rest –majority of Egyptians– as the Other. 
The intention behind creating such Spectacle clearly rose from the 
sense of detachment from the core of the city as well as the per-
ception that Other’s part of the city is marked to be dangerous. 
As quoted from one the organizers of the event; “Many rich men 
would not want their daughters to visit a place like this in real life, 
it’s too dangerous. Probably 50 percent of these people have never 
seen a place like this for real, but its safe here” (Bower, 2015). As 
eloquently said, this evidently reflects how this social class has un-
ashamedly placed itself distant from the rest of society, affectively 
polarizing itself from the exotic other.

3.2 REPRESENTING THE OTHER
Said based an extensive part of his work on Michel Foucault’s 
concept of Knowledge is Power. For Foucault, power and knowl-
edge are not seen as independent entities but are inextricably re-
lated—knowledge is always an exercise of power, and power al-
ways a function of knowledge (Foucault, 1980). Said identified 
the relationship between the Occident and the Orient through what 
he named “Cultural Strength”, claimed by the Occident. “Knowl-
edge of the Orient is generated out of strength, in a sense creates 
the Orient, where the Orient, the Oriental and his/her world, are 
studied, judged, disciplined and illustrated by the Occident”, pro-
ducing the knowledge through which the Orient is contained and 
represented as a phenomenon possessing certain characteristics” 
(Said, 1978). Al-Hara as an act of depicting part of the Egyptian 
society in a perpetual, timeless state has huge resemblance with 
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European attitudes toward “the East” in the 19th and 20th cen-
turies. In the 19th century, knowledge of the Orient was defined 
by a set of recurring images and clichés that do not match reality, 
but merely depends on the orientalists “Archive of Information”. 
According to Said, the archive is held together by a set of ideas, 
unifying and generalizing a set of values. Based on these ideas and 
values, the Oriental can be explained and accordingly represented 
(Said, 1976).

By reading the reproduced image of Al-Hara, we can at-
tain the ideas and values of which the Self holds for the other. 
Its mostly based on the romanticized images from the past, 
represented as the cultural heritage derived from media, such 
as old films and literature novels, which in itself is an older 
form of elites representing the poor. The depiction process is 
entirely based on the representor’s mental image of the tradi-
tional, with no relation to actual reality. “The tarbush is some-
thing from our past, it’s very traditional, you’ll see it in lots of 
old movies, for example.” said another organizer –dressed in 
a Gallabiyya worn over his modern outfit– when asked about 
the choice of customs (Bower, 2015). Apparently, the refer-
ence wherefrom Al-Hara was being represented, was casted 
from an earlier form of representation, which also deployed 
the power to create knowledge from which the later represen-
tation inaugurated.

4. THE HYPER-REALITY OF AL-HARA

In order to understand the event as a simulation of the original 
Egyptian alley, this section will elucidate Badrillard’s concepts 
Simulacrum and Hyper-reality, by suggesting the phenomenon as 
a pure manifestation of both concepts. 

 As quoted from his essay The Precession of Simulacra; “Sim-
ulation is no longer that of a territory, a referential being, or a 
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substance. It is the generation by models of a real without origin 
or reality: a hyperreal” (Baudrillard, 1994). Hyper-reality is tech-
nically, in Baudrillard’s terms, not a reality that exists to separate 
simulacrum from reality in the world. It is, in fact, a distraction 
from a real world which is in itself “unreal”. According to Baudril-
lard, simulation leads inevitably to the extinction of the original, 
thus the Simulacra can never be exchanged for what is originally 
real. The basis for this is presented in his four successive phases 
of the simulation of an image, which will be used to analyze the 
phenomenon of Simulating Al-Hara, but in the form of simultane-
ous layers rather than successive stages, as they are concurrently 
pertinent in this case.

It is also very valid here to discuss Umberto Eco’s interpre-
tation of Hyper-reality. Eco believes that hyper-reality mani-
fests itself in the portrayals of history, art and architecture, en-
tertainment, and nature. In his essay Travels in Hyper-reality 
describing his first visit to America he outlined the process of 
portraying history through making things come alive and recon-
structing full-scale  interiors, mixes the fake with the real so 
that the observer has a difficult time deciphering them as being 
apart from each other. ‘In the world of art and architecture, if the 
Americans can’t have the real thing, according to Eco, they will 
“fabricate the absolute fake”, or create an, “authentic copy”. For 
entertainment purposes, we have created whole cities for our 
enjoyment; these cities help our fantasies become realities’ Eco, 
1986). 

What Eco described back then, is a vastly applicable explana-
tion for Al-Hara, with its pure entertaining and materialized no-
tions. The simulation resulted from the sense of detachment from 
–what its creators named– identity. In their strive to reclaim it, an 
“Authentic Copy” was produced, distant from reality and fails to 
be related to any origin.
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5. REOCCURRENCES OF THE PHENOMENON

The multiplication of the phenomenon in different forms would 
not come surprisingly. The Simulacrum of Al-Hara and other simi-
lar traditional cultural Egyptian festivities such as Mouled-s and 
Zar-s are increasingly occurring within various scenes. However, 
the elite-ness of the context in which it takes place, is a common 
attribute for most of them. Al-Hara was not the first of its kind as 
an event to take place. Nonetheless it has been followed conse-
quently with several similar events which have followed the same 
representational patterns of imitation and reconstruction, and same 
cause as well, to provide an authentic copy.

Malls of New Cairo City regularly organize events to celebrate 
seasonal festivities and, from time to time, ostensibly attempts 
to recreate Egyptian traditional scenes. In January of 2015, the 
Downtown Mall– an open shopping mall and businesses dis-
trict, which aspires to be “the New Cairo City hub”, organized a 
Mouled, complete with a repertoire of the same figures used in Al-
Hara event. The street vendors dressed in folkloric attire, bright 
colored tablecloths, Tannoura performances…etc. (Galan, 2015). 

Another very similar event was hosted at the German Univer-
sity in Cairo (GUC), a neighboring private university to the AUC 
in April of 2016. The event entitled; “As7ab Makan: Reviving 
Egyptian Zar Music” was organized by The GUC Music Academy 
in collaboration with Makan– the Egyptian Center for Culture and 
Arts dedicated to folkloric Egyptian Music. Astonishingly, the 
event, which was also publicized through social media, provided 
a peculiar description;
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Figure 5. Zar Event Poster
(Source: Facebook Event page: https://www.facebook.com/
events/582138908625958/ accesed April 2, 2016)
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“Celebrating and reviving our Egyptian musical heritage, the 
GUC Music Academy in cooperation with Egyptian Center for 
Culture and Arts – Makan are presenting an unforgettable night, 
where East meets West, Orient meets Occident, a phenomenal 
evening with extraordinary musicians, who have practiced the art 
of Egyptian folkloric chants and Zar music for generations.”3 This 
description draws a portrait of pure self-orientalism. It might be 
inaccurate to name it ‘representation’ in this case. With the choice 
made clear to be identified as the West/Occident (GUC), meeting 
the East. This polarized social group has secluded itself entirely 
from its own society, designating itself as the Western colonial 
who inspects and enjoys an exotic simulacrum of the other, pro-
duced by his/her own self.

Figure 6. Left: Set-up construction of False Facades of Al-Hara at 
Palm Hills Club House 

Most recently, simulation of Al-Hara is being replicated in 
Palm Hills Club- a gated luxury housing development in the des-
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ert landscape of 6th of October City, West Cairo, another attempt 
to reconstruct a fake representation of the traditional alley to act 
as a recreational hotspot in Ramadan–Muslims’ Fasting month. 
Replacing the university campus venue, the simulation takes place 
at the compound’s club house, overlooking a luxurious swimming 
pool surrounded by vast open green areas, using the same media-
inspired decorative tools to falsely create an authentic atmosphere. 
The reproduction of such simulacra is based on the same notions, 
following the same steps, targeting the same audience from which 
its created, and eventually result in typical copies of simulation 
regardless of the theme intended.

Figure 7. Right: Setting location, with refurbished street-food cart.

6. CONCLUSION

Based on what has been previously discussed, the reoccurring 
phenomena of simulating traditional Egyptian modes and atmo-
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spheres through exclusive, and socially defined events is a re-
flection of increasing spatial segregation exacerbating the “so-
cial polarization” of the Egyptian society. Such simulations are 
structured upon the representational relationship between the Elite 
Egyptian community and what’ve the have defined as their Other, 
through their Orientalists’ lens. Accordingly, the representation 
product is a simulacrum, a hyper-real model with no affiliation to 
reality and lack of truthfulness. These multiplied authentic copies 
are becoming more prevalent and commonly reproduced within 
its communities; in strive to dig-up what they’ve named their lost 
identity that can only be retrieved through imitated copies regard-
less originality.

NOTES

1. Event Description - Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/
events/444885549009212/ accesed April 2, 2016
2. Television interview conducted with organizers of the event: CBC 
Egypt https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=TuvzxNswWWM accesed 
April 2, 2016
3. Event Description - Facebook page: https://www.facebook.com/
events/582138908625958/ accesed May 30, 2016. 
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