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This book is dedicated to Juno, my old lady Patterdale terrier,  
and former accomplice to so many valuable walks in the park.
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CHAPTER 1

Everyday Spaces for Participation and Policy

Abstract  This book concerns the significance and values of everyday par-
ticipation in municipal public parks, the connections these have with cul-
tural policy, placemaking and place governance, and to the practising and 
stewardship of public space. Adopting a critical cultural policy lens, it iden-
tifies the municipal public park as a mundane but extraordinarily treasured 
place for participation and production of cultural values, for regulation, 
resistance and the practising of citizenship. The first chapter sets out the 
motivations for studying public parks as spaces for local governance and 
cultural policy, outlining the book’s theoretical orientation and the con-
ceptual terms that it explores and prioritises in subsequent chapters, which 
concern the values of parks, their ‘cultural-ness’ and ‘public-ness’ and 
their relevance to policy. It also sets out the structure of the book and 
outlines the empirical research on everyday participation in England and 
Scotland, the basis for the inquiry into these important cultural pol-
icy spaces.

Keywords  Municipal park • Cultural policy • Local governance • 
Cultural value • Public space • Cultural public sphere • Green lungs • 
Public good
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Introduction

The municipal public park is both a mundane and exceptional object of 
study. This book explores the significance of urban public parks and the 
contributions they make in our everyday lives, as communal spaces of par-
ticipation. I consider them as cultural spaces and resources, component 
parts of broader cultural ecosystems, in their facility of public space and 
public value and as long-standing instruments and agents of cultural pol-
icy. The impact of the global COVID-19 pandemic throughout 2020 and 
2021 significantly heightened this consideration. As coronavirus transmis-
sion locked people out of their workplaces, leisure spaces, cultural and 
night-time economies, it presented the public park in a new light, in an 
accelerated rise to the top of the essentials list for everyday living, exercise 
and respite from the torpor of home-schooling, Netflix streaming and 
Zoom calls.

For those who have had access, and particularly for those without pri-
vate gardens or means of transport to rural landscapes, parks became green 
havens offering places to hear birdcalls, breathe fresh air and absorb the 
natural environment. During national lockdowns, parks were the sites of 
family parties, birthdays and anniversaries, illicit gatherings, work meet-
ings, daily walks and ‘pubstitutes’.1 On any single evening in early summer 
2020, the local English municipal park contained joggers slaloming 
around picnickers and dog-walkers, children feeding ducks, teenagers 
hogging playgrounds, knitting groups social distancing on benches, skate-
boarders dodging mobility scooters, alongside circus skills, personal train-
ing and yoga groups. Serendipity and DIY culture augmented existing 
natural heritage, public art and statuary within parks. Parks became 
impromptu festival sites, theatres, art galleries and living rooms, imbued 
with a tacit recognition of the rules of the pandemic – social distancing, 
family bubbles – and littered with the detritus of mask wearing and hand 
sanitising amongst the barbecues and beer cans.

Manchester’s Park Team and more than 100 voluntary groups that they 
support have worked tirelessly to provide safe access to the green lungs of 
the city. The number of people visiting parks has risen by more than 20% and 
the pressure to keep them clean and safe has risen accordingly, with 147,000 
bags of litter collected from parks last year. (Manchester City Council 
2021, p. 130)

  A. GILMORE
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The use of parks as cultural spaces, sites of domestic practice and every-
day participation, is far from new, nor is the regulation of human behav-
iour within these spaces, whether through external supervision or 
internalised convention. As this book argues, municipal public parks sup-
port multiple forms of participation that generate cultural value whilst 
facilitating the regulation and control of individual (and public) bodies 
and their behaviour. They have done so since their establishment in the 
nineteenth century, drawing on much older practices of land use and gov-
ernance within human settlements. As public spaces, they present oppor-
tunities for social encounter, observation and judgement that are at once 
a means for management and a source of public good. The pandemic has 
made these attributes keener to the public eye, if not more demanding of 
the attention of those who hold the purse strings. Despite the evidence of 
its centrality to lockdown life, there is no statutory duty on the part of the 
government to care for and maintain public parks in England, the main 
site of this study, and there remain many inequalities of access and diversity 
of policy support for green spaces in cities all over the world (Shoari 
et al. 2020).

There are many investigators and supporters of public parks across aca-
demic disciplines, from researchers who look at city green spaces from 
environmental, ecological and urban planning perspectives (e.g. Dobson 
and Dempsey 2020; Mell 2022) to social scientists who explore parks’ 
relations to social order, public management and economic geography of 
towns and cities (e.g. Low et al. 2009; Cohen et al. 2016; Barker 2017; 
Smith 2013). As Jones (2018) argues, parks are a fertile ground for cross-
disciplinary study, since they are evolving ecological spaces, which trans-
form and mediate and which can be read through a wide range of lenses. 
There are park historians who study changes in the aesthetics, dynamics 
and uses of parks over time (e.g. Colton 2016; Hickman 2013; Layton-
Jones 2018; O’Reilly 2019), many of whom write from the perspective of 
their own public engagement with specific urban parks as curators, volun-
tary stewards and lay preachers of their value (e.g. Conway 1996; Ruff 
2016). There are also those whose focus is on the very concept of the 
public park as a necessary invention that is both a metaphor for utopia and 
lost paradise (e.g. Jones and Wills 2005), people’s palace and common-
place institution (e.g. Elborough 2016) and a time capsule which offers a 
text written by the city as “site of serious urban enquiry” (Jones 2018, 
p. 41). All of these observers are passionate and ardent fans of the park, 
whatever their disciplinary perspective.

1  EVERYDAY SPACES FOR PARTICIPATION AND POLICY 
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What this book aims to do differently, and the contribution it aims to 
make to this interdisciplinary terrain, is to explore municipal public parks 
through a lens of cultural policy to make connections between parks and 
other forms of local publicly funded, state-supported cultural provision 
that brings people together in participation in public space, in ways that 
both satisfy and frustrate policy makers whilst realising a multitude of cul-
tural values. My interest is in how public parks, their histories and uses, are 
recognised and understood as policy instruments, and also policy prob-
lems, within contemporary everyday life. They are, I argue, part of local 
cultural ecosystems that also include art galleries, museums, libraries and 
theatres, concert halls and comedy venues, pubs, clubs, community pro-
grammes, studio spaces, festivals, gyms, leisure centres, football stadia, 
church halls and other faith spaces. Their study reveals much to the critical 
cultural policy researcher and scholar of arts and cultural management, 
which will complement and contribute to existing knowledge on dis-
courses of cultural value and their association with the regulation and pro-
motion of participation.

It is no accident, therefore, that I begin by turning to a common refer-
ence point in cultural policy studies, the English Victorian art critic and 
social commenter, John Ruskin.

Parks and Value

There is an often-cited John Ruskin quotation that signals the purpose 
and value through which public parks are esteemed:

The measure of any great civilisation is its cities and a measure of the city’s 
greatness is to be found in the quality of its public spaces, its parks and its 
squares. (NHMF and HLF 1996, p. 9)

Lord Rothschild used this quotation in his foreword of the 1995–1996 
Annual Report of the Heritage Lottery Fund and National Heritage 
Memorial Fund, which set out the terms through which the new Urban 
Parks Programme would invest in public parks to halt their state of rapid 
deterioration, as visible and popular beneficiaries of the new National 
Lottery funding. This signalled a specific shift in cultural policy, amongst 
a number of other fundamental changes during the 1990s, by deliberately 
extending the breadth of the remit for heritage funders and hence the defi-
nition of what comprises heritage value and historic environment (Tandy 

  A. GILMORE
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2019). It was partly an outcome of Park Life, the influential report by 
consultancy Comedia (Greenhalgh and Worpole 1995), which put for-
ward the recommendation for lottery funding as a necessary means to halt 
decline, based on substantial empirical research into public perceptions 
and uses of public parks. This research acknowledged the multifarious his-
torical and contemporaneous attachments of value to parks through their 
community use and, importantly, highlighted how, despite the changing 
urban fabric, parks still convey more public value than was recognised by 
their contemporary place in urban policy agendas. It made an important 
new case for National Lottery funds to go to parks on the basis that this 
would meet a significant proportion of the lottery distributors’ funding 
criteria by creating spaces for community wellbeing through sports and 
recreation, arts and cultural programming, memorialisation and heritage 
and upkeep of the public realm.

The considerable values that urban parks hold for both people and 
places, and the articulation of these values as both intrinsic and extrinsic, 
contributing to a range of policy interests, are central concerns of this 
book. I will be arguing that the values articulated through the relation-
ships of individual and social bodies with public parks are part of affective 
communication within the “public cultural sphere” (McGuigan 2004). In 
addition to social, political, economic and other value domains, parks are 
vehicles for both imagining the good life and working out salient thoughts 
and feelings of “life-world concerns” (McGuigan 2004, p. 134), as much 
as, if not more than, great arts and literature. Through these relationships 
to the emotional and aesthetic, and their predominantly public ownership, 
municipal parks are part of urban cultural ecosystems, governed, buffeted 
and bankrolled by cultural policy flows and forces. This raises a further 
central theme of the ‘parks value paradox’: despite an explicit recognition 
of public value and multiple forms of evidence to support these claims, 
public funding for municipal public parks in England is of consistent con-
tention and their status as assets, rather than liabilities, for local govern-
ment in constant jeopardy.

The Ruskin quotation above has frequently been attached to lobbying 
for greater recognition of the objective value of parks worldwide, appear-
ing in many briefing and advocacy documents, from open letters to news-
papers (Barber 1992) and submissions to Select Committee enquiries 
(House of Commons 1999) to public space strategies in New Zealand 
(Wellington City Council 2009) and hotel brochures in India (RARE 
2020). Its original provenance amongst Ruskin’s many writings has been 

1  EVERYDAY SPACES FOR PARTICIPATION AND POLICY 
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seemingly lost2; if genuine, its sentiment originated at a time of continuing 
concern about the shocks, checks and balances of mass urbanisation and 
industrialisation in the nineteenth century. It is worth briefly unpacking 
the statement within this context, to explore how it heralded municipal 
approaches to cultural policy and why it is important to the arguments of 
this book.

Within the statement, public squares and parks are components of the 
urban environment, with qualities which play active parts in making cities 
great, and great cities, in turn, demonstrate civility: parks, therefore, act as 
nested quality indicators in the benchmarks for cities and for civil society. 
To understand better the relations to cultural policy, the logic chain in 
Ruskin’s measure for value needs to be reversed, as in this direction we see 
that it is the propensity of public parks to instil civilising agendas within 
urban populations, through their prescription of cultural values for the 
betterment, enrichment and containment of society. Arguably, parks make 
the civil population that allows cities to prosper, rather than the other way 
round. But let us not (yet) get hung up on correlation or causation: a 
measure is an indicator, not a predictor, presumably.

Further, a number of things can be construed by the term ‘quality’ as a 
measure for how parks are related to civilising processes. ‘Quality’ might 
mean the design and architectural standards of these new public spaces, 
the ways that the location, planning and planting of parks present land-
scapes and vistas within cities as incursions of nature in the urban realm. It 
might mean the affordances that their designs have in bringing together 
different publics in social encounter and interaction, creating zones and 
amenities that require people to assemble, to observe each other, take part 
in exercise and keep them away from less healthy pursuits. These were all 
strategies of the Victorian parkmakers at the time of Ruskin’s writing, as is 
discussed later, in Chap. 2.

Ruskin is known for his art criticism, his philanthropy and his polemics 
against the political economy of industrial capitalism in his vast collected 
works of lectures and public letters, published assiduously in Fors Clavigera. 
Whilst he advocated for the promotion of engagement with nature and 
beauty, he also knew that parks were places of social control and class dis-
tinction. For example, he finds parks to be the display sites for wealth and 
self-aggrandisement (and self-containment) for the un-curious, where 
Victorian gentlemen would wander “my richer readers, only round the 
parks, every day, instead of from place to place through England, learning 
a thing or two on the road?” (Letter 66, June 1876, Fors Clavigera Volume 
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VI in Cook and Wedderburn 1907, p. 631). Here Ruskin is berating his 
peers for not wanting to see the different walks of life that he accesses as 
he travels around the country on his own peculiar civic mission. Another 
earlier letter features a diatribe on London society as a drain on the rest of 
the country, whose country people provide its food, and whose manufac-
turing classes provide clothing, “iron railings, vulgar upholstery, jewels, 
toys, liveries, lace, and other means of dissipation and dishonour of life”. 
In this, he describes the metropolitan classes as “Park Squirrels” and Hyde 
Park, London, as a “great rotatory form of the vast squirrel-cage; round 
and round it go the idle company, in their reversed streams, urging them-
selves to their necessary exercise” (Letter 44, August 1874, p.  136). 
Ruskin is therefore aware of (and I would argue ambivalent about) the 
qualities of parks as sites for the promotion and display of certain tastes, 
and values, and the parading of aesthetic judgement, cultural taste and 
status. These are juxtaposed with his interests in opening up common land 
for productive use, in creating a ‘national store’ of treasures and support-
ing education in the arts through the Guild of St George (Hewison 2018).

As contemporary municipal strategies, parks are also the sites of co-
located museums to provide arts education for working people, as pro-
posed by Ruskin contemporary and Manchester Art Museum founder, 
Thomas Horsfall, in an open letter to the Manchester Guardian in 1977, 
which was promoted by Ruskin in his own open letter to the working 
people of Sheffield:

In each of our parks a small gallery of the kind might be formed, which 
might of course, also contain a few good engravings, good vases, and good 
casts, each with a carefully written explanation of our reasons for thinking it 
good. (Horsfall, cited in Ruskin, Letter 79, Life Guards of New Life, July 
1877, Fors Clavigera Volume VII, p. 155)

New Victorian parks often held remnants of their previously private 
status such as grand houses and halls to which an art museum brought 
new purpose, or if not, a reclaimed manor house site provided the oppor-
tunity for new architectural practice. The gallery in the park encapsulated 
Ruskin’s and Horsfall’s ambitions to bring together art and nature with 
moral improvement and education, housed within city limits and conserv-
ing collections and assets that could be accessible equally to all, as dis-
cussed further in Chap. 3. Its influence can be seen on the policy and 
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