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Cities in 
Civilization: 

Culture, Innovation, 
and Urban Order 

by Sir Peter Hall 

WHY SHOULD GREAT CITIES suddenly 
become creative? Why do they have golden ages, 
belles epoques? Why was Florence so remarkable a 
place in the fifteenth century, or London at the end 
of the sixteenth, or Paris at the end of the nineteenth 
and the beginning of the twentieth century? 
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Why, in a different way, was Manchester 
so remarkable at the end of t he eigh
teenth century, or Detroit around 1900, or 
Silicon Valley today? How exactly do 
these golden ages come about? Why do 
so few cities have more than one such 
golden age? What forces are going to 
shape the fates of cities in the coming 
century-and what, if anything, can we as 
planners do about them? 

The question is important for planners, 
because practical people, the ones whom 
John Maynard Keynes believed to be the 
slaves of some defunct economist, seem 
to be obsessed by the question of what 
we now call cultural industries. Nearly 
seventy years ago, in a marvellous essay, 
Keynes predicted that eventually the 
world might reach the position where we 
no longer need care about the basic 
economic problem of survival that has 
plagued the human race since the 
beginning of time, but are able at last to 
do only the things we find agreeable and 
pleasurable. He unforgettably wrote that 
we would face our "permanent 
problem-how to use ... freedom from 
pressing economic cares, how to occupy 
the leisure, which science and compound 
interest have won ... to live wisely and 
agreeably and well." 1 In the seventy years 
since he wrote that, in North America and 
Europe and other developed economies, 
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we are almost arrived at that condition he 
described: we can guarantee at least a 
decent minimum of existence. But even 
Keynes riever foresaw that these 
agreeable activities would themselves 
become sources of income and of 
economic growth, generating new 
industries of a kind never before known. 
Rich, affluent, cultivated nations, above all 
their cities, can sell their beauty, phi
losophy, their art and their theatre to the 
rest of the world . During the 1980s and 
1990s, cities across Europe-Montpelier, 
NTmes, Grenoble, Rennes, Hamburg, 
Cologne, Birmingham, Barcelona, Bologna 
and Glasgow-have become more and 
more preoccupied by the notion that 
cultural industries (a term that twenty 
years ago no one would have understood, 
but that we no longer seem think 
anomalous or offensive) may provide the 
basis for economic regeneration. Culture, 
it seems, will fill the gap left by all the lost 
factories and warehouses, and will create 
a new urban image that would make 
cities more attractive to mobile capital and 
mobile professional workers. 

But -and this is an important argument
it is not the only kind of creativity. My 
fundamental argument is that we can dis
tinguish four main kinds of urban inno
vation: first, cultural/intellectual· second 
technological-productive; third, 'a rela- ' 
tively new phenomenon in history, the 
marriage of the cultural and the techno
logical; and fourth and finally, techno
logical-organizational. During the 
twentieth century, the first and second 
types of innovation have tended to fuse 
together. During the twenty-first, we can 
expect that all four kinds of innovation 
will do so. 

The next innovative wave and 
its geography 

The practical question now has to be: 
how will creativity manifest itself in the 
twenty-first century city? If there is to be 
yet another burst of innovation, which 
may be beginning right now and giving 
rise to a new long wave of economic 
growth based on new industries, what are 
the key new industries that will provide 
the basis for it? 

There are at least two clear clues. One is 
the point I started with: the huge 
expansion of the creative and cultural 
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industries, which are no longer the play
things of a few rich patrons, but have 
become mass-consumption industries. 
The future Keynes predicted has arrived in 
the developed world, and during the next 
century it will happen in much of the 
now-developing world. In the U.K., 
cultural industries employ nearly one 
million people, some 4.5 per cent of the 
workforce; they are as big as the con
struction industries, and of course they 
have grown far faster. 

The other clue is that we're now seeing 
the convergence of artistic and techno
logical creativity, two forms traditionally 
held to belong to different people and to 
opposite sides of the brain . The London 
Economist calls people with th is kind of 
creativity "techno-bohos," a word that 
Bill Gates's spell-checking program 
doesn't yet recognize. It is no accident 
either that the United States has so far 
proved outstanding in the new mul
timedia industries that are developing 
through the marriage of computing and 
telecommunications. The basic tech
nologies here are the Internet, developed 
in the 1960s by the American armed 
forces for military purposes, and the 
World Wide Web, actually discovered in 
Europe by an Englishman, Tim Berners
Lee. But again it has been American 
ingenuity that has·developed the many 
commercial platforms that have exploited 
the new technologies in the 1990s, such 
as Netscape and Yahoo! 

Now, what matters here is not the basic 
technology but the uses that are made of 
it. Of course the steam engine was 
important, but more important was the 
network of railways and steamship lines 
that were built on it, spanning continents 
and finally the world, in turn producing 
the first global division of labour. Likewise, 
the internal combustion engine was a key 
invention, but what mattered was.the vast 
apparatus of mass-produced automobility 
that was erected on top of it, and the 
phenomena that it then generated, 
ranging from suburbia to fast food. We 
need to ask: what are the industries, this 
time round, that will develop on top of 
the new infrastructure of the Internet and 
the Web? 

We can see some of them: tele-medicine 
tele-education, electronic publishing, on-' 

· line information and financial services, 
tele-shopping, entertainment of all kinds 
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(film, video, theatre, music, multimedia 
pop, animation, virtual reality, games), 
electronic sports, security and surveillance, 
earth resources information, environ
mental monitoring and control , digital 
imaging and photography, data mining 
and processing. Most share a charac
teristic, identified by Manuel Castells as 
central: " the application of.. . knowledge 
and information to knowledge generation 
and information processing/ communi
cation devices, in a cumulative feedback 
loop between innovation and the uses of 
innovation. "2 

Education is perhaps the most obvious of 
these applications, but the one with the 
most profound social implications. During 
the coming decades it will be transformed 
beyond recognition through the injection 
of information technology to every stage 
of teaching and research. Douglas Hague 
has predicted that first-rate remote 
lectures will replace second- or third-rate 
direct ones; multimedia presentations will 
allow students to pace their own 
learning.3 Teachers will thus find them
selves performing new roles: as "guides" 
or tutors; as "communicator/interpreters" 
on TV; as "scholar/interpreters," turning 
research into teaching material ; and as 
"assemblers," packaging this material into 
products. Health care will be similarly 
transformed, forcing physicians and con
sultants and nurses to learn new roles. 

One group of applications is in no doubt 
at all: in the media, where the digital 
fibre-optic revolution will generate vir
tually unlimited capacity to send moving 
images into a computerized box in the 
home, whether TV or PC, resulting in 
multi-channel digital television almost 
immediately and interactive broadcasting 
in the future. 

Where is all this happening? Significantly, 
some of the key locations for the new 
industries are the cities: Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, New York City, London. That is 
because the development of new ideas 
demands serendipity and synergy 
between minds, and it is easier to find this 
in great cities. It is also because there is a 
special relationship between multimedia 
and other activities that have always been 
clustered in great cities: the media, 
including the live performing arts, adver
tising, public relations, and tourism. 

As many civic leaders have found to their 
cost, cities, at least in the developed 
world, are no longer locations for mass
production manufacturing: they are places 
for high-technology R&D and prototype 
production for creative and cultural 
industries of all kinds, for tourism , for 
command and control functions in gov
ernment and transnational corporations, 
and for specialized finance and business 
services. And in all these, creativity plays a 
crucial role: witness the innovations in the 
financial sector in the 1980s, such as 
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securitization and corporate bonds, and 
the role they have played in hugely 
extending the total volume of business. 

One point is certain: reports of the death 
of the city have been much exaggerated. 
You sometimes hear the argument that 
cities have no future at all. Some experts 
have predicted the "death of distance" :4 
a world in which the traditional distance
deterrence effects, embodied in every 
locational model, diminish to zero and the 
entire world becomes a frictionless plain 
on which everyone will be free to locate in 
the place that best suits their personal 
preferences and whims, intercommuni
cating freely and at uniform cost with 
every other person in the world. But, 
though telecommunications costs have 
fallen spectacularly and the Internet is 
almost frictionless, it is surely significant 
that the leading cyber-gurus have finally 
rejected this hypothesis. 

The evidence shows that although 
telecommunicat ions substitute for 
personal movement, they can com
plement and stimulate it. It was imme
diately after the invention of the 
telephone, in 1876, that we saw concen
trations of high-rise business offices in the 
centres of New York City and Chicago. 
Likewise, evidence from France suggests 

that over a period of more than a century, 
roughly since the spread of the electric 
telegraph and the invention of the 
telephone, personal business t raffic has 
grown at almost exactly the same pace as 
telecommunications traffic. Consider the 
growth of personal business traffic by air 
and rail, and the development of the con
ference/ convention industry: they st rongly 
suggest that the more telecommunication 
we have, the more it will be followed by 
face-to-face meetings. The fundamental 
reason is that the advanced business 
services-financial and business services 
command and control functions, creat i;e 
and cultural services, and tourism-which 
are the real drivers of the new knowledge 
economy, depend vitally on information 
exchange, often with a very high degree 
of immediacy. Further, these activities are 
highly synergist ic: hotels and conference 
centres and exhibit ion centres are simulta
neously business services and parts of 
tourism; museums and galleries are 
creative/cultural institutions but are also 
parts of tourism; advertising is both 
creative and a business service; and so on . 
For this reason, not only does each of the 
sectors have st rong agglomerative trends 
set by the need to process and exchange 
information, but there are also strong 
agglomerative forces as between the four 
main service sectors. 
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So communications-a major international 
airport hub, a key interchange on the fast 
spreading high-speed rail systems of Japan 
and Europe, top-quality telecommuni
cations-are a must. But there is another 
key requirement: quality of urban life. Just 
as cities had to guarantee pure water and 
sewage systems a century ago, they now 
compete to make their cities attractive to 
visit and to live and work in. Urban inno
vation matters as much as it did when city 
engineers were struggling with problems 
of pure water and sewage disposal. 

Of course, urban quality does not 
guarantee creative genius. Nobel Prizes 
can and do come out of slum laboratories 
and great undiscovered artists will always' 
languish in garrets. But increasingly, uni
versities build laboratories to retain and 
attract international star scientists, while 
the garrets of the starving artists soon 
become immensely fashionable and 
expensive. Creativity is no longer an inci
dental miracle that happens occasionally in 
exceptionally-favoured cities; in a glob
alized economy w here no place can rest 
on its laurels for long, it is now a cent ral 
part of the business of being a successful 
city. And th is is a principle that no city can 
safely ignore. 
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