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Tristram Hunt
Ladies and gentlemen, in 1848 The Economist magazine bullishly declared that “modern towns are great wonders and great blessings, the home of advancing civilisation, the abodes of genius and the centres of all the knowledge, the arts and the science of our race.”
For the Victorian era, as a famous book of the period put it, was an age of great cities, a period of urban enlightenment and unabashed confidence in the purpose of civic life, moreover it was one which celebrated the multiple centres of British provincial life and had a healthy contempt for the vanity of London.  
In 1857 The Birmingham Daily Press emphasised the importance of Britain's provincial capitals, "On the other side of the Channel, Paris is France, but no such rule applies with us.  In Britain, Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool, Glasgow and other towns must be asked their opinion before any great decisions are taken.”

Belfast was a part of that proud urban consortium and it's hard to over emphasise the way the Victorians understood their society and indeed their liberal democracy on the basis of having these multiple urban centres.  It meant we weren't subject to revolution and centralisation and all the terrors of living in France.  We were a diffuse liberal people, and I think Councillor Purcell was absolutely right in pointing out those economical cultural connections between Victorian Belfast and Glasgow.  
So as this city enters a new phase of renewal and regeneration I want briefly to look back at that Victorian and Edwardian past to see what lessons they might have to offer civic leadership today.  For as the shackles of Whitehall slowly begin to fall away and with peace and prosperity re-emerging, it seems that Belfast is facing the kind of opportunities unseen for the last hundred years.  
What I would like to suggest is that it was the municipal vision, active business engagement which we've touched on and strong civic pride of the nineteenth and early twentieth century that has something to teach those taking the city forward.  And I think that amidst the cranes and the retail consortia we need to think very strongly about preserving that civic inheritance that still exists within Belfast.  
We touched this morning upon the idea of a branding exercise for Belfast.  I think branding exercises only work once they're built upon an understanding of the history and ingrained culture of a city, the sort of smart men in rectangular glasses from Soho dreaming up snazzy phrases which aren't built upon an ingrained historical understanding don't think get very far at all.  
It is though salutary I think first of all to remind ourselves of the inheritance that nineteenth century municipal leaders had to confront, the horror of the early Victorian city, of Dickens' coke town, was all too real.  
Unable to cope with the influx of new migrants or the effects of industrialisation, the Victorian city represented a scene of unmitigated horror.  If you look at some of the images of the booming Chinese cities of today you get a hint of what was going on, excrement lined the streets, rivers ran purple with dyes and industrial waste, dank lodging rooms housed an emergent proletariat which my friend Engels was particularly interested, smog and pollution blocked out the sky while the stench of offal industries, tanneries and factories made it almost unbearable.  
Amidst the squalor, amidst the stench and open latrines lurked death, typhus, smallpox, cholera, scarlet fever, measles, whooping cough, diphtheria and diarrhoea all thrived.  
Belfast in particular was subject to its annual terrible autumn fever of typhoid.  
In cities of over a hundred thousand people life expectancy at birth dropped from thirty-five years in the 1820s to twenty-nine years in the 1830s.  
In 1841 life expectancy in Liverpool at birth was 28.1 years, was in fact the lowest since the Black Death.  But during the course of the nineteenth century Britain's municipal leadership started to confront the worst effects of industrialisation, as they did so they provided a new rationale for local government and civic leadership.  
Municipal management went from a question of simply keeping the rates down, a policy pursued by the so-called shopocracy of tradesmen and publicans hostile to any expenditure plans, to one of investment and stewardship underpinned by an ethos of local self government  - this was the driving idea in the Victoria period that towns and cities had a Saxon right to local self government whereby an imperial parliament in London let local authorities innovate, experiment and run their own budgets.  Something of a novel idea today.

Britain's cities started to transform themselves and in each stage visionary civic leaders pushed the boundaries of their powers.  They competed to deliver the best services, provide the best facilities for business and celebrate the stature of their cities through the built environment.  
There's a great tale of the town halls of the Victorian cities which begin with Birmingham Townhall, not the Council House, but the classical Townhall, in the 1810s, and Liverpool sees Birmingham's Townhall and responds with St George's Hall, Bradford, Little Bradford sees Liverpool's St George's Hall and thinks, "We could have one of those" and they built their own St George's Hall, Leeds is appalled that Bradford has this beautiful building and responds with its Townhall and then Manchester sort of ends the argument with Manchester Townhall to sort of finish them all off.  
So in different cities civic leaders experiment with different forms, in Birmingham Joseph Chamberlain was inspired by a nonconformist civic gospel to municipalise gas and water, regenerate the city centre and provide funds for art, education and culture.  By the gains of industry we promote art is still inscribed above the art gallery and museum in Birmingham.  
Mortality rates as results of the municipal improvements fell away.  
"There is no nobler sphere for those who have not the opportunity of engaging in imperial politics than to take part in municipal work to the wise conduct of which the welfare, the health, the comfort and the lives of four hundred thousand people," 
Chamberlain declared, and you see this extraordinary transformation in Birmingham Council and Leeds Council in the 1870s, 1880s, as they put it, power and influence began to take up the chains of office, and they did so because there was a new legislation late 1860s giving more Councils more powers.  
In Glasgow it took the form of municipal socialism as the leftwing stalwarts took over the commanding heights of Council provision, with housing, transport and utilities under their control as well as crucially a golf course, "the general results seems", noted a contemporary, "without exaggeration, to be that the modern city is reverting in importance to the position of the city state in classical antiquity".  
What this provided space for was that quintessential Victorian notion of civic pride, an uncomplicated faith in the achievements and ambition of your own city was of course based first and foremost on prosperity.  
Entrepreneurs and business people have always underpinned successful cities from Medici in Florence to Microsoft, Seattle, and nowhere was this more the case than in nineteenth century Britain, from the docks of Liverpool to the textile mills of Manchester to the mills, warehouses and shipyards of Belfast, and it's always important, I think, just to understand just how much wealth there was in the North West of England in the mid nineteenth century.  
But increasingly historians are regarding the industrial revolution which produced this wealth as much a knowledge driven process as the old story of new energy sources of coal, of iron, of steam.  Rather it was human capital, creativity and a culture of enquiry that ensured Britain, rather than France, rather than Germany, was the first to industrialise.  
Moreover the businesses of the time were far more globalised, far more internationally connected than we give credit for today.  
Belfast of course a superb example of that.  

It was the events in America, the Civil War, that gave rise to its world dominant linen industry, while its position as an international entrepot secured its development as a global hub for the shipbuilding industry.  Most importantly of all, there's a question of skills and workmanship, from marine engineering to turbine development to design that made the industry grow.  With no native supplies, coal or iron, it was the intellectual capital embedded in Belfast which drove the city's success.  With the wealth came a commercial and industrial elite committed to the civic life of the city.  
Influenced no doubt by the bleak cityscapes that Dickens paints for us, we still tend to think of the Victorian city as a place of terrible loneliness and soullessness.  But in fact the Victorian city was bursting with life, there existed a widespread commitment across the classes to civil association and culture.  
The French historian, Ferdinand Braudel once remarked, 
"Towns are like electrical transforms, they increase tension, accelerate the rhythm of exchange and ceaselessly stir up men's lives" 
And they did in the 1800s, clubs, societies, athenaeums, lyceums, literary and scientific institutes littered the Georgian and the Victorian city, they were testimony, many believed, the progressive moral and political purpose of the modern city.  
The Liverpool city booster, Sir James Pickton, had no doubt about the virtue of urban life,
"Policy, polity, politeness, urbanity, civility derive their names as well as their nature from city life.  While the terms rustic, savage, heathen, pagan indicate the rougher and more backward tendencies of the herdsmen and cultivators of the grounds", 
This was the mid Victorian urban spirit of mutual improvement, rational knowledge and self help.  In Belfast that spirit fostered the Natural History and Philosophical Society which in turn produced the Ulster Museum, the Rambler Sketchers Club, the Botanic Gardens, the Ulster Literary Theatre Group and many others.  Provincial theatre, art and music all with a fiercely civic ethos and wilfully disinterested in metropolitan London fashions marked out the self confidence of Victorian civic life and only that ethos I think can explain the extraordinary idiosyncratic bravado of the Grand Opera House here.  
One of my favourite statistics is that in the 1890s the museum visiting figures to the art galleries of Birmingham, Glasgow, individually were greater than the National Gallery in London, the centre of culture and centre of civic sensibility in the nineteenth century was outside the capital.  This civic pride was then reflected in the built environment, an ideology of urban life, one that championed civil society, democracy, commerce and the creativity of urban living was embodied in some of Europe's finer city structures.  We were embedded to think by the inter war generation of the sort of bleakness of Victorian architecture that it was all Methodist chapels and gloomy mills, in fact some of the finest architecture in Europe from Liverpool's St George's Hall to Manchester's Free Trade Hall, as A J P Taylor said, "the only building dedicated to a proposition", to the Bradford Wool Exchange, the Victorian city was littered with symbols of civic ambition.  
Belfast of course no exception, for alongside the docks, the Custom House, the Linenhall Library, the Carnegie Library, the Harbour Office, the Palm House, the Gasworks and then of course their financial progeny, City Hall itself in all its classical renaissance glory.  
Through a mix of public and private, municipal and industrial, a sense of place, a sense of the meaning of the city was slowly constructed.  What this architecture was saying was that Belfast was an industrial, commercial capital, worthy to be regarded in the same lineage as the great city states of European history.  
And one of the favourite buildings, I saw again yesterday, is on Donegall Square, the Marks & Spencer's on Donegall Square, which is just this marvellous celebration of Venetian Gothic in the middle of this shopping area and a celebration of the commercial, cultural worth of the city through a building which Ruskin himself could almost have designed.  It was an architecture that championed the culture of commerce, identified Belfast as a global, imperial metropolis and sought to express the sentiments in a cityscape of ambition, of pride and of purpose.  
Now, as you all know, far better than me, the century that followed the opening of the City Hall sought in many ways to hollow the meaning of the building, Belfast came late to the industrial revolution, but it felt its loss as savagely as Glasgow, Liverpool or Manchester.  
Thanks to industrial over concentration and the loss of export markets, the 1930s Depression saw 25% of the Belfast workforce unemployed, but the hammer blow landed in the post war years with the end of empire, the rise of aviation, a massive deindustrialisation.  
Meanwhile Whitehall began its nefarious assault on local government, thanks to Clement Attlee's nationalisation, Heath's rationalisations and Margaret Thatcher's privatisations and Northern Ireland had to face the civic implosion of the Troubles.  
No wonder, as we saw on the statistics this morning, population levels and then employment prospects fell away.  
The recent return of peace and devolved power to Northern Ireland does offer new opportunities there.  For like many other post industrial British cities, Belfast is at last beginning to enjoy the seedlings of the urban renaissance and I think, as Michael has touched upon this morning, it is part of a very real and very welcome re-engagement with the values and virtues of British cities.  It represents a cultural assault on the idea, certainly the idea of England and the idea of Britain as a sort of post war rural idea, actually this sort of urban narrative of the British past needs to be rediscovered.  
After decades of undermining cities, office parks, out of town developments and unsuitable exurban sprawl, policy makers are at last appreciating the unique contribution of cities to economic growth and cultural identity.  City regions, directly elected mayors, even greater fiscal autonomy are all appearing on the horizon and I think, it's a small bet, I think, that actually were David Cameron to become the next Prime Minister, I think we will have directly elected mayors in British cities which are far more likely than under Gordon Brown because of the sort of fiefdoms within various cities.  
I think Belfast City Council is on the right track when it comes to putting the cultural strategy at the heart of the economic strategy, not least because it seems to draw on this unique nineteenth century history.  For there are two ways cities can confront globalisation, the warehouse or the workshop, packaging or productivity, they can either become sprawling distribution hubs for cheaply made foreign goods - which seems to me the economic strategy of the East Midlands - or high skill, high value locations which make use of all the ingrained advantages of urban life, the people, the ambience, the connections.  
In my view, Belfast is rightly following the latter course and should look back for inspiration to its heritage as a global city confident of an industrial mercantile ethos.  For contrary to expectation, the new economy of the information age has not killed off geography, locations and community are more important than ever.  Thomas Freedman, The New York Times columnist wrote the book, "The World is Flat" and in fact every piece of evidence since publication has proved him wrong.  Each region and city contains ingrained human strata which add up to a unique degree of competitive advantage.  And the skills, historic fabric, culture and urban edge of British cities like Belfast present, I think, a compelling economic case.  
As you know far better than me, the global market is an intensely competitive one, in the fight, the high valued personnel in business is sharp, for cities, the battleground, as what Michael's touched upon this morning and what we will be sort of toying around is the sense of place, the soft location factors, the USP of each individual city is the kind of thing which Richard Florida, the urban design guru, talks about today, that actually your Victorian ancestors were putting into practice a hundred, hundred and twenty years ago.  
For American research increasingly shows that prosperous cities are those that draw in the university educated, twenty-five to thirty-four year group.  After the age of thirty-five relocation rates drop dramatically.  
These are the wealth creators of tomorrow and what they like are high end cultural amenities, good public transportation, downtown living as well as exciting nightlife entertainment, well funded museums, art galleries, civic spaces are not aesthetic add-ons but crucial parts of urban competitiveness and that's why I think the statistics about being low quality of life were so worrying this morning, but that's why the focus on these autonomous cultural quarters you've developed I think make much sense.  
But culture and identity are complex nuance phenomena.  As Jane Jacobs explained so brilliantly in her book, "The Death and Life of Great American Cities", a successful urban environment is like a delicate ecosystem which I think is why we have so many flowers and sort of nature up here, balancing the old and the new, development and conservation, people and places.  
So as [indistinct] says that the city is in fact nature but it's also a conscious work of art and in fact I think the sort of balance between the Jane Jacobs idea of providing, as it were, the context within which then you allow the organism to grow versus the Mumford idea much more conscious of planning how a city grows as being the sort of intellectual struggle in the late twentieth century.  
And one of the great mistakes of urban planning during that period was to modernise urban infrastructure with no regard for the historic fabric.  
For in addition to Belfast's cultural offerings and urban vibrancy, one of the strengths is the civic heritage.  
Building a sense of place means trading on the unique authenticity of the city, a crucial part of which is the Victorian and Edwardian inheritance, and I think one needs to be careful amidst the sort of the pent-up demand for growth after years of stalemate and indecision not suddenly to let growth run away with itself and think carefully about the kind of civic gems and architectural gems you have within the city against the quick buck for a development.  
Because where this has been sympathetically engaged with, Steven Purcell's Glasgow, the merchant city, Granger Town in Newcastle City Centre, it seems a powerful example of success and that's why I think plans for the Titanic Quarter are so exciting and talking again about the manufacturing this morning, creating a kind of light industry, design, manufacturing zone around those kind of iconic landmarks seems to me a very exciting proposition.  
Cities need their icons, their landmarks, their sense of connection to time and place.  In Belfast's case, an industrial and commercial heritage, dependent upon a globalised mindset and a strong indigenous skills base.  
For today, just as it was in the late 1800s, it is skills and learning underpinned, as we've all said, by strong active engaged universities, which are going to make the difference for the city. 
However this approach also demands a new level of civic leadership, first of all from the business community.  Part of the success of the nineteenth century urban renaissance was the close connection of the business community to the City Council.  
This was a different era and a predominantly undemocratic era, but an age of tightly knit, local orientated labour markets, the bosses of firms like Harland & Wolff, Nettlefold & Chamberlain were naturally part of the community governance structure.  
Right up to the last third of the twentieth century that remained the case, with regional stock exchanges and most crucially of all local banks providing the civic backbone of any city.  But in an age of global capital flows, bank managers and industrial CEOs have become corporate nomads, the old connection to the cities have gone, people are flitting in and out, failing to connect their corporations with the civic environment.  
This is especially the case in leading regional and provincial cities which are too often falling victim to what Michael Heseltine has rightly termed "the branch office syndrome", cities which lack the key players, the rainmakers within the corporations, will suffer, as will those cities who fail to engage with the new generation of transnational and international chief executives, how to tie them into the city in an age of mobile capital flows.  
Secondly, as we've all discussed, we need strong municipal leadership.  Thanks to the Troubles, Belfast has suffered more than most when it comes to the stranglehold of Whitehall.  
 for one was shocked that the Belfast cultural strategy document was signed off by Maria Eagle, a Liverpool MP and London Minister.  And it's equally perverse I think planning decisions are not made at the right local level.  
Return of peace combined with the Review of Public Administration and its promise of super councils does offer opportunity for power grab, for as every report from Sir Michael Lyons and others have shown, municipal autonomy is a central component of urban competitiveness.  
Whereas the Victorians confidently contrasted themselves to centralist France, we now look enviably at the last twenty years of devolution across the Channel.  Westminster and Whitehall need to be forced to let go and councils need to exploit any new powers to the upmost.  The success of Victorian civic leadership was always about pushing the boundaries, was always about going as far as they could and finding the hazy areas and exploiting them and not being afraid of the political trouble that resulted.  
So to conclude, history has not been especially kind to Belfast over the last half century – in many areas, the deep civic social and economic scars are still there.  But there is another history of Belfast, one of global ambitions, civic pride, high end skills, designs and craftsmanship, that could hopefully begin to transcend the caricature story of sectarian divide, subsidies and political stalemate.  That history which began in the twentieth century might inspire you to chart the start of the twenty-first century.  Thank you.
