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T here was an eerie synchronicity
about Richard Florida’s entry
on the Toronto scene just as

Jane Jacobs exited it for the last time.
Jacobs had left her beloved New York
for Toronto in the 1960s and Florida
gave up an endowed chair at George
Mason University in Washington
D.C. to run the new $120-million
Martin Prosperity Institute at the
Rotman School. Both emigrations
generated much comment. And there
are intellectual ties between the two
urban theorists: Jacobs is one of
Florida’s idols, and his work aims to
plow the fields cleared by her seminal
1961 tract, The Death and Life of
Great American Cities. 

Florida’s recent best-selling books,
The Rise of the Creative Class (2002) and
The Flight of the Creative Class (2005),
argue that cities live and die based on
their ability to attract and retain creative
types. The two volumes have become
gospel for progressive city planners. “It’s
not just about building high-tech office
corridors,” he says. “It’s about creating
the sort of cities that creative people
want to live in.” So pervasive are his
ideas that comedian Stephen Colbert
did a segment on Florida’s use of a gay
index, to estimate how attractive a city is
to the group he calls the creative class. “I

used this rough measurement of the
concentration of lesbians and gays in a
region to measure how comfortable a
city could make a diverse set of people,
creative people, and that drew a lot of
comment and controversy,” says Florida. 

The trained economist’s interest in
what makes cities thrive or wither has
roots in his own life. The son of an
Italian-American factory worker watched
disenfranchised (mainly black) rioters
run amok in his hometown of Newark,
New Jersey, in the 1960s, precipitating
the flight of its (mainly white) middle
class to the suburbs. “The key work that
this institute will have to do, and the rea-
son we’ve called it the Prosperity
Institute, is to marry a discussion of
growth and competitiveness with a dis-

cussion of social inclusion. The ques-
tion is, ‘Can you have growth that is
not so divisive?’” 

Florida, 50, is among the many com-
mentators to see two nations emerging
in his native America. With a typically
speedy burst of words, he paints the
split in the States in more than red and
blue: “The people voting George Bush
into office, the people Karl Rove is tar-
geting, are the people on the wrong side
of the class divide. They’re scared, anx-
ious that they’re being left out. They
don’t see many options for their kids;
they’re not technologists; they’re not
artists. They live in more rural areas,
and what they’re hearing is, ‘gay folks
are the cause of your problems, immi-
grants are taking your jobs.’” 

Which brings him to another aim
for the fledgling institute (named after
Dean Roger Martin): to focus on how
smaller centres can remain competitive
in a swiftly urbanizing world. “This is
not just about Toronto. We want to
have day sessions where people from
across the province can come and get a
tool kit and go back to their towns and
try out some of these ideas.” 

This ebullient man, an avid bicyclist
and committed social activist, doesn’t
think universities should be ivory tow-
ers, places for pristine thoughts or
retreats from the too, too frantic world.
He enjoys articulating theories, but,
like Jacobs, likes to watch them in
action. “I love that we’re in the MaRS
building, under the cupola, that we’re
part of the downtown, not on a sepa-
rate campus. We want to make it a
place where not only scholars feel com-
fortable, but where policy-makers, cre-
ative folk also feel at home, where you
could see both a Leslie Feist and a
Dalton McGuinty.”            – Alec Scott

Urban Legend
Celebrated American academic Richard Florida 

heads up the new Martin Prosperity Institute at U of T

“It’s truly magnificent, it’s spectacular…

there is a sense of magnificent isolation –

even though you can hear people talking to

you on the radio, you feel kind of alone in

the universe.”

Although he would happily return to

space,Williams’ priorities have shifted to the

next generation of Canadian children who

share his passion for exploration. When a

seven-year-old Dave Williams first turned

his eyes to the stars, Canada didn’t have an

astronaut program and he was told his

dream was impossible. “What I’d like to

share with students is that when you get to

those moments, don’t give up on your pas-

sion and your dream,” he says. “Anything

that’s truly meaningful is not easy. It’s the

paradox of life.” – Nicolle Wahl
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