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1. Introduction: The Choice for a Culture of Proximity

Like other cosmopolitan metropolises around the world,
Montreal faces major development challenges in both
economic and social terms. However, as has been well
established, creative and cultural activities act both as
a lever for economic development and as a tool for so-
cial development (Martens, Dobbels, Amez, & Ysebaert,
2014) provided they are part of a broader effort to co-
ordinate between all stakeholders participating in local
community development and their actions.

Since the early 2000s, Montreal actors have made
the strategic choice of opting for culture, as demon-
strated by the slogan “Montréal, métropole culturelle”
adopted by the City of Montreal. The development of

the Quartier des spectacles in downtown Montreal is
part of this orientation (Darchen & Tremblay, 2013;
Lefebvre, 2017). In this article, however, we are inter-
ested in another dimension of Montreal’s choice for cul-
ture. In 2007, the organization Culture Montréal, which
brings together the community of creators from the cul-
tural field; the Chantier de l’économie sociale, repre-
senting the social economy actors; and the Corporations
de développement économique communautaire (com-
munity economic development corporations, CDECs)
put forward a decentralized cultural strategy, first
named Pôles culturels and later Quartiers culturels. This
bottom-up strategy (Karsten, 2009) generated broad
consensus at the neighborhood level. Local actors rallied
around it, including neighborhood round tables (which
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in Montreal are permanent incorporated organizations),
other sectoral tables and artists’ organizations. They ad-
vocate a culture of proximity as well as links to other
collective development actions implemented by local so-
cial actors.

The culture of proximity is part of an innovative
and alternative local development strategy. Traditionally,
culture-oriented strategies for urban and economic de-
velopment have been concentrated and centralized. In-
spired by Florida’s concept of the creative class (Florida,
2002), these strategies called for massive investments
in artistic and cultural amenities and infrastructures
to make the city attractive for the so-called creative
class that was to stimulate innovation and economic
growth. This approach, which prompted many urban
governments to invest in prestigious and concentrated
cultural assets (Pilati & Tremblay, 2007), has received
much criticism from researchers, who advocated a
more inclusive vision of “social emancipation” rather
than “physical beautification” (Moulaert, Demuynck, &
Nussbaumer, 2004).

This latter vision calls for a multi-faceted strategy
(Tremblay & Darchen, 2010) oriented to favoring artis-
tic and creative milieus as well as to the interrelation
between production, work and cultural life at the neigh-
bourhood level (Klein & Tremblay, 2016). In addition, it
calls for the intervention of local- and community- based
organizations as a way to implement “new proximity”-
oriented social practices (Barbieri, Fina, & Subirats,
2012, p. 7). In recent years, more and more cities and
metropoles have been interested in this more inclusive
perspective of culture and proximity that leads to a
more open and distributed vision that is centered nei-
ther on the creatives nor on centralized elitist-oriented
infrastructures but on the well-being of citizens (Karsten,
2009). Our contribution in this article consists of propos-
ing and documenting a way to reveal and analyze the im-
portance of local cultural vitality in this context.

2. The Problematic: Creative Activities and the City

Research on proximity culture in the face of the
above-mentioned dominant centralized approach must
be linked to the debate on the “new urban policy”
(Swyngedouw, Moulaert, & Rodriguez, 2002) and its ori-
entation toward creative activities. This adjustment is
part of an economic revitalization orientation pursued
by big cities and metropolises that has been addressed
by a considerable number of academic works and
provoked strategic debates (Florida, 2002; Markusen,
2008; Mommaas, 2004; Sacco, Blessi, & Nuccio, 2008;
Santagata, 2006; Tremblay & Tremblay, 2010). These de-
bates focus on policies favoring attractive living environ-
ments that can generate prosperity yet are part of a con-
text that questions the means traditionally mobilized by
public policies to produce growth.

As several examples have shown, and as mentioned
above, urban elites and political actors are turning to

culture and the cultural industry (Angulo-Baudin, Klein,
& Tremblay, 2017; Rius & Sanchez-Belando, 2015; Scott,
2010) and are promoting notions such as the creative
city and the creative town (Bianchini & Landry, 1998;
Markusen & Gadwa, 2010). This choice is part of a
broader context that includes the post-Fordist gover-
nance of cities and the emergence of territorial market-
ing as a development strategy (Leriche, Daviet, Sibertin-
Blanc, & Zuliani, 2008; Sibertin-Blanc, 2009). Seeking
to increase their place in the concert of global cities
and to foster creativity and innovation, and largely in-
spired by Richard Florida’s concept of the creative class
(Florida, 2002), the new urban development strategies
promote policies that concentrate cultural activities in
order to increase the competitiveness and attractive-
ness of cities (Scott, 2010), the competitive advantages
of central spaces and the profitability of private and
public investments made in these areas (Swyngedouw
et al., 2002).

These strategies have generated significant criticism
regarding their effectiveness as triggers for innovative
processes (Peck, 2013; Shearmur, 2010;) as well as their
consequences for the residents of the most devital-
ized cities and boroughs (Chantelot, 2009; Hamdouch &
Depret, 2009; Markusen, 2006a). Even Florida himself
eventually came close to recognizing that the creative
strategy he had been advocating was ill-guided. Accord-
ing to Wetherell (2017):

Over the last decade, Florida has been beating a re-
treat away from some of his early optimism….His lat-
est book, The New Urban Crisis, represents the culmi-
nation of this longmea culpa....Florida recognizes that
he was wrong. The rise of the creative class in places
like New York, London, and San Francisco created eco-
nomic growth only for the already rich, displacing the
poor and working classes.

At the same time, however, the choice for culture gives
actors who represent civil society the opportunity to
develop more inclusive strategies and is—this is our
hypothesis—more effective in terms of increasing a city’s
attractiveness. Indeed, such strategies have a positive im-
pact: on civic engagement for neighborhoods and for the
city as a whole; on the increase of collective capabilities,
which have an influence on the social capital of communi-
ties (André & Abreu, 2009; Markusen, 2006b, 2006c); on
the construction of positive identities that mobilize citi-
zens (Rius-Ulldemolins & Posso Jiménez, 2016); and on
social cohesion (Moulaert & Nussbaumer, 2008; Novy,
Coimbra, & Moulaert, 2012). It is this second perspec-
tive, which we refer to as the integrated territorial ap-
proach of local development by creative and cultural ac-
tions, that guides our research. This approach aligns with
the integrated area development perspective developed
byMoulaert and Nussbaumer (2008) as well as themulti-
actors and balanced approach asserted by Karsten (2009)
and Rantisi (2013).
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3. Theoretical Approach: Cultural Vitality and
Integrated Area Development

There is a consensus that a deliberate cultural policy
will have an impact on the development of communities
both in terms of the identity and image it evokes for citi-
zens and of themanagement and territorial coordination.
An important concept for understanding and assessing
this impact is that of “cultural vitality”, since it is this con-
cept thatwill trigger the desired socio-economic changes.
In a broader sense, “cultural vitality is envisaged by mu-
nicipal teams as a pull factor for businesses or new inhab-
itants” (Sibertin-Blanc, 2008, p. 11).

However, is an increase in the competitiveness of
cities through the establishment of major cultural events
or major cultural infrastructures a guarantor of the over-
all improvement of the living conditions of citizens in dif-
ferent neighborhoods of the city? Exclusive proposals ad-
vocating the centralization of cultural facilities have been
contested by a number of authors, who question the ef-
fectiveness of such strategies in the actual implemen-
tation of innovative territorial development processes
(Shearmur, 2010) and who draw our attention to the pos-
sible negative impact of policies on the most precarious
local communities, who are already weakened by depri-
vation. By highlighting the dangers of gentrification, the
erosion of social relations and the increase of negative
identity-based movements, different authors seek to ex-
plore new alternatives that underscore the capacity of
a culture to bring forth a dynamic that is new, more in-
clusive and transformative as well as likely to rebuild the
social fabric, promote the participation of citizens and re-
store individual and collective identities (Vivant, 2007).

It is from this perspective that an integrated terri-
torial approach to local development through culture-
oriented initiatives emerges with regard to cultural vital-
ity: the new cultural turn among public agencies, which
takes place in parallel with the decentralization of cul-
tural facilities, is a prerequisite for the development
of a greater culture of proximity. It has been postu-
lated that accessibility to cultural projects and their in-
tegration into local development are more effective in
terms of attractiveness than large centralized activities;
that they stimulate community empowerment (André &
Abreu, 2009; Markusen, 2006b, 2006c); reinforce or gen-
erate collective capacities allowing local actors to initi-
ate social innovation (Moulaert, MacCallum, Mehmood,
& Hamdouch, 2013); and promote “the good life” in the
city (Novy, 2013).

The convergence of territorial development and prox-
imity culture provides public agencies with a toolkit for
ensuring a type of social and economic revitalization fa-
vorable to the collective well-being (Roy-Vallex, 2010). It
does so insofar as it allows these agencies to rethink the

objectives of public policies and to modify the modes of
governance so as to involve the residents within the defi-
nition, implementation and evaluation of the cultural pol-
icy (Auclair, 2011). The link between culture and territory
thus refers to a socio-territorial capital that is expressed
through the residents’ sense of belonging and the consti-
tution of social identities attached to the territory.

4. Assessing the Cultural Vitality of Neighborhoods:
A Performance Scorecard

In order to equip local actors in their approach to support
a culture of proximity, in collaboration with CultureMon-
tréal, we have co-built a set of criteria and indicators as
a means to assess the cultural vitality of neighborhoods,
the objective of which is to reveal the cultural vitality of
neighborhoods and its links with other local community
actors as well as to ascertain the organizational and in-
stitutional forms taken by the culture of proximity within
different neighborhoods in Montreal.1 Criteria and indi-
cators are based on research that advocates the integra-
tion of cultural activity into territorial development with
a view to improving the living conditions of citizens. The
set of criteria can be used to empirically observe the cul-
tural vitality of neighborhoods and the place of culture
in local development as a whole.

These criteria are the following:

1) Assets: The presence of permanent and
ephemeral creative (artistic) and cultural activi-
ties, as well as organizations and businesses active
in cultural creation in the territory.

2) Leadership: The existence of local leaders and their
capability to mobilize and gather a plurality of cul-
tural and artistic resources.

3) Governance: The collective capacity to coordinate
and align creative cultural initiatives within the
overall set of initiatives aimed at local community
development and the ability of a community to ori-
ent development towards common goals.

4) Resources: All exogenous and endogenous, finan-
cial, organizational, institutional and human re-
sources which cultural and artistic actors as well
as other actors are likely to mobilize for the devel-
opment of arts and culture in the territory.

5) Identity: The existence of positive territorial iden-
tities favoring the engagement of local actors and
their ability to create social, economic and cultural
capital in relation to the local history.

Based on these five criteria, we have worked out 22 indi-
cators that serve to “read” the cultural vitality of neigh-
borhoods (Table 1). Their determination results from var-
ious meetings of exchange and validation with the ac-

1 These set of criteria and indicators is a result of collaboration between academic researchers and social actors, in this case, Culture Montréal. This
kind of collaboration is supported by the epistemological option of the co-construction of knowledge which implies a paradigm shift in that it allows
unofficial knowledge—knowledge of a different cognitive order, co-constructed from diverse knowledge, both academic and practical, and generated,
among others, by the stakeholders and actors of innovative initiatives to see the day. See Klein (2017).
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Table 1. Criteria and indicators of neighborhood cultural vitality. Source: own compilation.

Criteria Indicators

Assets • Presence of formal and informal places where culture is created, produced and disseminated
• Presence of cultural and artistic events and activities (formal and informal)
• Citizen accessibility

Leadership • Local actors’ vision of the role of culture in the community over the long term
• Recognition and legitimacy that benefits actors who mobilize culture
• Rally actors around leaders who work for the well-being of the community
• Sharing of leadership
• Capacity of local actors to include cultural and creative activities in a global development strategy
• Stability and adaptability of leaders
• Efficacy of leadership

Governance • Presence collaborations, joint actions and partnerships favoring the establishment of cultural and
creative activities

• Coordination of local actors having an impact on cultural vitality
• Citizen participation in coordination bodies
• Engagement of cultural actors in the different coordination bodies
• Capacity of cultural actors to rally together

Resources • Presence of creators
• Local cultural entrepreneurship
• Public and private support
• Presence of artistic and cultural know-how
• Citizen engagement in taking part in cultural initiatives

Identity • Sense of belonging and pride of the community
• Presence of cultural carriers and transmitters who reinforce or transmit the sense of belonging

tors themselves. By involving cultural actors in the defi-
nition of cultural vitality indicators and in the design of
information collection tools, we have assured ourselves
of their validity.

5. Sites of Observation: The Boroughs Rosemont–La
Petite-Patrie and Le Sud-Ouest

The assessment of the cultural vitality of neighborhoods
using the above-mentioned chart was done for two
pericentral boroughs of Montreal: Rosemont–La Petite-
Patrie and Le Sud-Ouest (see Figure 1). The territory of
Rosemont–La Petite-Patrie (hereinafter Rosemont) has
139,590 inhabitants and holds 7.2% of the population
of the Agglomeration of Montreal.2 Its inhabitants are
spread over an area of 15.9 square kilometers. The bor-
ough is predominantly French-speaking (83%) and its
population is relatively homogeneous when compared
to other boroughs in the city. It includes four neighbor-
hoods, although it is important to distinguish two large

zones, that of Rosemont proper, very homogeneous,
and that of La Petite-Patrie, more multicultural. The
Sud-Ouest borough is inhabited by 78,151 inhabitants,
which corresponds to 4.0% of the agglomeration’s popu-
lation. This borough occupies an area of 15.7 square kilo-
meters and is composed of five neighborhoods whose
residents have rather contrasting socio-economic pro-
files.3 The immigrant population is relatively large: al-
most one resident in two has a direct or indirect immi-
gration background (Figure 1).

These two boroughs have been affected by major
economic crises since the 1980s as a consequence of the
transformations experienced by all industrial economies
(Fontan, Klein, & Tremblay, 2005). Their story is embed-
ded in the industrialization of Montreal. In Le Sud-Ouest,
the presence of the Lachine Canal4 and the Grand Trunk
Railway (later Canadian National) was the cradle of
Canada’s industrial revolution and gives evidence to the
significant industrial activity that took place there in
the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Poitras, 2017).

2 The global city of Montreal encompasses the City of Montreal, which includes 19 boroughs with a population of 1,704,694; the Agglomeration of
Montreal, which includes the cities located on the Island of Montreal, being the City of Montréal and 14 autonomous cities, with a total population
of 1,942,044; and the Montreal Metropolitan Community, which includes 82 autonomous cities, including Montreal, and has 3,932,981 inhabitants.
These data correspond to the 2016 census. Source: Ville Montreal (n.d.).

3 In Montreal, boroughs are administrative units created by the City of Montreal to provide local services and are headed by a borough mayor and a
borough council. The neighborhoods, which make up a borough, go back further in history and have been divided up, in part, through zoning by the
City for the purpose of facilitating the management of housing.

4 The Lachine Canal was built in 1825 to circumvent the Lachine Rapids and to extend navigation on the St. Lawrence River upstream toward the Great
Lakes. It was enlarged in the second half of the 20th century in order to adapt to the needs of navigation. In 1970, it was closed to commercial navigation,
which had turned to using the St. Lawrence Seaway, a new routemore suited to the size of modern ships. In 2002, it was reopened for pleasure boating.
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Figure 1. Case studies in Montreal. Source: own production.

Rosemont, for its part, experienced strong industrial
growth in the early 20th century due to the presence of
the Canadian Pacific Railway company andAteliers Angus
(established by Canadian Pacific Railway), which manu-
factured locomotives and railroad cars (Nadeau, 2009).
The industrialization of these neighborhoods thus ex-
plains the strong presence of a working class—and also
explains their disarray5 during the crisis of Fordism and
the industrial redeployment of the 1980s.

These two boroughs then lost part of their produc-
tive base, which affected local services and the qual-
ity of life of citizens. However, in both boroughs, the
communities mobilized and, in the 1980s, the above-

mentioned CDECs were created with the mission of ral-
lying the actors in order to counteract the loss of produc-
tive assets and to create jobs. In Rosemont, the CDEC
was a main catalyst of the Technopôle Angus project,
which has become a driver of social innovation and job
creation in the territory. In the Sud-Ouest, the CDEC,
then named Regroupement économique et social du
Sud-Ouest (RESO), gave rise to a number of diverse so-
cial economy projects. It should be noted that this bor-
ough has the Lachine Canal, which, since its reopening
for leisure purposes in the early 2000s, has been a driving
force in the revitalization of the borough that is gradually
becoming attractive as a residential area.

5 We employ “disarray” in the sense given to this word by Pinçon (1987) in his book on the workers’ disarray (désarroi in French) caused by the closures
of economic activities.
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Thus, following many years of economic decline,
these two boroughs, from the 2000s on, engaged in
revitalization processes that profoundly transformed
some of its parts, both physically and socially (Klein &
Shearmur, 2017). Both boroughs underwent gentrifica-
tion processes, although with different consequences.
While the profile of the population is stable in Rosemont,
it is changing in the Sud-Ouestwith the arrival of a contin-
gent of residents with higher incomes. In addition, since
the 2000s, the community organizations of the neighbor-
hoods that make up these boroughs have implemented
various projects involving cultural activities. These initia-
tives often combine the objectives targeted by local eco-
nomic development with those of cultural development.
In fact, both territories are marked by a strong cultural
effervescence. It is this common characteristic between
these two boroughs that led us to choose them for our
empirical study.

6. Methodology

Field research was conducted in the boroughs Rose-
mont and Sud-Ouest using the multi-site case study
method (for the multi-site case study method see Yin,
2009; see also Crowe et al., 2011). Our objective in ap-
plying this method was not so much to compare the
two boroughs in question as to use the knowledge of
their differences to arrive at an expanded reading of
local cultural vitality based on the criteria and indica-
tors presented previously. For this, we conducted semi-
directed interviews in each borough, whereby we sought
to have an adequate territorial representation with re-
gard to not only the neighborhoods that comprise the
boroughs but also, at a more functional level, the dif-
ferent types of local actors engaged in the creative ac-
tivities. Respondents were selected using the purposeful
sampling method. The interviews were conducted using
an interview guide developed from themes that encap-
sulate the above-mentioned indicators gathered under
five topics (Creative assets, leadership, governance, re-
sources, identity).

In Rosemont, 19 semi-directed interviews were con-
ducted between June and August 2016. The interviews
focused on the entire borough and on three of the
borough’s four neighborhoods (Saint-Édouard, better
known as La Petite-Patrie, Étienne Desmarteau and
Vieux-Rosemont) in which the vast majority of the bor-
ough’s cultural activities take place. In the Sud-Ouest,

which, as we shall see, is more complex, 28 interviews
were required in order to apprehend the different di-
mensions of the borough’s cultural vitality. These in-
terviews were conducted between May and November
2017. They focused on the borough as a whole as well as
on the five neighborhoods that comprise it (Griffintown,
Petite-Bourgogne, Saint-Henri, Pointe-Saint-Charles and
Saint-Paul–Ville-Émard; see Table 2). Each interview was
partially transcribed, and the relevant information was
coded in an excel table built on the themes listed above
to have a general view of each indicator.

6.1. The Results of the Study: A Portrait of the Local
Cultural Vitality

The study of the boroughs of Rosemont and the Sud-
Ouest allowedus to offer a general overviewof these two
boroughs based on the actors’ assessment of the cultural
vitality of their neighborhoods and of the assets needed
to enhance it. The overview was established based on in-
formation obtained on the cultural organizations present
in the boroughs and the interviews conducted. It is pre-
sented using the set of criteria and indicators as featured
in Table 1.

6.1.1. Assets: Presence of Artistic and Cultural Activities

The cultural events taking place in the two boroughs re-
veal two approaches. The Sud-Ouest hosts either crowd-
pleasing events with a reach throughout Montreal and
beyond, in particular festivals, or else activities targeting
direct contact between the creators and the residents. In
Rosemont, by contrast, the events are lighter and more
aligned to the cultural offer desired by the local residents,
as underlined by a community organization representa-
tive: “There are many small initiatives and many spon-
taneous developments and small events that we aren’t
aware of, but that people hear about, and will partici-
pate in” (personal communication, community organiza-
tion, Rosemont).

The spatial distribution of cultural venues is also very
different in the two territories studied. In Rosemont,
where activities target the entire borough, these places
are concentrated in the western part of the borough,
in the Petite-Patrie and Vieux-Rosemont neighborhoods.
Among the infrastructures that contribute to this cen-
trality is Cinéma Beaubien, a social economy enterprise
whose development since the 2000s is indebted to com-

Table 2. Respondents by type and territory. Source: own compilation.

Type of Respondent Rosemont Sud-Ouest Total

Culture and artist organization 11 14 25
Socio-economic development organization 3 5 7
Community organization 2 7 9
Municipal administration 3 2 5
Total 19 28 47
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munity action and, in particular, to the local CDEC. In
this borough, the community movement has invested in
the cultural field, with Cinéma Beaubien being one of its
great accomplishments. In the Sud-Ouest, cultural activ-
ity is distributed more evenly across the different neigh-
borhoods of the borough. The Lachine Canal, on the
banks ofwhich a number of cultural events take place, es-
pecially during the summer, functions as a link between
the different neighborhoods. The distribution of munici-
pal facilities across the neighborhoods ensures a specific
cultural offer in each neighborhood.

Whether in the Sud-Ouest or Rosemont, respondents
emphasize the positive effects of creative and cultural
activities for the quality of life of residents. In this way,
these activities constitute a social glue and an important
economic lever. Also, for the commercial actors, culture
enhances their customer traffic, promotes the attraction
of new customers and brings about important commer-
cial spin-offs. In the words of one respondent:

People come from all over to see our shows. Our
last vernissage drew some 300 people. This gener-
ates business for merchants with street-level stores.
People come and consume and buy things in those
smaller stores and shops. (personal communication,
cultural and artist organization, Rosemont)

6.1.2. Leadership: The Capacity to Mobilize Actors and
Resources

Two types of leadership can be distinguished. In Rose-
mont, the role of the Regroupement Arts et Culture
Rosemont–La Petite-Patrie (RACRPP) is to be empha-
sized. Founded in 2006, this organization’s mission is to
“bring together people and organizations who work pro-
fessionally in the field of arts and culture in Rosemont–
Petite-Patrie to participate in the development of the
cultural life of this borough” (RACRPP, 2018). This mis-
sion includes creating links with political and administra-
tive authorities and promoting networking as well as the
exchange between artists and the community. Most re-
spondents agree that RACRPP’s leadership is essential for
the cultural life in Rosemont. The organization federates
a large number of cultural actors and embodies a type of
leadership that is recognized by the cultural community.
The municipal administration’s consideration of the role
played by the RACRPP is reflected in the existence of a
dialogue that is built around shared values, such as im-
portance of cultural mediation, citizen involvement and
cultural information.

Based on my participation at the Rosemont–Petite-
Patrie round table on culture, I believe that this vision
of culture is shared. Even among the politicians who
are part of this table there is a climate of agreement
as regards core ideas and fundamental principles like
cultural mediation, the importance of involving citi-
zens in culture as well as, more recently, the impor-

tance of communicating information about cultural
events. (Personal communication, socio-economic de-
velopment organization, Rosemont)

The collective leadership exercised by the RACRPP is ex-
emplary. However, a number of respondents fear an ex-
haustion of sorts among the main leaders in the cultural
arena, which could possibly result from the decrease of
resources following neoliberal austerity measures imple-
mented by the government and municipal administra-
tion over recent years.

In the Sud-Ouest, the leadership is more fragmented.
While difficult to ascertain at the borough level, it is
clearly observable once analyzed on a smaller scale, that
of the neighborhood. The cultural policy developed by
the political actors at the neighborhood level was ap-
propriated neither by the creators nor by the socio-
economic actors. Among the reasons that may explain
this situation is, to begin, the fragmentation of the ter-
ritory: the cultural dynamics are very clearly inscribed in
neighborhoods and spread throughout the borough only
on rare occasions. Secondly, we are witnessing a recon-
figuration of the cultural milieu of the Sud-Ouest that is
triggered by two factors: the rapid socio-economic trans-
formations of certain areas of this neighborhood; and
the transformation of the mandate of the local CDEC,
which is RESO. This organization had set up a table and
regular meetings of cultural leaders at the borough level.
Although it failed to build up the desired momentum, it
did allow for the coordination of cultural actors and em-
bedded the role of culture in the strategic actions of lo-
cal development—especially in the Plans d’Action Locale
pour l’Économie et l’Emploi, which are local economy
and employment action plans. Over time, the organiza-
tion has constructed a vision in which culture is a key el-
ement in the reconversion and development of the dis-
trict. It has rallied the economic, political and community
actors around this vision by eliminating some resistance.

The local people made a point of saying that culture
as a driver of development was one of their main pri-
orities. But to assert this, [it] calls for a vision, which
I believe came largely from the artists who had been
investing in the old industrial complexes, and which
had become a reality that could no longer be denied.
They asserted that they weren’t content to just take
advantage of the decline and wanted to participate
in revitalization as well. So that is where the question
of the role of culture in revitalization came up. And
I remember the community group was somewhat re-
served, if not worried or skeptical, in the face of cul-
tural issues. It seemed to think that putting energy
into culturewould take away resources from themore
essential community challenges, such as food, hous-
ing, clothing and education. But over time, the com-
munity sector became an ally in culture. (Personal
communication, socio-economic development organi-
zation, Sud-Ouest).
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The round table did not survive the RESO transformation
that followed the decrease in funding caused by the im-
plementation in 2015 of government austerity policies.
The end of such coordinating activities in addition to ge-
ographic constraints meant that the traditional inclina-
tion of the Sud-Ouest actors to confine themselves to
their neighborhood was reinforced, which has favored
the emergence of a localized leadership performed by in-
dividuals at the head of organizations or events (Théâtre
Paradoxe, laMaison de la CultureMarie-Uguay, FilmNoir
sur le Canal).

We observe that the leadership applied in Rosemont
is performed by leaders and organizations who coordi-
nate the cultural offer at the borough level and who act
in alignment with the borough council. In the Sud-Ouest,
this coordination no longer exists, especially since the
cultural round table has disappeared. In that context, cul-
tural businesses in the Sud-Ouest have becomedetached
from the borough’s socio-economic actors, applying their
leadership either in specific neighborhoods only or else
with a perspective that goes beyond the borough, such
as by targeting clients from outside the borough.

6.1.3. Governance: Ways of Coordinating Actors and
Initiatives

This theme focuses on the evaluation of how creative cul-
tural initiatives are linked with the entirety of initiatives
aimed at local community development, that is to say,
the capacity of a community to orient development to-
wards common goals. As we have seen in Rosemont, the
cultural actors have set up a table for coordinationwhich,
according to the majority of respondents, has a struc-
turing role for the culture in the borough. The RACRPP,
which operated in close collaboration with the CDEC RPP
until the closure of the latter in 2015, thus demonstrates,
as we have already underlined, the capability to bring to-
gether cultural, economic and political actors of the terri-
tory. It appears that the cultural and community sectors
in Rosemont are consolidated through strong ties and
bonds. In the words of one municipal actor:

Rosemont has integrated culture into the community
sector: in the old part of Rosemont, the community
movement has developed cultural venues and events
at the local level. This kind of cultural activity distin-
guishes it from the more urban core. (personal com-
munication, municipal administration, Rosemont)

In the Sud-Ouest, the Table des acteurs culturels du Sud-
Ouest (table of Sud-Ouest cultural actors), created by
RESO (the local CDEC), played a similar role according to
a number of respondents. The following quote summa-
rizes their appreciation:

All the initiatives that emerged and that had a chance
of being operational and viable were supported by
RESO....In 1997, there was first the creation of the ta-

ble of cultural actors. This was the first real interven-
tion of RESO that was structured to bring together
the cultural actors of the borough and to start and
see what the cultural development issues were; not
necessarily the cultural offer, but rather culture in the
sense of something to reappropriate in the context
of a neighborhood undergoing redevelopment. So, it
was more the idea of culture as a factor of revitaliza-
tion, and a factor of societal growth for the popula-
tion. (personal communication, municipal administra-
tion, Sud-Ouest)

The role of the CDECs has thus been crucial for the struc-
turing of the local arts and cultural sector. The decision
of both the provincial government and city hall to strip
these organizations of their financial resources, which
led to the closure of the CDEC RPP and the weakening of
RESO, had consequences, especially in the Sud-Ouest. As
mentioned, the table of cultural actors of the Sud-Ouest
folded, which deprived the territory of an agency dedi-
cated to coordinating the cultural actors.

In both boroughs, the interviews revealed the ex-
istence of a certain number of more localized coordi-
nation efforts around creative and cultural projects. In
Rosemont, for example, commercial development com-
panies and retailers’ associations provide for network-
ing and exchanges between local businesses, cultural
organizations and artists. This web of interactions ap-
pears to contribute to the vitality and local cultural dy-
namics. Many cafes offer their spaces to hold exhibi-
tions and concerts. These interrelations make it pos-
sible to transcend the competitive dynamics inherent
in commercial activity, in turn allowing for a collabora-
tive dynamic to take root. In the Sud-Ouest, there is an
overlap in the dynamics concerning the coordination of
projects on the one hand and the issues targeted by
cultural leaders on the other. It is mainly the neighbor-
hoods that serve as a framework for these coordination
efforts. However, the cultural activities set up around
the Lachine Canal make it possible to transcend these
neighborhood-based dynamics in favor of a coordination
done at a larger scale and that establishes links between
diverse actors: cultural actors, borough council, Parks
Canada, Quartier de l’Innovation, Société de développe-
ment commercial, etc.

6.1.4. Resources: The Means Accessible to Creators

This theme concerns the means (financial, organiza-
tional, institutional and human) which cultural and artis-
tic actors as well as other actors mobilize for the devel-
opment of arts and culture in the territory. In Rosemont,
artists rely on the collaboration of the commercial sec-
tor, the cafes for example, which serve as meeting points
for the artistic community living in the area as well as, in
some cases, venues of creation. These sites of creation
and dissemination give artists and cultural creators the
opportunity to build mutual support networks and to
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establish informal as well as more formalized collabora-
tions with one another. This can take the form of sharing
equipment, work spaces and know-how.

In the two boroughs, most of the artists and cultural
actors met claim feeling a strong territorial rootedness
and are eager to participate in the cultural vitality of their
neighborhood, and some even aspire to leave a lasting
mark, in a work of public art for example. The respon-
dents mentioned that several well-known artists reside
in their territory and that these maintain strong bonds
with the citizens. In the case of Rosemont, with reference
to this commitment of artists to their community, one re-
spondent said: “They have Rosemont tattooed on their
heart” (personal communication, socio-economic devel-
opment organization, Rosemont).

One important aspect in terms of resources is public
support, particularly through the borough council, which
respondents view as very important. This support may
translate into help with the establishment of cultural
organizations, the granting of a free lease, the promo-
tion of certain organizations, the hiring of local artists
for public events, and help with administrative proce-
dures. “In the projects that I initiated, the municipality
provided immense logistical support”, said one respon-
dent (personal communication, cultural and artist orga-
nization, Sud-Ouest).

Social entrepreneurship, represented by the Société
de développement Angus in Rosemont and the Quartier
de l’Innovation in the Sud-Ouest, are identified as organi-
zations that support the role of culture in improving the
quality of citizens’ lives. These two organizations consti-
tute milestones in the advancement, at the level of their
borough, of innovation ecosystems in which cultural ac-
tors have an important place.

Finally, the role of Sociétés de Développement
Commercial (commercial development corporations,
SDCs) in supporting local cultural initiatives should be
emphasized, in both boroughs. In Rosemont as well as in
the Sud-Ouest, their support is vital for the organization
of events in the neighborhoods or commercial arteries.
They contribute with funding to the realization of a num-
ber of activities: “The SDCs support culture a lot....They
are important levers. They are funded by its members
and have set up programs to finance certain events”
(personal communication, socio-economic organisation,
Rosemont–La Petite-Patrie).

6.1.5. Identity: The Sense of Belonging to the Territory

The majority of our respondents indicated having a
strong sense of pride about living in their respective ter-
ritory. In both boroughs, such a sentiment of pride has
been manifested and reinforced through social struggles
which constitute a mark for both districts. In Rosemont,
it crystallized as part of the mobilization of citizens and
local actors for the preservation of Cinéma Beaubien. In
the Sud-Ouest, we observe a strong mobilization of the
citizens motivated by the conversion of the former man-

ufacturing facility of Canadian National Railways. The re-
spondents displayed great pride in this collective project,
named Bâtiment 7, which is still in progress but whose
first achievements are already visible. In the same vein,
in Rosemont we can point to the Technopôle Angus, a
project initiated in the 1990s following the mobilization
of the community, in particular the CDEC, with the aim
of converting the brownfield left by the closing of the fa-
cility of the Canadian Pacific Railway.

Although the industrial past is a part of the identity
that is shared by the inhabitants of both territories, it
is more pronounced in the case of the Sud-Ouest, espe-
cially given the dominant presence of the Lachine Canal
as a relic of this industrial past.

The Sud-Ouest was once home to the working class;
it is a neighborhood that has contributed consider-
ably to the making of what was once the industrial
cradle of Canada, in the early twentieth century. All
of these old factories and foundries, they’re all a part
of our industrial heritage, and I think people are quite
attached to that. (Personal communication,municipal
administration, Sud-Ouest)

You are in the most proud district of the city. Peo-
ple are very proud of their origins. People are very,
very close to each other….Historically, this area is a
laboratory of sorts. This legacy of labor struggles still
comes up, and invariably manifests in cultural expres-
sion, to make people feel proud. People are proud to
be making a living by working. (Personal communica-
tion, community organization, Sud-Ouest)

7. Discussion

Let us recall here that we define cultural vitality not only
by the presence on the territory of cultural facilities, cre-
ative enterprises and artists but also by the quality of the
interactions between the cultural actors and between
those from the other fields of local action (economic, so-
cial, environmental), as well as the anchoring of these
relations into living environments.

In Rosemont, the cultural actors of the territory have
managed to bring forth strong leadership at the bor-
ough level. This leadership is embodied by representa-
tives of the RACRPP, which has a participative vision of
culture. This leadership is recognized both by the munic-
ipal authorities of the borough, with whom there is a di-
alogue, and by the various cultural and socio-economic
actors. With regard to governance, the indicators reveal
several forms of coordination between actors. The bor-
ough council plays a role in the governance of cultural
activities, although some respondents would like it to be
equipped with more resources. At the same time, strong
links between the cultural and community sectors have
been observed. These links serve as a basis for build-
ing partnerships and support networks and can help to
strengthen citizen participation in cultural events. Cul-
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tural elements have become cohesive identity markers.
Accomplishments achieved through citizen action, such
as those of the Technopôle Angus and Cinéma Beaubien,
have reinforced a sense of belonging and pride that is
part of an integrative institutional and organizational tra-
jectory. This cohesion is favored by the physical morphol-
ogy of the borough.

In the Sud-Ouest, leadership and cultural governance
are being recomposed following the reconfiguration of
local development actors as a consequence of the disap-
pearance of the table of cultural actors and the weaken-
ing of RESO. The disappearance of the table highlights
the increasing structuring role of neighborhoods and the
loss of the role of the borough. However, some expe-
riences enjoy the support of all stakeholders, such as
Bâtiment 7 in Pointe-Saint-Charles. The initiative to con-
vert this Canadian National Railways facility dates back
quite some time and has been mobilizing the actors for
over twenty years. These see it as an opportunity to
turn a brownfield into an asset for the local community
where cultural services and diverse community actions
could take place. The reconversion, which is beginning
to materialize, is a source of pride and hope. However,
the research reveals that while cultural activities are im-
portant, collaboration between cultural, community and
economic actors is still in need of being further devel-
oped in this borough, notwithstanding the willingness of
municipal stakeholders to structure the cultural milieu.
Moreover, the actors tend to work not at the borough
level, which is an official level of government, but only at
the neighborhood level, as a result of which they lack a
common political interlocutor and opponent who could
serve as a unifying force for them.

The two boroughs studied are therefore very active
in terms of cultural and creative action. They are bor-
oughs that, by and large, in 2018, are recovering well
from the consequences of the major crisis experienced
in the 1980s and the economic difficulties of the ensu-
ing years. The boroughs’ political bodies are aware of the
importance of cultural activity, and organizations coor-
dinate cultural interventions together with community
actors. However, in both cases, citizens have not been
thatmuch engaged as cultural or artistic creators, instead
limiting themselves to the consumption of activities or
to citizen participation, thus, to being consumers, which
weakens the innovative potential of cultural activity. The
Bâtiment 7 project seems to mark a turning point in this
regard, since the actors and citizens are engaged in de-
signing and implementing the activities while also draw-
ing benefit therefrom.

8. Conclusion

Proximity culture happens to be an important factor in
the conversion of former industrial districts, not only
with regard to cultural and creative activities but also
local development as a whole. This rapprochement be-
tween creative and cultural action and community action

is certainly one of the drivers of the socio-economic dy-
namics of these boroughs. We can say that the set of in-
dicators of cultural vitality proposed in this article allows
for a comprehensive aswell as grounded assessment of a
local cultural dynamic and the interactions between cul-
tural actors and other local actors. At the same time, it
allows to reveal a number of key factors in the structur-
ing of a culture of proximity, in other words, factors that
need to be consideredwhen seeking to implement a pub-
lic policy that is oriented towards proximity culture.

Our conclusions from the case study in Montreal
can also be applied to other cities and places. Creative,
artistic, and cultural activities can be used as a way to
promote the expression of ideas from the most diverse
groups and thereby begin to open up the deliberative
processes traditionally dominated by political and eco-
nomic elites, or even creative elites, such as those sup-
ported by the creative class theory.

Of course, there are caseswhen the promotion of cul-
tural activities at the local level can have effects that do
not contribute to the well-being of residents—the most
notorious of which is gentrification. Nonetheless, many
empirical studies show that it is possible to counteract
the negative effects of gentrification. For the latter to
happen, cultural initiatives need to be embedded within
larger inclusionary strategies intended to improve both
living and working conditions in local neighborhoods
(Ghaffari, Klein, & Angulo-Baudin, 2018). Those strate-
gies must involve the residents and community actors,
who should be part of culture-based strategies and par-
ticipate as stakeholders in order to build fairer and more
democratic cities.
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