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Smart-Up Urbanism: Critical Reflections on a Hub, Urban Regeneration & Smart 

Cultural Imaginaries in Lisbon 

 

Joel Göransson Scalzotto1  

 

INTRODUCTION 

Cities have always been built upon techniques and technologies. If we define technologies not as 

bleeping, high-tech gadgets but rather as the sum total of the human use of tools and related skill sets, 

then it is hard to think of a qualitative leap in urban development without an adjacent technological 

development. During the last decade, Lisbon has witnessed an increased frequency of so-called Smart 

City projects. The rhetoric surrounding the Smart City, at times make it sound as though the Smart City 

is bringing techniques & technologies to the city. As if cities were naturalized sites to which 

technologies are introduced. This is, of course, not the case. What does set the Smart City apart 

though, at least as it is envisioned, is that the development of IoT techniques, now quite literally, allows 

for a technological monitoring of the city. An all-encompassing retrofitting of the old. By implementing 

sensors and meters into ordinary objects – streetlights, buildings, roads, and traffic lights - they 

become aware of their surroundings. They become Smart. At least so in theory.  

A common criticism towards the Smart City is that it is hard to engage with at all as a concept, other 

than precisely “in theory”.  The concept of the Smart City is notoriously hard to define. As I intend to 

show, although the most standardized use of the term could be summed up as the urban 

implementation of a specific technique – namely the Internet of things (IoT) –aimed to facilitate urban 

managerial practices, it could take on various other meanings. Some of them being: 1) an emerging 

form of algorithmic governance supported by cutting edge ICT, (Nam & Pardo, 2011), 2) a form of 

corporate storytelling (Söderström et. al, 2014), 3) a technocentric update of the Sustainable city 

(Albino et.al 2015) or 4) simply as good old-fashioned city branding (Caragliu et. al 2011; Tranos & 

Gertner, 2012; Joss 2019).   

 
1 Disclaimer: This position paper has been written in collaboration with the ROCK-project, an EU-funded programme that 

forms part of the Horizon2020-framework. The opinions in this paper do not reflect that of the ROCK: they are personal 

reflections of the author which have been shaped through field work in the city. Quotes from interlocutors in this paper have 

also been used in my master thesis.  
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The genealogy of the Smart City can in recent history be traced back to the concept of the “Sustainable 

City” and to Richard Florida’s urban utopia: “The Creative City” (Hatuka et. al: 2017; De Waal & Dignum: 

2017). Starting with the former, the Smart City has since its genesis capsulated the central promise of 

The Sustainable city, namely: the merging of economic and environmental urban sustainability. Ever 

since the concept of Sustainable development was formulated in the Brundtland report, the concept 

of de-coupling has lied at the very core of this notion (Aseva, 2019; Næss & Høyer, 2009; Cook & 

Swyngedouw, 2012). To the extent that one can talk at all about a “general characteristic” when 

discussing a concept as multi-facetted as the Smart City, the concept of a techno driven decoupling 

would certainly be one of them (Slavova & Okwechime, 2016). Turning to the connection between the 

Smart City and the Creative City, this relation is perhaps best understood in terms of the latter’s main 

subject: The Creative Class. Essentially, Florida’s famous urban model is founded upon the assumption 

that creative labour – defined as labour which produces “meaningful, new forms” (Florida, 2002: 68) - 

is absolutely essential for the development and ability to flourish in the modern economy. 

Furthermore, Florida characterises the class by tolerance in terms of liberal rights and are not seldom 

associated with urban, progressive subcultures. The Creative City in turn is a city that has an 

infrastructure and sense of place that can sustain – and more importantly attract – the creative class. 

As Albino et al (2015) states, efforts to produce an urban environment suitable for this mythical 

Creative Class, has become a prioritized endeavour for many aspiring Smart Cities.  

Few concepts embody the Floridian concept of the Creative City more than the imagery of the Creative 

Hub. A node of “organically” organized, creative labour - not seldom confined to “edgy” urban areas 

in which progressive subcultures and marginal gentrifiers have become embedded in the social fabric. 

There exists a plethora of literature that analyses the concept of the Creative Hub through the lens (or 

chimera) of the Creative City (Bandinelli & Gandini 2019; Evans, 2009; Florida, 2002). In this paper, I 

will embed the analysis of the Hub – more specifically the Hub Criativo do Beato (HCB) – in what I call 

the Smart City-edifice of Lisbon. With this term, I am refereeing to a wider definition than simply 

energy-reduction through instant data collection via sensors and IoT-technique. The Smart City-edifice 

is rather to be understood as an assemblage, which contains both placemaking, promotion of what 

hereby will be referred to as start-up urbanism and tech-oriented businesses, and – but not solely – 

Smart techniques in the more widespread definition of the word. It is in this sense that the HCB relates 

to Smart City agendas in Lisbon: it is connected to a version of the Smart City that places emphasis on 

start-up urbanism, entrepreneurialism, city branding and urban regeneration.  
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Smart Clouds on the (2020) Horizon: ROCK & The Smart City 

This paper has been produced in collaboration with the ROCK-project, an EU-commission funded 

project within the Horizon 2020 framework. The HCB is situated on the ROCK-intervention area, 

Marvila and Beato, which is how I ended up collaborating with the project. Within the frame of the 

ROCK-project, the Smart agenda has a two folded meaning. On the one hand side, it is defined through 

the acronym: “Simple, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant/Replicable, Time/Timely bound”. The 

concept is most notably used in management theory as a methodological guideline. On the other hand, 

it relates to the innovation aspects of the project, and perhaps most clearly to the aim of promoting 

technological innovation. The categories of technological and creative innovation are seen as tool 

through which a sustainable urban regeneration can be promoted. Put simply, technological 

innovation as a cornerstone for urban regeneration, a definition which rhymes well with Smart City-

development at large.   

 

The Hub & The Smart City  

Since November 2019 I have been conducting interviews with representatives from businesses and 

research institutions involved in different Smart City projects in Lisbon. In total I have carried out 19 

semi-structured interviews which formed the basis for my master thesis in human geography at 

Stockholm University. At large, my research has circled around understanding processes of urban 

development and transformation in Lisbon during the last decade. This research in turn, has been 

carried out through the lens of the framework of the Smart City. In this paper I will pay particular 

attention to topics of cultural heritage, creativity and innovation – three main pillars of the ROCK-

framework which corresponds to three defined aims for the HCB. As I intend to show, the HCB: s 

engagement with cultural heritage is a founding principle and is key for their founding narrative. The 

cities involved in the ROCK-project have been chosen precisely because of their “Cultural Heritage 

value”, and it aims to use this value as an engine for urban regeneration (ROCK Project, 2018). 

Technological innovation and creativity are the two main axes of the HCB and directly relate to the 

ROCK:s ambition of transforming its partner cities into “creative and sustainable knowledge-cities”, a 

process in which technological innovation is seen as particularly crucial, not least as a tool for the re-

use of cultural heritage. I will be analysing both how these topics are being promoted and treated 

within the confinements of the HCB and what impacts this potentially could have on its surrounding 

territory. I will also widen the scope and see how similar logics are being perpetrated on a larger scale 
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in Lisbon. The data I have collected about the wider Smart City edifice of Lisbon will be used as a lens 

through which the development of the HCB is understood.  

I got interested in the HCB because of the driving private actor behind the project, Start-Up Lisboa (the 

public actor being the Câmara Municipal de Lisboa - the municipality - which will henceforth be 

referred to as the CML). They were involved in several of the Smart projects I had been looking at 

during my fieldwork in the city. Therefore, it was rather Start-up Lisboa as a “Smart actor” rather than 

the HCB as a “Smart Project” that caught my attention. As I later found out through my interviews, 

there were plans of applying Smart meters in the space of HCB, allowing for Smart Waste systems 

amongst other things, thus turning the HCB into a “Smart City in miniature”. More than anything 

though, the HCB represents the tech-oriented strive of Lisbon’s Smart City agenda, bolstered through 

the Start-Up-oriented tactic that the CML has been keen to push. This agenda is, as we will see 

important to understand both the development of the HCB and the promotion of Smart City-

development in general. 

  



 
 

5 

METHODS 

As already mentioned, this paper is based upon information produced in co-operation with a number 

of Smart projects in Lisbon. The aim of my research was to analyse how Smart narratives were being 

localized in Lisbon, with particular attention being placed on how post-crisis politics shaped the 

political and economic space in which these narratives were crystallized. I opted for qualitative 

methods since it allowed for a more nuanced and in-detail examination of this process. The co-

production of knowledge took place in the format of semi-structured interviews. In total I did I carried 

out 25 semi-structured interviews, as well as partaking as a participant observer in three conferences. 

Zooming in on the HCB, my first interview took on the form of a walking interview through the HCB. In 

total I had three interlocutors from the HCB, including the content manager, the project manager of 

Start-up Lisboa and the chief architect of the HCB. All interviews were recorded on my cell-phone and 

all interlocutors gave their confirmation to use quotes from the interviews. Most of the material for 

this paper is based upon interviews that took place on December 10th of 2019 and March 6th, 2020. In 

addition to this I partook in the ROCK-workshop on the 7th of February in which one representative 

from Start Up Lisboa was present. The goal of the workshop was to create a discussion between the 

many cultural agents active on the ROCK-intervention area, focusing on their experiences of culture 

on the territory and how sustainable cultural practices could be bolstered.  

 

SMART LISBON – A SHORT HISTORIC BACKGROUND 

As Carvalho & Vale (2019) states, Lisbon’s Smart agenda was subject to change during the last decade. 

The first Smart projects in the capital started in 2011 and were in large characterised by ambitious 

experimentation with open-data practices. This was part of a global tendency as polities in different 

parts of the world delved into open data experimentation. This development in turn had been 

championed by social movement connected to the “Freedom of information”-movement (FOI), 

summarized by the authors as “transparency and the right to access government-related, decision-

making information” (ibid, 220) and the “common knowledge”-movement: a movement or stream of 

thought with a more self-defined ideo-political basis than the FOI, advocating “open publishing with 

respect to licensing, copyrights and intellectual property” (ibid, 222).  

The staggering effects of the global financial crisis reached its worst stage in Portugal during these 

same times, and in the wake of the bail-out-deal that the centre-right Portuguese government 

negotiated with the European Troika, the Smart open data strategy of the capital was to be re-
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formulated. In 2016, the open-data strategy of Lisbon was merged with an economic agenda and was 

henceforth to be run through the economic & innovation department. The open-data endeavour was 

increasingly linked to ambitions of start-up urbanism, and though the open-data ambition was not 

officially abandoned, the more radical components of this ambition were pushed to the backbenches. 

Carvalho (2017) – writes about Lisbon as a “Smart Start-up City” and concludes that the development 

of “Entrepreneurial eco-systems” is crucial for the success of a Smart City. Entrepreneurial Eco-system 

is another one of those buzzwords that have rose in popularity the last decade. In essence, it denotes 

networks of start-ups and companies that together form an incubating platform, aimed to foster 

creativity, innovation and economic growth. Lisbon´s municipality has a defined aim to transform the 

city into an international Start-up city, aiming for an urban economic agenda characterised by 

entrepreneurship, tech-oriented innovation, and open data governance. Much like other Smart City 

projects, the strategy entails a defined aim of bolstering social inclusion – in this particular case this 

strategy is more detailed than normal, and includes amongst other things the promotion of Fado to 

create a stronger sense of neighbourhood identity that could improve “economic and cultural 

dynamism” (Carvalho, 2017: 12).  

The CML has defined a couple of key features that will facilitate the establishment of entrepreneurial 

eco-systems and in extension the label of “Smart City”. The first and most important one of these is 

real estate. The capitals abundant number of “real estate-opportunities” coupled with attractive tax-

incentives and the new urban lease regime2  are mentioned as beneficial to the Smart City-

development. Other features that make Lisbon “uniquely positioned” for this development includes 

the growing tourism sector, and excellent conditions for creative services – especially audio-visual 

production (because of the nice weather), “quality-price-ratio” for labour thus lending itself well to 

large shared service centres. 

So why would there be an antagonistic relation between the economic start-up agenda and ambitions 

of open data governance? According to Carvalho & Vale, this is in large due to a clash of logics and 

temporalities between the – quick, set-up-pilot-deadline-delivery-scale-up-elsewhere-tempo of the 

start-up world and the slow, grinding tempo that is required both for civic participation and for deep 

experimenting with open-data governance. Now why does this matter for the development of the 

HCB? First of all, the Hub embodies many aspects of the start-up agenda. Secondly, as Carvalho & Vale 

state, an important push towards this transformation came with the introduction of the Web Summit 

 
2 One of the more infamous reforms on the housing market in the post-crisis restructuring. Called “the eviction 
law” by critics and local activist groups (Lestegás et.al 2017). 
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– the world’s largest tech-conference, coined a “Glastonbury for nerds”, which moved from Dublin to 

Lisbon in 2016. In this same year, the CML also announced the plans for the HCB which, as we will see, 

was no coincidence.  

Marvila and Beato – A short resumé 

In the wake of financial crisis of 2008, the area of Marvila and Beato were subjected to the same 

strategy that characterised the national response: attract foreign investment and visitors. In terms of 

local strategies, this agenda was adjacent to the tactic of integrating the (perceived) abandoned post-

industrial river-stretch of Marvila and Beato into ongoing urban strategies and to create a bridge 

between the southern downtown and the northern civil parish of Parque das Nações: an affluent 

commercial and residential area created for the 1998 Lisbon World Exposition. This is as we will see, 

an important contextual background to bear in mind to grasp the role of the HCB in strategies of local, 

urban regeneration. 

 

MY ENCOUNTERS WITH THE HCB 

“We have started a transformation of the area. A positive social contamination” 

Situated on the intersection between Marvila and Beato lies the impressively towering Hub Criativo do 

Beato (HCB). As of now, the HCB is still a work in progress. Many restorations are still needed to have 

the HCB fully operationalized. Several companies were projected to move in in 2020, but the covid-19 

crisis will likely post-pone this process. Some of the key-tenants include Mercedes-Benz “Digital Hub” 

and German “Factory”. The latter will be responsible for the construction of the campus in which 

Mercedes and other tech-companies will operate. This side of the HCB-operation represents the 

innovation-axis of the project. In terms of creative businesses, the large-scale actor is Super Bock, one 

of Portugal’s biggest beer companies and a main sponsor of domestic music festivals: a topic which I 

will return to further on.  

During my first meeting at the HCB I got a round tour around the premises by StartupLisboa´s content 

manager. She met me at the entrance of the huge, old military compound which is quickly transforming 

into one of Europe´s largest hubs. The total area makes up an impressive 52 000 square meters, its 

built environment consisting mostly of abandoned factories, including a truly gigantic, old bakery. The 

CML, who leases the space, announced the project in 2016 and StartUpLisboa were given the roles as 

de facto managers. Start-up Lisboa themselves were born at the height of the Portuguese financial 
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crisis in 2012, and in 2016 they were already established as a hot, new player on the scene. Besides 

overseeing all activities of the HCB and being the face outwards, they have the role of precuring 

businesses that match the overarching concept of the HCB – technology, creativity, and innovation. 

The CML then has the final say on who can become a tenant. However, as the project manager told 

me, the CML had so far never turned down a suggestion and it seemed as though Start-Up Lisboa had 

more or less a carte blanche in terms of managing this side of the operations. 

 

The Web Summit 

As I was walked around the half-finished construction site, small tour-guide-esque commentaries 

about the history of the buildings were mixed with the grandiose plans for the HCB. There were three 

central motifs for the creation of the HCB, the content manager told me. The first one was to absorb 

the “creative minds” that pilgrim to the annual Web Summit. As the content-manager told me, it was 

no secret that the announcement of this large tech-event was determinant for the launch of the HCB. 

On the one hand side it is the simple question of having a physical infrastructure that can attract and 

absorb visitors from the Summit. Secondly, the presence of the Web Summit attracts attention to 

Lisbon and being associated with the HCB can be attractive for tech-players looking to boost their 

visibility on the Web Summit. Moreover, the strong linkages between the HCB and the Web Summit 

plays perfectly into the plans of bridging the area of Marvila and Beato to Parque das Nações in which 

the Web Summit is hosted.  

 

Mercedes-Benz Innovation Group 

 

“The Portuguese capital is increasingly establishing itself as the new “place to be” for 

the digital world: it is precisely here that Mercedes-Benz wishes to drive its future digital 

transformation from premium automobile manufacturer to premium mobility service 

provider”          Mercedes-Benz, 2020 

 

The above-mentioned quote could be taken as a testament to the success that Lisbon, and indeed 

actors such as Start-Up Lisboa, have had in efforts of positioning it as an emerging, Smart tech-city. As 
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they had yet to move in, little was passed on to me in interviews regarding what exact type of 

innovations would be generated by the HCB´s largest players. What was clear though was that it was 

the Mercedes-Benz Daimler group that would be the main driver of the innovation-aim of the HCB. 

Speculating in possible ventures that could take place in the HCB would be pointless. But what is clear 

is that the Daimler innovation group is, much like other automobile-giants, currently involved in the 

race towards the automated, driverless car. The press-releases surrounding the launch of the 

Mercedes Hub, are very munch influenced by a Smart rhetoric which is becoming frequently used in 

the automobile-industry. Connectivity and “wiredness” as trend words have established themselves in 

the vocabulary, and other Smart “tropes” are frequently invoked: “Connecting the vehicle to the cloud, 

multimedia systems make it part of the Internet of Things” (ibid). What is worth noting is that 

Mercedes-Benz became an official main sponsor of the Web Summit one year before the move to the 

HCB was made official. If nothing else, it is another detail hinting at how determinant the Web Summit 

has been for the development of the HCB.  

 

Transforming the “Bermuda Triangle” into the “Brooklyn of Lisbon” 

The second motif was to be an engine of urban regeneration on the territory of Marvila and Beato. The 

content manager in particular was very keen to emphasise the importance they had had already: “We 

have started a transformation of the area. A positive social contamination” she stated. As already 

mentioned, the area around Marvila and Beato has for a long time been regarded as a blank spot, “a 

Bermuda Triangle in inner-city Lisbon” as the content manager put it. The built environment alongside 

the river stretch consists mostly of abandoned industries and shipping factories. Inwards to the hills 

lies areas which have some of the highest concentration of social housing in inner-city Lisbon. As the 

poignant imagery of a “positive social contamination” exposes, they were very aware of the role they 

could play in this transformation. “The saddest part of the area lies inside the hills. Its socially the most 

depressed”. The transformation we are promoting will start here and spread there” she continued. 

Furthermore, the content manager showed a high awareness of the strategy to socially integrate the 

territory with the northern outposts in Parque das Nações. The development she envisioned was one 

in which the surrounding territory would be one dominated by culture and leisure-activities, with the 

HCB as a node of creative and innovative productivity in the middle.  



 
 

10 

The arrival of foreign entrepreneurs and digital nomads3 would spur on positive developments in the 

surrounding businesses: “It will promote a survival of the fittest process amongst small businesses in 

the area. Shop owners who do not speak English will have to leave”.  For her, that was an 

uncontroversial, good thing. And in case it was not all good – it was not something they could affect. 

“We are not social workers”, she said on a later occasion. In her mind, the small downsides were 

overshadowed by the benefits and she highly welcomed the transformation of the area into a: 

“Brooklyn of Lisbon”. This sort of referencing has become an increasingly frequent practice as Marvila 

has been called both the “SoHo” and “Brooklyn” of Lisbon in several media outlets (see Santos, 2019; 

Marujo, 2018). At the same time, increased attention has been payed the latest years to processes of 

gentrification in the surrounding area. Only a stone throw away from the HCB lies a building called 

“Predio Santos Lima”, a two-storey housing complex which has been subject to international attention. 

The building was sold for 2 million euros to then – only two weeks after – be listed again by a Real 

Estate developing company – aptly named “Buy2Sale” – for 7,2 million euros. Moreover, it was listed 

as “unoccupied” although it was home to more than 50 tenants - which created headlines about 

Marvila being the heart of “Lisbon’s Real-Estate bullying” (de Sousa, 2018). It is worth noting that this 

company was later bought up by a Prologica, an informatics company dealing with “Smart” response 

to health care and ageing (Prologica, 2019). At the time it is impossible to know if they will use the 

building as part of their actual operation or if it is another buy-to-sale-venture. 

The project manager and the chief architect that I spoke with on a later occasion seemed somewhat 

concerned with the topic of gentrification and were in general a bit more careful with hailing the 

“Brooklynification” of the area. The architect voiced her worries about the ongoing situation:” Many 

of the cultural activities and events might have to leave [in case of an intensified gentrification process] 

which would be a great shame” she said. The project manager voiced similar worries over artists and 

cultural actors who had once moved to the area, attracted by the unused spaces and cheap rents: “We 

want to keep this environment as much as possible. Because we do believe that it adds a lot of value to 

the area”. In other words, the HCB-representatives were very aware of how beneficial the presence of 

these cafes, cultural venues and artist collectives were for their venture. But, like the content manager, 

they were keen to withhold that they had changed the area for the good.  

 

 

 
3 A term used to denote digital & creative workers for whom mobility is a characterising feature 
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Organic developments and place branding 

 

“We do believe that if we have coffee tables where people sit together - a designer, a 

developer from some companies - from that coffee and from that talk, probably a new 

idea will appear”       HCB-Project Manager 

 

The third and last motif was to alter the visibility of Lisbon as a city, establishing it as a tech-oriented 

hotbed for entrepreneurs, digital nomads and global capital. The term “place branding” popped up 

frequently, and it was obvious that this motif went hand in hand with the strive to position the 

surrounding territory as “cool” and “hip” urban space. During my talks with the HCB-representatives, 

it became obvious that the lines were quite blurry between what was considered branding and what 

was considered creative industries. By nature, the creative industry many times lends itself to the 

concept of branding. This was certainly the case with the HCB. They seemed to envision an organic 

process of creativity, through a schemata that could be summed up like this: Branding attracts capital 

and creative people. Creative people that meet other creative people generate creativity. The idea of 

bolstering creative activities seemed to be more or less entirely based on this idea. Get enough 

“creative people” together in close proximity to each other and bright, innovative ideas will be 

generated organically. Like the project manager stated: “We do believe that if we have coffee tables 

where people sit together - a designer, and a developer from different companies - from that coffee 

and from that talk, a new idea will appear.” The innovation-axis of the project was discussed in a similar 

manner. Concrete plans were hard to come by. 

The branding and visibility-aspect is closely tied to the tactic of targeting foreign workers. “We want 

to bring in new players, new projects that can enlarge the ecosystem” the project managers stated. 

“We are not looking to relocate players already established in the city”, he continued. This tactic has 

left its imprint on Start-UpLisboa’s current operations as 40% of their incubated start-up´s working in 

their down-town offices are founded by foreigners. This number will probably end up being higher in 

the HCB. Recently, the content manager told me, Start-Up Lisboa and the HCB had launched a 

campaign to attract “Brexiters” leaving the UK.  

The exact strategies behind the creative axis remind somewhat clandestine, even after several 

interviews. I frequently asked which sort of creative industries they sought after. “Concepts of 

creativity with a clear business orientation” was the answer I got. Creative-related models that could 
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generate profit. The company that represented this creative side of the HCB was Super Bock, the 

largest beer company in Portugal. The logic behind this choice is that Super Bock much like Heineken 

or Carlsberg, has made a point of establishing itself as a major player on the domestic cultural market. 

They are one of the biggest sponsors of the domestic music scene and they are the main players behind 

a yearly festival in Lisbon. Beyond this connection it was hard to grasp exactly how Super Bock would 

bolster creative industries in the HCB. Their venue would, at least for the foreseeable future, mostly 

be used for events, parties and PR, I was told. There would as well be a small production of craft beer 

which is to be sold under a temporary limited-edition brand. This sort of artisan production matched 

neatly with the creative profile which the HCB aspires to have as well as their target market: the young 

and culturally savvy entrepreneurs.  

 

Cultural Heritage & Creative Communities 

The scope of the HCB goes far beyond that of being just a workplace. Instead, it aims to be a community 

of creativity and innovation. An aim which makes it hard not to draw parallels to a “miniature” version 

of the “Floridian” Creative City. In 2019, Start-Up Lisboa released a tender for a housing construction 

upon the premises. As I was told in a follow up interview it would be able to house up to 130 workers 

– providing a “soft-landing” solution for entrepreneurs coming to the city, thus again reinforcing again 

how much the HCB is gearing itself to a foreign labour force. The idea is that it should be used as a 

temporary housing solution, with tenants staying from three months up to a year. Besides this, a 

museum is to be constructed in one of the former fabrics. The idea with the museum was to retain a 

sense of history and cultural heritage, I was told. In keeping with this line of thought, all actors using 

the space of HCB must follow and respect the cultural heritage and integrity of the buildings. I asked 

my interlocutors from the HCB about the value of this on several occasion. There seemed to be little 

ideas of it rather than to preserve history, which in extension meant preserving “authenticity”, the 

main interpretation seemed to be.  

There did exist, as it seems, a slight tension between the efforts of retrofitting the HCB to make it 

Smarter in terms of energy-efficiency on the one hand, and the concept of cultural heritage on the 

other. Much like other actors in other consortiums that I interviewed – most notably a real-estate 

developer in the Horizon2020 project “Sharing Cities” – the HCB were facing regulations from the CML 

that prohibits, or at least complicates, the application of PCV-panels on rooftops. Though some of my 

interlocutors were hopeful that such regulations would change in the short future, others were more 

fatalist. The politics of cultural heritage in the context of rooftops was to intimately guided by tourist 
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agendas, I was told. I.e. more PCV-cladded rooftops equal less breath-taking views from the city´s 

famous miradouros (viewpoints). If this is really the case, I have no way of knowing, but it hints towards 

an, at least perceived, clash of logics between the different agendas.  

 

TECH, TILES & TOURISM: SOME CRITICAL REFLECTIONS  

Cultural Heritage or the Commodified Culturalization of Smartness 

In more way than one, the HCB stands as a metaphor for the Smart City. The central promise of the 

Smart City is essentially that of retrofitting the old. The built environment of the old city becomes 

enlightened through the implementation of sensors, thus transforming the old and unintelligent to the 

new and smart. The alluring promise of the HCB is that of turning old, abandoned factories and 

artefacts from a dead economy into modern offices filled with cutting edge tech-innovators, thus 

turning it them into cogwheels of a vibrant start-up economy. Similarly, both Lisbon in general and the 

HCB incorporate several cultural constructions in their projected narratives. These cultural 

constructions serve the purpose of anchoring modern constructions and visions into something that 

feels old, “real” and most importantly – authentic. Starting with the HCB, the importance of retaining 

the feel and sense of the old industrial wasteland serves the purpose of creating a sense of 

authenticity.  

In a similar fashion, representations and images of Portuguese history were often invoked during my 

interviews with the HCB-representatives, in attempts to explain why Lisbon and Smart start-ups are a 

uniquely good fit. In my interviews with the HCB-representatives these concepts were blended with 

wider assumptions about some abstract Portuguese “psyche”. The Portuguese are uniquely situated 

to be smart, innovative, tech-economy because of their inherent curiosity, I was told. The argument 

behind this being the Portuguese history of “discovery” and exploration of the outside world, I.e. 500 

years of colonial expansion. In interviews with other Smart actors some interlocutors also referred to 

the Portuguese ability to “desenrascar” which loosely translates to thinking on your feet or 

improvising. A trait that will fit well with tech-experimentation, the idea seemed to be.  

Similar logics can be found in the branding-strategies of Lisbon. During the last decade, cultural 

imaginaries have been purposely exploited during the previous years to attract more tourism and 

attention to Portugal. Half of the budget of the national tourism authority – called “Turismo de 

Portugal” - had been given to Google to make sure that a carefully constructed narrative and imagery 

was projected (Borghi et.al, 2018). The president of said organization – liberal politician and 
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entrepreneur João Cotrim de Figueiredo – was also one of the key players in the successful bid to bring 

the Web Summit to Lisbon. Lisbon is of course, far from alone in playing the game of branding and 

start-up interventions in order to attract global capital and mobile elites. The idea that cities need to 

refurbish and re-brand themselves as hip, cool, cultural – and even warm and sunny -  in order to 

attract the desired “ubermensch” of the creative economy, is essential to the school of through 

associated with the Creative City. Richard Florida’s and Edward Glaeser’s two respective triads, 

designed to neatly abbreviate the perfect conditions in which the Creative City and its mythical 

Creative Class could prosper, reflect this. These being: the three T: s of Florida (2002) - Technology, 

Talent & Tolerance and Edward Glaeser´s (2011) paraphrase of the schemata known as the three S:es: 

Sun, Skill & Sprawl. To sum up – based upon the observations I have done from my field work - a 

Portuguese re-appropriation and desired self-projection of these triads, could be summed up as either 

Tech, Tiles & Tourism or Sun, Surf & Smartness.  

 

The HCB & Marvila and Beato: Touristifying gazes?  

As mentioned in a previous chapter, the area of Marvila and Beato in general, and the HCB in particular, 

represent strategies which relate to the overarching strategy for post-crisis-Lisbon at large, i.e. to 

attract global capital and visitors. Anttiroiko describes a condition he calls “attraction hysteria”, a 

short-sighted strategy which fails to look further than the immediate absorption of global flows 

(Anttiroiko, 2014: 146-147). In the context of the HCB, this is most notable in the motif of “altering the 

visibility of Lisbon”. Even in operational terms, the HCB is very much geared towards global flows. It is 

designed to be alluring to high-skilled foreign entrepreneurs and nomads, which Start Up Lisboa is very 

honest about: “We are not interested in re-locating stakeholders already existing in the city, we want 

to bring in people from the outside” as the project manager put it. This urge to attract foreign high-

skilled workers is interesting given the backdrop of local placemaking-ambitions and the endeavours 

to promote cultural heritage.  

So what relations are there between, on the one hand, what Anttiroiko calls “attraction hysteria”, 

geared towards a Creative Class and, on the other hand, the promotion of cultural heritage and the 

highlighting of the authentic. John Urry´s (2011) theory about the “tourist gaze” could provide a way 

of thinking about this link. Though the theory is originally intended for the analysis of tourism, it is a 

useful approach to grasp connection between cultural heritage and mobile creatives as well. For Urry, 

the concept of “authenticity” is intimately connected to processes of urban commodification. The gaze 
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of the tourist is an observing one, the role of the tourist consumes but never produces – it observes 

but does not partake. Urry and other thinkers also describes the process in which the tourist gaze gets 

reproduced by locals, who need to find a way to adapt and survive in a touristified economy (Urry & 

Larsen, 2011; Sequera & Nofre: 2018; Nursanty: 2019). In order to aptly “sell” the authentic, they have 

to first be able to “see” and grasp the authentic through the eyes of the outsider. The local narratives 

and histories that the HCB wanted to embed itself in function in a similar way. They are produced 

locally but made for global consumption. It thus becomes a form of placemaking that constantly gazes 

with the eyes of the outsider, for it is for those eyes that it has to be appetizing. The “Survival-of-the-

fittest” mentality that the content manager envisioned and welcome, as shop-owners would have to 

learn English or move elsewhere – can be understood in similar terms. The local vendor has to take 

upon not only the gaze, but the language of the visitor in order to reap any possible rewards.   

Labelling something authentic prerequisites a process of commodification as this label only is relevant 

for the consumer, or byer, of the object (or indeed city). In sum, it is not the case of a commodification 

of the authentic, but rather that the label of authenticity itself is proof of a commodification process 

that has already taken place. It should be stated that the rejection of the most negative side-effects of 

attraction hysteria must not fall into the trap of xenophobic rhetoric. There is, of course, nothing 

negative with a large presence of foreign high-skilled workers in the area of Marvila and Beato. Quite 

the contrary. The issue at hand is rather when this is the only group being catered to. Another more 

abstract way can be found in the writing of Christopher Lasch (1995). He raises the question about the 

impacts of the local, global elites on global democracies, or rather their relation to it. The mobility of 

“global well-offers” – the nomads, the mobile entrepreneurs etc - has paradoxically enough rendered 

them more isolated than usual. Isolated in the sense that they do not take place in the same way as 

the rest of the world in the creation of place, in the nitty-gritty of local democracies. Because it does 

not concern them. They consume rather than produce, they might stay in a city a year – work, fall in 

love, meet friends, view the sites and frequent the clubs – but it stops there. Then it is on to the next 

one. Seen in this light, the dangerous combination is therefore having an entire urban strategy focused 

on pleasing a class that might never actively partake in the life of said city.  

 

A Smart Urban Regeneration? 

Turning to issues of urban regeneration and gentrification, it again becomes hard not to interpret the 

processes in Marvila and Beato as an analogy of larger Lisbon. As previously mentioned, Lisbon’s “real-

estate opportunities” has been one of the major drivers in Lisbon’s particular version of Smart 
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development. The territory of Marvila and Beato is no exception to this. As the project manager told 

me, cheap rents and houses was one of the major factors in establishing Marvila and Beato as an 

Eldorado for Smart developers, cultural agents, and real-estate agents. The desires to promote an 

urban regeneration of the area must be understood in this light. This tendency is also reflected within 

the ROCK-project, which this paper has been written for. Within the frame of the ROCK, increases in 

real estate value is treated as one measurement of success of “social innovation”. This might be a 

reasonable indicator at a first glance. Especially when considered the wide held image of the 

surrounding territory as an industrial wasteland. However, one could question how suitable such a 

measurement if one strives for a socially sustainable urban regeneration. Such a version of urban 

regeneration runs the risk of becoming one which neglects user value in favour of exchange value, and 

its through such a process that a case such as the Predio Santos Lima can become counted as a 

measurement of social innovation-success. It would seem to me that this sort of aggressive real estate 

speculation rhymes poorly with socially sustainable aims. As a private actor Start Up Lisboa has no 

responsibility as such in these processes of gentrification. Like they said themselves, they are no social 

workers. But given their enthusiasm for promoting a sustainable urban regeneration in the area - or “a 

positive social contamination” as they put it - it stands out as a potentially unsustainable position.  

 

CONCLUDING REMARKS 

The project for which I have accounted for in this text is to be understood as belonging to those facets 

of the Smart City which relate to ambitions of city branding, regeneration and the creation of start-up, 

tech-clusters. Put into the perspective of recent history, this development rhymes with the history of 

changing agendas that Carvalho & Vale sketch out: namely the change of agendas that took place in 

the urban restructuring post the bail-out deal. This change of agendas also relates to a process towards 

“attraction hysteria” a process which entails a conscious restructuring of city brands in order to attract 

global capital & flows of tourists and people (Anttirroiko, 2014:146). The narratives projected through 

this attraction hysteria in turn become embedded in Smart City narratives as they have localized in 

Lisbon, through which images of “Portuguesness” and certain Lisbonese attributes are upheld as being 

particularly suitable to said Smart development. Secondly, it relates to that aspect of the Smart City 

which are connected to the idea of the Creative City, namely the attraction of the creative class. The 

testimonies from the HCB can be interpreted as one way in which the creative class is being catered 

to. These processes need to be understood in relation to real-estate speculation and finalization of 



 
 

17 

housing as these markets have, both in the ROCK-intervention area and in wider Lisbon, been a central 

incentive for Smart development.  

In conclusion, the HCB might have the potential to become the spawning ground for new and emerging 

forms of technological development. However, part of the ontological assumption which permeates 

the rhetoric surrounding the HCB and Smart Lisbon at large seemed to be built somewhat on a fallacy. 

To go back to the case of Mercedes: the foundational technological developments behind the driver-

less car have – like most major technological breakthroughs - been developed by state-funded research 

in the US, mostly through state and federal institutions of the military-industrial complex (Kehoe et. al, 

2009). The idea of leaving the area of technological innovation to interdependent start-ups, 

entrepreneurial eco-systems and organic encounters between brilliant, innovative entrepreneurs 

therefore seems somewhat unnuanced. Moreover, since the HCB as well as other Smart developments 

in Lisbon are embedded in a process of attraction hysteria it raises question as to whom will reap the 

potential rewards which these endeavours produce. To avoid an urban model that only manages to 

import the superstructures of alluring, Smart and Creative City models – without having the 

technological and social base to sustainably attach said superstructure to – perhaps increased 

attention needs to be payed to issues of secure right to housing, civic participation and other 

foundational local, democratic topics. A Smart Lisbon could be a Lisbon that flourishes, and creative, 

innovative Hubs surely have an important role to play in such a city. However, it is my belief that a truly 

Smart city needs to be founded upon smart social relations. 
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