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Introduction  

The Housing Question and ‘Outcast’ Spaces 

 

Under the proud stares of city officials and the invasive cameras of the Toronto media, 

Alf and Teresa Bluett and their four children walked up freshly-laid concrete steps into 

their new row house in Regent Park (RP) housing project.1 The Bluetts were the first 

family to move into the pioneering Canadian public housing development in 1949. Alf, a 

car man’s helper with the Canadian National Railroad, had served five years overseas in 

the army. He was the ideal candidate for the new project since RP’s advocates promised 

that it would be a permanent, low-rental housing option for deserving workers, many of 

them veterans, who were unable to manage in Toronto’s despairingly tight housing 

market.2 As one admiring member of city government said of the project in its first year, 

“In fact, a sign might well be erected somewhere on that 42-acre site – Good Citizens 

Dwell Here.”3 A chorus of powerful opinion setters and policy makers – the urban reform 

movement, government officials, key sections of the business community, and the media 

– sang the praises of RP as an outstanding initiative to tackle the low-income housing 

crisis for the city’s burgeoning working class.4 Citing prospective tenants and displaying 

flattering photos of the new dwellings, the Toronto Daily Star described the project as 

“Heaven.”5 

 

Barely twenty years later, politicians, reformers and the media were singing a decidedly 

different tune. Public housing projects were now regarded as new slums, housing only the 

rough and rowdy, many of them unruly children and teens, the unemployed, or those on 
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social assistance.6 Descriptions of RP in the Toronto Star shifted radically from “Heaven” 

to “colossal flop” and “hopeless slum.”7 The report of the 1968 Federal Task Force on 

Housing blamed housing projects for “breeding disincentive” and a “what’s the use” 

attitude to work and self-improvement.8 This negative image would intensify 

considerably in the following two decades. By the 1990s, Canada’s largest housing 

project had become virtually synonymous with socio-economic marginalization and 

behavioural depravity. According to one observer in Toronto Life magazine, it had 

become “thoroughly ghettoized” and had “accumulated a sense of almost mythical ruin.”9 

Indeed, the broader social identity of the project has become an accumulation and 

escalation of the stigma of its residents. 

 

From Place of Hope to ‘Outcast’ Space examines this rapid and spectacular 

transformation of RP from the ideal working-class community of the 1940s to the eye-

catching space of crime and cultural depravity of the 1990s. I argue that RP was socially 

constructed as an outcast space of socio-economic marginalization through a powerful 

combination of economic and social segregation, discriminatory state housing policies, 

and damaging external stigmatization of residents by the media, academia and the state 

itself that would influence wider public perceptions of the project. Spatial relations were 

central to this process of material and ideological marginalization. RP was one of the first 

and most conspicuous outcomes of the spatial restructuring that occurred in post-war 

Toronto. Altogether comprising an expansive 27 hectares and located a short distance 

from the heart of downtown Toronto, RP’s potent physicality and spatiality was clearly 

intertwined with its very identity in the minds of both external commentators, as well as 
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the residents themselves. (See Maps 0.1-0.2) This intricate fusion of material and 

ideological pressures located in a particularly distinct “place” would form the context 

within which residents would be indicted for their “deviant” cultures and forcibly 

constrained in their life chances.  

 

Yet I diverge from most histories of housing by exploring tenants’ own use of space, their 

internal representations of their homes and neighbourhood and how they coped with, 

accommodated, resisted and escaped what Sudhir Venkatesh calls “project living.”10 

Brutalizing characterizations of the project and its residents were pervasive and, along 

with social and economic segregation, had concrete material and ideological 

consequences on tenant lives. However, RP’ers were not ill-fated spectators of their own 

futures or empty recipients of the ideological messages conveyed by outside critics. Some 

tenants internalized the negative consequences of stigmatization and economic 

marginalization, blaming other tenants – usually welfare recipients, single mothers and 

visible minorities – for the multi-faceted social and economic problems that began to 

mount in the project in the late 1960s or lapsing into anti-social behaviour that undercut 

the solidarity required to advance the common interests of tenants. Others sought escape 

from the project altogether, quietly biding their time until they could move out of the 

“branded” space of what tenants dubbed simply “Regent” or the “Park,” whether it was 

an actual step up the social and economic ladder or not. 
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Map 0.1 – Location of Regent Park, Toronto, Ontario 
Source: Government of Canada: Ministry of Natural Resources (2002) 

 

Map 0.2 – City Map of Toronto, Ontario 
Source: 2003 MapQuest.com 
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Still others contested the negative depictions of their homes and lives, found ways to 

resist intrusive state policies within and beyond the project and worked to build a sense of 

community. In the 1960s and 1970s especially, a strong and representative tenants’ 

political association, the Regent Park Community Improvement Association, battled to 

improve the image of the project, advanced and won some concrete economic and 

political demands and organized a successful network of social service and recreation 

facilities. Tenants therefore “countered” their predicament “with a complex amalgam of 

resistance and accommodation.”11 The existence and growth of tenant resistance was by 

no means a one-way storyline of progress. It was fraught with difficulties and 

contradictions from the outset and operated in an unequivocally constraining socio-

economic and political context. Nevertheless, contrary to popular myth and academic 

neglect, tenants were always active players in forging a meaningful living space.  

 

In historiographical terms, my dissertation is the first extensive history of a public 

housing project in the Canadian context. Engaging with a broad national and international 

literature in history, geography and sociology on poverty, the welfare state, citizenship, 

moral regulation and human agency, I aim to make three chief contributions to the 

historiography of post-war Canada: 1) My study joins a growing body of work that 

complicates accepted notions of post-war prosperity and the benefits of the welfare state 

for low-income earners in advanced capitalist countries, showing that public housing 

residents were subject to intense moral and socio-economic regulation and never enjoyed 

full citizenship rights in the liberal democratic state;12 2) I extend the notion of the moral 

regulation of the poor employed in welfare state studies by developing a concept of 
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territorial regulation which encompasses not only moral but a broad range of socio-

economic facets, including the gendered and racialized aspects of state policy and 

practice, all of which were constituted in and through space. This theoretical guide has 

allowed me to more accurately navigate through the complex dynamics of state policy, 

social exclusion and tenant agency; 3) Perhaps most importantly, I analyze the voices of 

the tenants themselves through the extensive use of oral testimony and resident case files, 

focusing on strategies of coping, resistance and escape. In sum, I engage with and 

synthesize three distinct but interrelated literatures: studies of the social construction of 

place, the welfare state and moral regulation, and histories of housing itself.  

 

The Housing Question, Public Housing and Housing Histories in Canada 

 

The ‘Housing Question’ refers broadly to the significance of housing in capitalist society 

and was coined by Friedrich Engels, the co-founder of Marxism, in an 1872 pamphlet 

entitled The Housing Question.13 Engels’ chief contribution was in firmly situating 

housing within the broader context of capitalist social relations and not as a completely 

separate realm of social and economic life subject to its own internal laws. The miserable 

state of dwelling conditions in the industrializing cities of Europe and North America – 

unaffordable rents, substandard quality, overcrowding etc. – was related to wider, 

structured inequalities in society. And since housing was subject to the broader logic of 

capital accumulation, solutions to the housing crisis, in Engels’ view, were necessarily 

dependant on the larger struggles of the working class to overthrow capitalism.  
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Modern political economists of housing, whatever their political stripe, have built on the 

insights of Engels but have considerably widened the scope of analysis to include various 

aspects of housing production and consumption. As a commodity, housing is seen as both 

a source of profit and employment.14 In the Canadian case, for example, residences 

comprise close to a third of the land area of Canadian urban centres and, as a result, have 

exceptional economic significance. On the consumption side, housing constitutes one of 

the indispensable necessities of all families. Rent or mortgages are the largest expenses in 

most people’s budgets and play a considerable part in determining life chances. As a 

result of its impact in the broader realms of production and consumption, housing has also 

become a key area of state intervention in the twentieth century in terms of housing 

economics and finance, the reproduction of labour power and the political struggles that 

have emanated from both capital and labour around housing and related issues.15  

 

Housing researchers have also recently begun to explore the extraordinary cultural and 

ideological significance of houses. Homes are cultural and symbolic expressions and are 

invested with substantial emotional resonance. People’s notions of housing, their own and 

others, centrally shape their larger ideas about neighbourhoods, towns and cities. 

Dwellings, as Richard Harris writes, have a deep personal and ideological significance for 

people: “For better or worse, we spend most of our lives at home and we care a lot about 

how we are housed.”16  

 

Despite its importance in economics, politics and culture, however, housing has been 

given short shrift by Canadian historians. Older surveys of post-war Canadian history, 
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whose narratives Whiggishly focus on linear stories of progress, scarcely mention 

housing at all, let alone the question of state provision.17 Recent social-history influenced 

texts have provided somewhat of a corrective although their treatment of housing issues 

has been understandably truncated by the sheer lack of secondary material to rely on.18 In 

fact, most general studies rely solely on a handful of contemporary monographs and 

reports such as Albert Rose’s Regent Park: A Study in Slum Clearance,19 published in 

1958.  

 

Nevertheless, great strides have been made in the last two decades particularly in the 

areas of government housing policy and urban reform ideology. Beginning in the 1970s, 

urban historians began to analyze the rapid economic growth of cities, the expansion of 

“slum” areas, the trajectories of municipal politics, and the development of reform 

ideologies in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, making a forceful 

argument for the importance of the “urban” in Canadian history.20 Consequently, we can 

piece together a solid policy narrative of state intervention in housing provision and the 

contours of reform ideology in twentieth-century Canada.  

 

In the early 1900s, Heather MacDougall, Paul Rutherford, John Weaver and others have 

revealed,21 middle-class commentators on the housing and health problems that stemmed 

from chaotic industrial and urban growth tended to emphasize individual responsibility 

and moral virtue as the chief causes of what they saw as defective urban populations. 

Regulatory and coercive policies – urban planning and public health legislation, racial 

covenants, home inspections and invasions, and “Canadianization” programmes to teach 
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women proper housekeeping22 – thus comprised the arsenal of the incipient welfare state 

assembled to combat the ills of slum living. For the majority of middle- and upper-class 

commentators, it was still convenient to attribute poverty and miserable living conditions 

to individual weaknesses rather than structural flaws in the economy. Nevertheless, the 

Victorian creed of the “inexorability of material and moral progress”23 and faith in 

individualistic solutions were gradually succumbing to the palpable threats of class 

conflict and recognition of the increasingly interdependent nature of the economy. 

 

The social and economic crucible of World War I meshed neatly with a growing state 

prepared to take action on the housing front. As several historians have chronicled, the 

period from 1914 to 1930 saw the establishment of a town planning profession with 

housing as a chief component and expanding government initiatives to improve national 

housing conditions. The Commission of Conservation, 1909-1921, was the first federal 

organization established to study Canadian urban conditions and make policy 

recommendations to governments.24 It founded an impressive array of publicity organs, 

published books and studies, organized lecture courses at universities, and devoted much 

time to studying urban problems, punctuating its recommendations with the urgency of 

active state intervention. Under the guidance of the noted Scottish planner, Thomas 

Adams, the Commission wrote most of the provincial planning legislation of the war 

years. Moreover, Adams was instrumental in designing the Federal Housing Program of 

1918 and the Halifax Reconstruction Commission,25 the first major government initiatives 

in the housing sphere, which altogether provided about 7,000 houses, largely for war 

veterans. The Commission played a central role in providing ideological legitimacy for 
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the emerging theory and practice of town planning and helped promulgate its merits to a 

wide network of reformers, academics, and politicians. Indeed, an appreciative editorial 

in Saturday Night proclaimed that in the area of town planning the Commission had 

“shouldered the burden of creating, so to speak, a national conscience.”26 

 

More recent studies influenced by Marxism, feminism and other critical theories have 

delved further into the rhetoric of public health and housing reform in this period, calling 

attention to how the strident appeal to traditional notions of “women’s place,” 

nationalism, racism and restricted notions of citizenship were central to middle-class 

observers of the urban scene and formed part of a larger strategy to ensure a harmonious 

and pliable citizenry.27 The discourse of housing betterment, along with its counterparts in 

other areas of government policy such as immigration control, helped to reinforce 

traditional gendered notions of the family, cultivate the popular fiction of Anglo-

supremacy and spread the racist message that “outsiders” were to blame for the nation’s 

difficulties. 

 

The reform impulse of the war period declined in the 1920s but housing reformers could 

boast that their efforts sparked the first comprehensive country-wide planning legislation, 

several small-scale, government-assisted housing schemes28, and a national, if short-lived, 

housing program. Most importantly, the ideological and political precedents had been set 

for the recognition of the necessity of state intervention in the housing realm. While some 

state involvement was advocated, however, few of the intellectuals and philanthropists 

supporting housing progress saw the need to directly contradict the private market. Fewer 
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still believed that capitalist society itself was responsible for the lack of decent shelter. It 

would take the most devastating economic crisis in the history of world capitalism and 

changing political alternatives to advance beyond this limited outlook. 

 

Just as the economic and political uncertainty of WWI motivated a push for state 

intervention in the housing sphere, so too did the stormy ordeal of the Depression and 

WW II advance the cause of the housing-reform movement. Reflecting both the rise of 

social democracy and broader developments in the social sciences, housing reformers – 

urban planners, architects, social workers, journalists and sections of business – found a 

more attentive audience in government circles and universities during this era as Doug 

Owram, Michiel Horn and other intellectual historians of social science have 

discovered.29 Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, there was a plethora of reports at all levels 

of government and academia dealing with the housing crisis in cities across the country. 

Leonard Marsh, a McGill University economist who later gained fame as a key player in 

the federal government’s postwar reconstruction plans, endorsed the call from the 

influential 1934 Toronto study, known as the Bruce Report, for a National Housing 

Commission to oversee and implement reform measures.30 Even so, John Bacher has 

demonstrated, growing calls for public housing  – dwellings built and owned by the state 

and charging low rents – by the new breed of left-leaning technocrats were thwarted by 

strong resistance from local and senior level politicians wedded to laissez-faire economics 

and anti-socialist ideas, the relative weakness of the public housing lobby, and lukewarm 

support from the private sector, a clear contrast with the situation south of the border, 

where conservative homebuilders joined left-liberal intellectuals in pushing for state 
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provision during the New Deal.31 As a result, Canadian governments, particularly at the 

federal level, were slow to launch public housing, favouring a corporate-influenced policy 

agenda that spawned home ownership plans but little social housing – a development 

strikingly at odds with the formidable state housing schemes adopted in many European 

countries after the First World War and in the United States during the Depression 

years.32 

 

The federal government housing policy that was implemented during this era, especially 

the Home Improvement Plan (HIP) launched in the mid-1930s, would encapsulate many 

of the principal ideas of reform discourse concerning women, workers, and citizenship 

that had existed as far back as the WWI era. The HIP was solely a home-improvement 

loan program, yet it embodied generalized ideas about women and workers in Canadian 

society. The HIP distinguished between the rough and respectable segments of the 

working class, favouring only stable workers who already owned property. Historical 

geographer John Belec persuasively argues that such federal government policy initiatives 

in the 1930s and 1940s aimed to specifically embed citizenship rights within 

individualized consumption practices.33 Moreover, the HIP totally excluded non-citizens 

and made loans to home-owners in areas that had racial “covenants”34  – continuing this 

long-standing racially-exclusive policy. The whole HIP apparatus was also premised on 

an ideal version of the nuclear family that obscured unequal relations within the family, 

as feminist historians Ruth Roach Pierson and Margaret Hobbs have observed. The HIP’s 

propaganda, loan procedures, and recommended house designs were thoroughly imbued 
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with a traditional “gender-specific pitch that contributed to the perpetuation of an 

inequitable distribution of domestic labour....”35 

 

Truly public housing would have to await the broader interventionist impulse of 

governments at all levels during post-WWII social and economic reconstruction. During 

the war, as Tricia Shulist and Richard Harris detail, the government had constructed 

houses for war workers and established a veterans’ housing program that together built 

50,000 single-family homes by 1949, most of which were sold to their occupants in the 

ensuing decades.36 Yet, as John Bacher, Jill Wade and Marc Choko have rigorously 

exposed, shortages were still severe in most urban centres and war veterans, unions and 

other social groups were demanding more state action, putting intense pressure on the 

state to provide dwellings.37 A remarkable example of this heightened sense of social 

conflict can be seen in the 1949 Toronto municipal elections. Ross Dowson, mayoral 

candidate for the Revolutionary Workers Party, a far-left Trotskyist organization, 

received 23,000 votes (20%) in the municipal election on a platform of, among other 

radical proposals, a massive emergency housing program.38 In addition to the palpable 

fear of increased class conflict, there was also a generalized belief in policy circles in 

Canada as in other Western countries that the post-war capitalist economy was likely to 

lapse back into the marked economic instability of the 1930s.39  

 

Unlike the tumultuous “Red Years” of the post-World War I era, the government could 

count on an “evangelistic” middle-class housing reform movement as a key ally in the 

1940s and 50s.40 Composed of Keynesian-influenced social scientists, intellectuals and 
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community activists, reformers believed that comprehensive urban revitalization 

programs could allay the impact of post-war economic and social volatility. As Kevin 

Brushett has shown in a detailed study of the politics of post-war urban planning in 

Toronto,41 a strong and diverse reform coalition led by the Citizens’ Housing and 

Planning Association (CHPA) – consisting of local businessmen, social workers, 

academics, social democratic and communist activists, among others – played a central 

role in successfully lobbying at all stages for public housing in Toronto.42 These “public 

housers” envisioned RP as a new and ordered community, free from the debilitating 

vagaries of “slum” life. From the 1930s onwards, they made a successful financial and 

moral case for the benefits of slum clearance and rebuilding and won the local 

government over to an interventionist policy of urban renewal. After securing the 

financial support of the electorate in a January 1947 ballot, the ground-breaking effort in 

Canadian public housing would open its first doors amid much fanfare and celebration by 

City Hall and the reform lobby in April 1949.  

 

Regent Park North (RPN) was constructed in a long-standing Anglo-Celtic working-class 

neighbourhood in downtown Toronto known as Cabbagetown that had persistently been 

singled out as a reprehensible “slum” area by what Damer aptly terms “slumologists.”43 

Composed largely of three-story walk-up apartments and row houses, it began accepting 

low-income families and some senior citizens in 1949 and was completed by 1957.44 A 

series of imposing high-rise apartment buildings mark Regent Park South (RPS), 

completed in 1959 to exclusively house families. By 1960, the two sections of the 

development contained approximately 10,000 people. (See Figures 0.1-0.3) 
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Figure 0.1 - Aerial View of Regent Park North and South 
Source: Anthony Jackson, “Apartments Regent Park South Toronto,” The Canadian Architect, September 

1959, 68. 
 
 

Figure 0.2 - Dundas and River Streets. Note the apartment towers of Regent Park 
South with an old “slum” house in the foreground. 

Source: City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 1231, Item 1603B. 
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Figure 0.3 - First tenants of the row houses in Regent Park North, April 1949 
Source: City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 2208, Item 132  

 
 

While the vast majority of Canadian government assistance in the housing field after the 

war would be directed to homeowners, financial institutions and developers, there was 

thus a short political space in the late 1940s through the 1960s in which state investment 

in low-income housing was considered a viable option. By 1988, there were almost 5,000 

public housing projects in Canada, the largest percentage in Ontario, housing 

approximately 430,000 people.45 Metro Toronto now leads Canadian cities with 29,000 

units of public housing spread out over 125 separate projects.46 Little historical work has 

been done on post-war public housing, but rich studies by social scientists have added 

much to our knowledge of the policy, functions and maturity of projects like RP. Studies 

of policy shifts,47 housing need,48 racism and sexism in housing49, and the socio-

economic marginalization of tenants50 have given us valuable snapshots of the state of 

public housing in Toronto from the post-war promise of “better living” to the stigmatized 

neighbourhoods of the early twenty-first century.   
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The most persuasive of the histories of housing politics and reform ideology have paid 

close attention to the larger social context in which policy and ideology took root. My 

dissertation builds on these insights in looking at both external and internal housing 

policies in RP and the ideology of reformers and housing managers. In this dissertation, I 

use the term discourse as an interpretive tool to uncover some of the nuances of language 

in the rhetoric of housing improvement and project management. It is not an end in itself 

and I explicitly attempt to embed “texts” in a resolutely material context, endorsing Geoff 

Eley and Keith Nield’s conception of the importance of a materialist analysis that 

prioritizes, “social context if forms of politics and ideology in a society are to be 

understood…”51 Reform can be defined as an approach advocating state intervention in 

the economy and society to alleviate the social problems of capitalism and thereby 

preserve the system itself.52 It is important to trace how housing “experts” and policy 

officials groped through the contradictions of urban society in a creative manner that they 

themselves saw as more or less disinterested. Yet we must not disentangle reformers from 

the structural imperatives and concrete social relationships of capitalist society. As the 

Italian Marxist Antonio Gramsci aptly noted of European middle-class reform, “The 

intellectuals are breaking loose from the dominant class in order to unite themselves to it 

more intimately.”53 Based on beliefs in the necessity of state intervention and the capacity 

of the trained expert to alleviate social conflict, the reform movement in the housing 

sphere centred on a notion of community that ostensibly stood above labour and capital, 

aiming to smooth out social relations for the greater national good. Reformers criticized 

unbridled capitalism in the urban setting – rampant land speculation, unscrupulous 
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practices by developers and landlords, and self-destructive, laissez-faire government 

policies. As I reveal, however, advocates of reform and state officials in the public 

housing realm proffered hackneyed analyses of working-class families, women and 

children and coercive and regulatory prescriptions for “proper” living that had negative 

outcomes on RP tenants. They rarely considered systemic and structural reasons for 

housing hardship, remaining very much within the fold of mainstream critiques of 

governance.  

 

We have, therefore, a good grasp of the skeletal structure of twentieth-century public 

housing policy – the bones of government initiatives – but we still know little of the 

actual flesh – how the tenants of post-war projects experienced “project living” on the 

ground. Two recent Canadian studies, which do not directly address public housing 

tenants, have nevertheless provided an auspicious beginning in the study of the agency 

and struggle of ordinary people in urban settings. Kevin Brushett focuses on the long 

history of community opposition to urban renewal in post-war Toronto, including the 

struggles of working-class homeowners displaced to build RP, highlighting what local 

residents thought of authoritarian state intervention and how they resisted the callous 

plans of the City of Toronto planning department.54 He adds an important perspective on 

the history of urban reform, showing that even if they were mostly unsuccessful, local 

workers actively intervened to attempt to determine their own futures and demonstrated 

that they had their own class-specific notions of a “comfortable” living environment. 

Richard Harris’s Unplanned Suburbs accomplishes a similar objective. Analyzing the 

economic and social geography of workers’ self-built suburbs in pre-WWII Toronto, he 
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highlights that workers’ dwelling choices were not simply “a reflection of economic 

circumstances” but also a “self-expression” of their own desires, life choices and family 

strategies.55  

 

American scholars have more directly explored the themes of agency and struggle in the 

public housing milieu. The few existing studies of public housing resident organizations 

in North America fall into two broad camps both of which have value in interpreting the 

struggles of public housing tenants in RP. Urban sociologists, political historians and 

contemporary observers have focused more directly on the overall political and economic 

context and the strategies and tactics of tenant organizations. Peter Dreir, for instance, 

confirms that the 1960s wave of tenant activism among public housing and private market 

tenants raised political consciousness, won some concrete improvements in the built 

environment, and secured important legal victories. Nevertheless, he concludes that 

tenants failed to generalize their struggles and build on their successes. Most tenants’ 

organizations were crisis oriented and tended to peter out after short-term objectives were 

met or failed. Moreover, since most organizations relied on funding by government 

and/or non-profit advocacy organizations, they were subject to the changing ideological 

whims of politicians and liberal reformers.56 Peter Marcuse makes similar arguments in 

the case of the demise of the National Tenants Organization in the 1970s. He argues that 

cuts to funding, turnover in leadership, and small concessions from local authorities and 

federal housing officials all undercut militancy and activity in the national organization 

and its local affiliates.57 Moreover, he suggests that the shift in tenant movement strategy 

towards “self-help efforts to provide and maintain and manage housing are as likely to 
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drain off energies that might go towards collective movements aimed at changing policies 

as they are to contribute directly to them.”58 Both authors conclude that the increasingly 

conservative political context of the late 1970s and 1980s, the decline of broader social 

movements and the challenges of sustaining activism in the face of the gruelling day-to-

day responsibilities of survival set the backdrop for a precipitous decline in tenant 

political organization in American projects.   

 

More recent project-level histories of public housing activism have shifted the focus 

towards rich description and analysis of the voices and activities of grass-roots tenants 

themselves. Influenced by the theoretical concerns and research methods of ethnography 

and oral history, they have concentrated on the social processes as well as outcomes, 

struggles as well as victories and defeats, of public housing tenants. According to one 

advocate, they have “let the voices” of the tenants themselves guide their narratives.59 In 

one particularly fine study, Rhonda Y. Williams explores the courageous battles of black 

women in Baltimore’s public housing from the 1940s to the 1970s, showing that at 

various times they were able to gain a profound sense of dignity and win concrete 

benefits for their families.60 Sudhir Venkatesh has similarly detailed the empowering 

political activities of tenants involved in campaigns for improved maintenance and 

security among residents of Robert Taylor Homes in Chicago, the world’s largest state 

housing development.61 In the Canadian context, an exhibition and catalogue on RP by 

former resident, David Zapparoli, centres on how the thoroughly multicultural tenant 

body worked together to secure a modicum of dignity, self-respect and progress in living 
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conditions despite the residents’ hardships and the brutalizing stigmatization of their 

neighbourhood.62  

 

I draw on these innovative Canadian and American studies to explore the question of how 

ordinary people, in this case the “clients” of state housing, conformed to, coped with and 

resisted state coercion and generalized social stigmatization in daily life within the project 

and in more organized political interventions. By showing how public housing residents 

coped with material deprivation and discrimination and how they forged social and 

political spaces in their own right, my dissertation highlights what African-American 

working-class historian, Robin Kelley, describes simply but cogently as “opposition and 

human agency on the part of the poor.”63  

 

Bringing the People Back In: Moral Regulation and the Welfare State 

 

While it is true that overall Canadian housing policies were formulated more as a means 

of “macro-economic planning than as vital elements of social policy,”64 public housing 

was clearly within the arena of the larger welfare state. Modern social policy, the 

concentrated and systematic support for and regulation of labour-force reproduction, 

initially emerged as a response to the adverse effects of international migration and 

perceived political threats to the social order. It was, moreover, a pre-emptive measure 

against military and economic deterioration.65 In addition to regulating overall state-

market relations through employment and welfare policies and thus reinforcing capitalist 

class interests,66 social policy interventions also attempted to sustain the traditional 
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nuclear family form and a clear sexual division of labour. As Cynthia Comacchio writes, 

“Social policy developments such as mothers’ allowances, old-age pensions, 

unemployment insurance, and family allowances, comprised a political mediation of 

often-contradictory capitalist and reproductive imperatives, and a public commitment to a 

male-breadwinner familial ideal.”67 Public housing can be fruitfully analyzed in this 

analytical framework. A component of the campaign to restructure urban space for more 

efficient capital accumulation, public housing was also an experiment in social 

engineering intended to alleviate the threatening pathologies of the inner-city, repair the 

damaging consequences of socio-economic upheaval on the family, and build healthy and 

submissive communities along the staid lines of the middle class.   

 

Recent work has also shed more detailed light on the nationalist, citizen-building 

objectives of welfare policy. Historians have frequently emphasized the importance of 

national economic and administrative policy as the principal apparatus of nation building. 

But recently an impressive body of literature has demonstrated that nation formation 

involved far more than government policies regulating the economy. These studies have 

convincingly shown that as state formation proceeded in the twentieth century, 

governments resorted to more subtle efforts to create a common national character with 

requisite forms of behaviour and attitudes. Researchers have chronicled how the state 

attempted to mould virtuous Canadian citizens through intervening in various facets of 

social life such as immigration, Aboriginal affairs, unemployment policies and leisure.68 

Social policies were a particularly convenient means of shaping the contours of 

nationhood. They worked to define the boundaries of the “national” working class by 
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sanctioning a specific model of class structure – what constituted a proper “citizen”  – and 

by attempting to shape social relations within the nation  – what constituted the proper 

behaviour of these officially defined citizens.  

 

Creating “good citizens” was a central aspiration of those who advocated and managed 

public housing projects, yet residents never enjoyed the benefits of full citizenship rights. 

The post-war settlement between capital and labour spawned a discourse of “universal” 

rights (social, political, economic) that were supposedly enshrined in family allowances 

and later in health care and education. Liberal welfare state scholars believe that this 

rights-based discourse prevailed in all areas of social policy in the post-WWII period and 

contrasted with the moralizing efforts of the pre-war welfare state and charity 

organizations.69 As Margaret Little and James Struthers have convincingly argued, 

however, “intrusive and intensive” moral scrutiny was a central feature of the history of 

Mothers’ Allowances and welfare programmes from the 1920s until the present.70 In 

reality, there has always been an obvious tension in all areas of post-war social policy 

between collective entitlement and notions of “deserving” and “undeserving” poor, 

mothers and families that has come openly to the fore in recent decades as governments 

have adopted punitive neo-liberal policies to deal with the economic crisis.71  

 

Despite much reform rhetoric concerning public housing’s importance in constructing 

“good citizens,” broader notions of universal entitlement never influenced housing policy. 

Housing policy in Canada was marked unmistakably by the hegemony of private interests 

in the housing development and real-estate industry. From the outset, public housing 
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would be subject to the overall influence of strong market-oriented approaches by 

government: powerful economic interests at the senior levels of the state ensured that 

little public monies were invested to solve the quasi-permanent lack of affordable housing 

for low-income families and financial and moral considerations reigned supreme in the 

relatively few schemes that were built.72 Consequently, one of the most significant traits 

in the public housing sphere has been not only the strict moral regulation of inhabitants, 

but also punitive social and economic regulations that had negative material effects on 

residents. Responsibility not right has been the guiding doctrine of public housing policy, 

administration and management. Notions of “deserving” and “undeserving” families and 

fear of state dependency were ensconced in the discourse of housing officialdom and 

were reflected in a wide range of internal project policies. Tenant selection procedures 

based on what Little calls a “hierarchy of deservedness” aspired to stop economically and 

morally “unfit” families from entering public housing while a web of paternalistic legal 

and moral regulations and financially punitive rental policies, especially from the 1940s 

to the 1960s, aimed to regulate life within the project. Effectively supervising many 

aspects of one large living space, housing officials in charge of both sections of RP 

consciously attempted to shape the values and behaviour of residents to keep them in line 

with “modern” living methods, but they were always subject to the tight-fisted 

economizing of powerful senior bureaucrats and politicians who pulled the purse strings. 

Internal public housing policies thus reflected the larger contradiction within the political 

economy of the welfare state between aiding the reproduction of a healthy, compliant 

working class and the necessity for state fiscal prudence.73  
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The intrusive regulations that saturated project life would work in concert with the 

external stigmatization of the project to create a demoralizing milieu in RP by the late 

1960s. Residents’ bargaining power to overturn intrusive policies was limited given their 

precarious legal and economic position within public housing, yet state housing officers 

did not have complete control to enforce their economic, moral and social standards. 

RP’ers found ways to manage with low incomes by developing an informal economy and 

networks of mutual aid among neighbours and resisted invasive policies both 

clandestinely and by organizing open political resistance. If they accepted some of the 

coercive practices demanded from above, they also formulated their own class-specific 

conceptions of good families and homes.  

 

Much recent writing has concentrated on providing analyses of welfare state structures 

that adequately attend to gender and race in contrast to studies that focus solely on class. 

As Patricia M. Evans and Gerda R. Wekerle write, “Class is of enormous significance in 

welfare state analysis, but to marginalize gender and to neglect the sexual division of 

labour cannot provide an adequate framework for understanding the welfare state.” Nor, 

they add, can critical scholars afford to ignore how racial concepts are integrated with 

class and gender in the larger welfare state framework.74 In this dissertation, I recognize 

the significant challenge of the importance of integrating race, class and gender but my 

contribution is more modest. Some regulatory practices in RP clearly reflected specific 

ideas about women’s proper role in the family while others were directed towards 

workers and the poor as a whole. While dealing at various points with how state housing 

policy and practices embodied gendered and racialized notions of “proper” tenants, I 
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focus on how material and ideological forms of coercion were intertwined in public 

housing policy and practice to regulate all tenant families and how tenants themselves 

responded to these coercive provisions.  

 

In the historical sociology literature, a broader view of capitalist state formation and its 

effects on women, racial minorities and workers has been accompanied by the exploration 

of the “moral regulation” of citizens. Largely beginning with the 1985 publication of 

Derek Sayer and Philip Corrigan’s The Great Arch: English State Formation as Cultural 

Revolution,75 studies of the welfare state have paid increasing attention to how the state 

has actively intruded in social and cultural life, as well as economics and politics, to 

shape the lives of the population. As Marianna Valverde explains, “moral regulation” in 

both state actions and the related but distinct activities of philanthropic organizations in 

civil society, explains how “codes for everyday living legitimize and naturalize certain 

ways of being human while marginalizing all others.”76 Most moral regulation theorists 

adopt Foucault’s notion of “power-knowledge” to argue that, “multiple discourses, 

generated by both the state and civil society, define and produce morality,”77 – that is, 

they see regulatory power as de-centred in various facets of society and not concentrated 

in one area such as class or the state. As a result, in Bruce Curtis’ words, “The object of 

government is not first and foremost the maintenance of capitalist exploitation, and its 

essential subjects are not contesting social classes.”78 Historical materialist scholars such 

as Corrigan and Sayer and Bruce Curtis have retained a view of cultural formation from 

above as ultimately a means of reinforcing class interests.79 A number of historians have 

drawn on elements of both approaches to explain both the multifaceted formation of the 
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capitalist state and how women and racial minorities, in addition to workers, have been 

coerced and regulated by state structures and institutions in civil society.80 In contrast to 

the “social control” theories of early welfare-state studies, moreover, the moral regulation 

perspective seeks to highlight the fact that the objects of regulation did not always accept 

the imposed rules and responded in a variety of ways that were frequently out of sync 

with the intentions of the rulers.  

 

As Cynthia Comacchio has pointed out, few of the Foucauldian discourse analyses in the 

Canadian context published in the 1990s, have “lost sight of the material world containing 

discourses…”81 As Mariana Valverde expressed in 1991,“ “one of my aims is to 

demonstrate that discourse analysis and some tools from literary theory...can indeed be 

used to shed light on historical processes, from moral reform to immigration policy, 

without thereby claiming that social and economic relations are created ex nihilo 

words.”82 As the decade progressed, however, Valverde has explicitly moved away from 

a position that sees material context as central in shaping what Foucault called “the 

techniques of governance.” In a review of Alan Hunt’s Governing Morals: A Social 

History of Moral Regulation she chides the author for a “lingering commitment to 

‘explaining’ the world that is in uneasy tension with Foucault’s emphasis on 

‘description.’”83 The difficulty with this position, apart from its apparent rejection of 

explanation tout court, is that it “understates the locales of power (be they class, gender, 

or nation state) and bypasses the historically situated motive forces that ground the will to 

power in concrete acquisitions, conquests and needs.”84 In short, it fails to engage with 

the concentrated forces of class power in capitalist society.   
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Two major tensions exist within the “moral regulation” literature flowing from the 

Foucauldian emphasis on the “omnipresence of power.” The first is how to separate the 

“moral” from the “economic,” the “social,” and the “political.” 85 At an abstract 

theoretical level, it is possible to conceive of separate realms of life that are exclusively 

social, moral or economic. However, in the real world there are a series of interconnected 

relationships among economy, society, culture and politics. As Alan Hunt remarks, these 

elements “are always found in complex connections with other elements.”86 This insight 

is pertinent in explaining the regulation of public housing tenants for it is often difficult to 

separate out moral preoccupations at the level of ideology from more concrete concerns 

on the economic level. Stigmatization of RP, for instance, may be regarded as a form of 

ideological regulation that tarnished residents as moral misfits, but it was also conditioned 

by state policies and the wider political economy and had severe and tangible 

consequences in educational and employment opportunities. As a result of this conceptual 

jam, I highlight how strictly moral concerns were most often intertwined with other 

economic and political preoccupations and worked to reinforce class inequalities as 

historical materialist scholars of regulation have argued.  

 

The second tension, in my opinion, is the difficulty of distinguishing the “controlling” 

from the “regulating.” As Linda Gordon and others have argued, welfare state agencies 

have been sometimes helpful towards their clients and progressive sections of society 

have often been at the forefront of calls for more state intervention.87 This is certainly the 

case in public housing. Many tenants were grateful to move into RP and, by their own 
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admission, benefited greatly from state assistance. Even activists who struggled against 

the state housing establishment acknowledged the resolutely positive aspects of the rent-

geared-to-income system even if they had pointed criticisms of how the actual set up was 

prejudicial to their economic opportunities and the external image of the project. Yet this 

does not preclude an attention to the control-centred imperatives and motivations of state 

officials themselves. If social control perspectives downplayed the agency of the 

recipients of state assistance, it is nonetheless clear that the intentions of state officials 

have often been motivated by a distinctive desire to control families. And sometimes 

these controlling practices, in conjunction with the damning effects of pervasive 

stigmatization, were successful in circumscribing conduct and socio-economic mobility 

despite the valiant efforts of tenant resistance. While I build on the insights of moral 

regulation theory and highlight tenant agency and struggle, I am also attentive in this 

study to the legal, political and economic power of the state housing bureaucracy to 

impose coercive conventions at all levels of policy and practice, a process that was also 

significantly shaped by spatial relations.  

 

Socially Constructing Places and Territorial Regulation 

 

Social historians tend to think of events and developments in the past as parts of a process 

moving through time but it is much less common to explicitly situate historical 

developments across space as well. Yet a broad range of contemporary social theorists 

have argued succinctly that concrete space is simultaneously a basis of economic 

organization, social action and conflict and a central site of identity formation.88 Henri 
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Lefebvre rejects the absolute distinction between space and society, expressing that 

“(social) space is a (social) product.”89 Doreen Massey sees space itself as a “complex 

web of relations of domination, subordination, of solidarity and co-operation”90 and 

“places” as more tightly constrained, local territories. A growing number of scholars have 

demonstrated on the theoretical and empirical planes how a consideration of socio-spatial 

relations can shed significant light on topics as diverse as gendered and racialized spaces, 

the social organization of communities, social movements and political mobilization.91  

 

The “power of place” to reflect and promote economic segregation and inequality has 

been well documented in the geographical and sociological literature and is germane to 

the rise of socio-economic marginalization in public housing.92 The urban renewal 

process that spawned RP, for instance, was part and parcel of an attempt by government 

and industry to restructure downtown places to aid a new phase of capital accumulation.93 

A side effect was that it severely limited dwelling options for the very poor in the 

downtown area. Employment, social services, and education were also framed in place-

particular ways. Life chances in inner-city Toronto were shaped by shifting employment 

geographies as industries moved to suburban areas. The quality of education at local 

schools was affected by the particular requirements of the local population such as special 

needs classes and English as a Second Language training in addition to the inability of 

raising money from pupil’s families, a strategy used by schools in affluent 

neighbourhoods to enhance their resources. The place-based attitudes of local school 

board administrators were similarly crucial in framing inner-city education policies. In the 

late 1960s and 1970s, a number of influential school board officials believed that many 
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RP’ers were inherently incapable of learning and were therefore streamed into technical 

secondary-school programs. Institutional choices by government and non-state social 

service agencies, such as tenant selection and rental policies and the delivery of social 

services, were also conceived of in spatially-conditioned ways that intensified socio-

economic inequality in the project. 

 

Specific locales also hold significant meanings for individuals and groups on an 

ideological and cultural level and are invested with “powerful associations and emotive 

resonances.”94 As Kevin Gotham and Krista Brumley state, “Urban space shapes and 

conditions how individuals and groups think and conceive of themselves, cultivate 

personal and collective identities, and contest as well as reinforce prevailing meanings of 

race, class, gender, sexual orientation and other social inequalities.”95 In addition to 

structures of political economy, then, places also condition cultural and ideological 

meanings or “structures of feeling,”96 that shape the attitudes of people who live within 

and beyond the designated areas.  

 

Considerable research has been conducted on external, often racialized, representations of 

so-called slum neighbourhoods, for example, showing that the substance and rhetoric of 

slumology revealed more about distinctly white, middle-class notions of what was a 

proper neighbourhood and requisite behaviour than the actual physical and social 

environments of the poor and minorities.97 Kay Anderson’s Vancouver’s Chinatown was 

the first full-length Canadian study of this construction and enactment of identity, “race,” 

and place. She deftly shows that Chinatown was constructed in the minds of white, 
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external observers as a “dangerous,” “dirty” and “exotic” place. The media, the 

government and many organizations and actors in civil society drew on traditional 

Western stereotypes of the Chinese to justify racist ideas and practices. 98 Harald Bauder 

likewise demonstrates the powerful effects of what he terms “neighbourhood 

representations” on the Latino populations of San Antonio, Texas. In contrast to “culture 

of poverty” and “underclass” theories which essentially blame low-income families 

themselves for their predicaments, he argues that the spatial containment of low-income 

neighbourhoods through cultural labelling and material discrimination have had harmful 

effects on their inhabitants, especially young people. 99 Kevin Brushett adopts Benedict 

Anderson’s concept of “imagined communities” to similarly argue that “slums” in the 

Toronto context were as much products of the subjective world views of middle-class 

reformers and state officials as they were of the actual conditions of low-income families, 

even if he recognizes that there were, in truth, some demonstrably miserable housing 

conditions among the poor.100  

 

I take my cue from these studies by showing how external representations by the media, 

academia and the state – before, during, and after slum clearance and redevelopment – 

were central in the larger social construction of RP. The Cabbagetown area razed to build 

RP and its residents were subject to an insidious external image from the 1930s onward 

that assisted the state and the reform movement in making their case for slum clearance 

and public housing. For a short period in the 1950s, the discourse of housing betterment 

focused on how the residents of the newly-built RP had been economically, socially and 

morally transformed due to the new public housing environment. These arguments 
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essentially centred on how residents had adopted “decent” ways of living in line with the 

norms of post-war, middle-class notions of family and community. From the 1960s to the 

1990s, a series of economic, political and social shifts within public housing and the 

larger context shaped a new “slum” discourse. Indeed, RP has been socially and spatially 

constructed in the dominant ideology as a perilous “problem” area full of dysfunctional 

families and social dangers. In this ideological web, place – RP housing project – has 

become synonymous with a certain identity – welfare dependent and/or socially misfit 

families, many of whom are single mothers and, more recently, visible minorities. 

Whether RP and other public housing projects in North America that have faced similar 

stigmatization were in fact “dilapidated, dangerous and declining matter [ed] little: the 

prejudicial belief that they [were] suffice [d] to set off socially detrimental 

consequences,” as the urban sociologist Löic Wacquant expresses.101 

 

The emblematic depiction of RP as a modern-day Babel is also grounded in a firm 

material context.102 RP’ers have faced quite tangible forms of social and economic 

exclusion resulting from weak educational and employment infrastructures, the 

discriminatory outcomes of stigmatization and the complex network of coercive state 

practices that tenants confronted as project dwellers. Stigmatizing renderings by outside 

sources were not free-floating ideological representations, but real reflections and shapers 

of spatial and social divisions with concrete political, economic and social consequences 

for tenants. In addition to examining the ideological construction of “slums,” then, I also 

analyze the concrete socio-economic developments that conditioned RP’s development 

and adversely affected tenant lives.  
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Much less historical analysis has been elaborated on internal representations of place and 

how stigmatized populations have responded to and resisted negative labelling.103 Yet 

Loïc Wacquant has shown in the context of American and French housing projects that 

territorial stigmatization has been “the most protrusive feature of the lived experience of 

those assigned to, or entrapped in, such areas” and helps explain “strategies of coping or 

escape…”104 Ghetto is an inappropriate descriptive and analytical concept to describe 

public housing projects in Canada. Despite much colloquial use of the term by the media 

and external observers, the core component of the American ghetto, for example, has 

been the absolute centrality of race, a factor that has not centrally shaped the experiences 

of project dwellers in the urban Canadian context, at least until very recently. 

Nevertheless, Wacquant’s attention to the pervasiveness of territorial stigmatization and 

the unique social organization and agency of poor, inner-city dwellers is valuable in 

explaining both socio-economic marginalization among tenants and the complex ways in 

which they defied pejorative characterizations.105 Tenants drew on their own notions of 

place to respond to segregation and stigmatization and build a decent life. Pervasive 

stigmatization and the negative image of the project has obscured the extent to which 

tenants in RP have resisted, rejected and organized against the dominant ideologies and 

the oppressive practices of the state and housing authorities. “…[P]eople find ways to 

protest wherever they are,” Guida West and Rhoda Lois Blumberg argue,106 an apt insight 

that I confirm throughout this dissertation.   
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To fully capture the complexity of the social and ideological relations of “branded” 

spaces such as RP, I consider both how ideological and material forms of domination and 

subordination were reproduced over time and across space, as well as how they were 

assimilated, reconstituted or rejected by the objects of stigmatization. To assist in 

bringing together the insights of the moral regulation literature and the social construction 

of place studies, I develop a concept of territorial regulation. It is a mid-level conceptual 

tool that I use to show how tenants were regulated by the multifaceted nature of socio-

economic and spatial segregation, the damning consequences of territorial stigmatization 

and coercive internal regulations in public housing. There are, of course, scales other than 

neighbourhood or project – urban, provincial and national – that also affected RP and its 

tenants that I discuss at length, but substantial empirical research has confirmed that, 

“neighbourhood frames many important aspects of identity formation.”107 Figure 0.4 

summarizes the relationships among regulations, external and internal representations and 

the wider socio-economic context.  

 

It is clear that public housing projects like RP were subject to widespread forms of state 

regulation on the economic, social, political and moral plane. Historians influenced by 

moral regulation theory have generally neglected to address how intrusive regulatory 

practices were themselves influenced by specific notions of place among state officials 

and reformers and that the spatial contours of these blighted neighbourhoods, regions and 

housing complexes – the built environment, external and internal social boundaries, and 

internal representations – have similarly helped shape individual and social identities 

among tenants in addition to forms of accommodation and strategies of resistance. As 
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Doreen Massey explains, just as a place helps define who we are, it also contributes to 

ideas of who we are not: “The social definition of the place involves an active process of 

exclusion. And in that process, the boundaries of place, and the imagination and building 

of its ‘character,’ are part and parcel of the definition of who is an insider and who is not: 

of who is a ‘local,’ and what that term should mean, and who is to be excluded.”108 

Massey’s theorization is useful in understanding how those outside RP conceived of the 

project and how tenants themselves constructed their own identities. While territorial 

regulation was successful in shaping the contours within which tenants acted in RP, it was 

not all-powerful in determining their futures. Marrying the insights of moral regulation 

theorists with the spatial theorizing of geographers about the “power of place” promises 

to highlight both the structural forces that shaped project life and the agency of tenants.  
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Figure 0.4 – Territorial Regulation109 

 

A Brief Note on Sources 

 

The vast majority of the evidence consulted for this dissertation comes from largely 

untapped sources. Documentary evidence was derived from the vast holdings of various 

housing project administrations, including abundant individual tenant level information, 

statistics, case files, reports, and correspondence. I also consulted a plethora of related 

reports, studies, and correspondence from other state bodies and state-related or non-state 

social agencies. Newspapers, popular and academic periodicals, films, and photographs 

also constitute some of the primary sources. Given my interest in the agency and struggle 

of tenants, copious evidence about tenants was consulted from the above sources but 
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tenant newsletters, memoirs, written communications and oral testimony also constitute a 

key component of my evidence.110 

 

While I am fully aware that oral and written testimony and case files can be fruitfully 

analyzed as forms of narration and self-representation,111 I have largely chosen to “mine” 

the oral testimonies and case files for information that sheds light on the larger questions 

of territorial regulation and tenant agency. Using the stories, recollections and 

remembrances of tenants promises, as Cynthia Comacchio puts it, to “corroborate historic 

trends, placing real human beings and real lives into the statisticians’ reports.”112 It also 

gives us a sense of the diversity and richness of the struggles of tenants to build a decent 

life within the project. 

 

Chapter Organization 

 

Chapter 1 charts the “making” of RP by looking at the housing crisis in Toronto in the 

1930s and 1940s, the contours of housing reform ideology and the successful campaign 

for public housing. It charts the external representations of the downtown neighbourhood 

of Cabbagetown that was cleared to build RP and the centrality of ideas based on 

transforming slum dwellers that lay behind the project’s eventual architectural form and 

site design, management and internal policies. A wide range of reformers and state 

officials labelled Cabbagetown as economically, socially and culturally deficient, 

contending that slums and slum dwellers needed transformation from above. I show that 

the reform platform comprised a range of economic, moral and cultural planks in its 
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arguments for public housing, confirming the contradictory impulses of the post-war 

welfare state to simultaneously aid reproduction and capital accumulation. I especially 

highlight the connection between identity and place in reform and state discourse. 

 

In Chapter 2, I examine the agency of inner-city residents in the face of housing crisis and 

stigmatization. Residents of Cabbagetown were not the “dangerous” denizens of the 

slums that reformers depicted. They had their own forms of working-class social 

organization and solidarity and even though they were unsuccessful in their struggles to 

stop and later to intervene in RP’s initial development, they were always active 

participants in determining their own futures. I also discuss the stories of those who 

confronted a tight housing market with few affordable opportunities for shelter in the 

post-war period and their reasons for seeking public housing, aiming to introduce a 

human dimension to economic hardship and complicate the narrative of unimpeded post-

war prosperity proffered by the media, government and many historians. 

 

The “golden years” of public housing in the 1950s is the subject of Chapter 3. Focusing 

on the 1953 National Film Board of Canada documentary, Farewell to Oak Street, and 

RP’s first academic commentator, University of Toronto Social Work professor, Albert 

Rose, I demonstrate the close links between WWII slum discourses and the unequivocally 

positive images of RP in the 1950s. The NFB and Rose simplistically believed that 

changing the “slum” environment would change the “problem” families who lived in 

blighted, inner-city areas and used these arguments to bolster public housing’s image 

among the wider public. Both accounts of RP’s success ignored structural factors such as 
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employment and state policies towards the poor and were based on clichéd images of 

what were considered proper families. The prolific commentators on RP who drew on 

these representations avowed that tenants required close regulation to conform to the 

middle-class family and community ideal.  

 

Chapter 4 chronicles socio-economic marginalization in RP from 1951-1991 by 

presenting and analyzing a wide range of statistics on work, education, families and state 

assistance. I confirm the popular conception of public housing tenants as 

disproportionately poor and the existence of a large number of single-parent families who 

relied on state assistance, but I reveal that RP families also developed networks of self-

help and informal economic activities to cope with intense economic inequality. I criticize 

the currently popular “underclass” theory, showing that marginalization resulted not from 

the cultural or familial deficiencies of tenants but from social, economic and political 

policies intended to keep tenants poor and divided. 

 

The first part of Chapter 5 shows how a desire to control the poor among the reform 

lobby and state officials resulted in strict financial, moral and social regulations within the 

project. Families that made it into the project were subject to a number of intrusive 

regulations aimed at controlling and modifying their behaviour within the project. From 

the 1960s to the 1990s, many of the harshest restrictions were dropped but they were 

replaced by other controlling influences such as invasive law enforcement. I demonstrate, 

moreover, that the regulatory framework was more than just a moral project: strict 

regulations affected concretely the pocket books of tenants, blocking them from bettering 
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their economic situations. The second part of the chapter demonstrates how the RP area 

once again became a “slum” in the eyes of the media, reformers and the state in the last 

three decades of the twentieth century. I stress the remarkable continuity between these 

recast images of blighted areas and earlier slum homilies, but note that RP also became 

racialized in the eyes of the public as tenant composition shifted to include many new 

immigrants.  

 

In Chapter 6, I consider a wide range of documentary and other evidence “from below” to 

show that in the face of marginalization tenants were still able to build community ties 

and resist stigmatization in myriad ways. I also discuss in detail the activities of the 

Regent Park Community Improvement Association in the 1960s and 1970s. RP tenants 

developed a strong and representative association in the period to advance a number of 

significant demands around questions of maintenance, recreation, rental policies and 

tenant management. I place the rise of tenant politics in the context of the 1960s upheaval 

and locate the reasons for the success and failure of the group in both structural features 

and internal political difficulties. Territorial regulation shaped the responses of tenants, 

but they were also able to draw on their own positive, internal representations of place to 

build solidarity and cooperation for a short time against remarkable odds.  

 

A final Conclusion and Epilogue brings the story of RP into the twenty-first century. 

Many of the trends analyzed in this dissertation – marginalization, stigmatization and 

regulation – have continued unabated. Since the 1990s, there have also been three 

attempts to redevelop the project by reforming the physical space and integrating new 
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private market units as a way to accomplish a “social mix” in the project. The discourse 

of redevelopment is reminiscent of the 1940s arguments for urban renewal, condemning 

tenants for their slum pathologies and arguing that environmental transformation will 

make RP a healthy community. I criticize the redevelopment schemes and contend that 

the overall cultural bias against public housing and structural features of the economy 

have been much more important in defining the parameters of marginalization and despair 

than simple physical and social factors such as design, layout and social mix.  
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