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Chapter 1  
 
The Making of Regent Park: Housing Crisis, Reform Ideology and State 
Intervention  
 

 
…The worthy poor. The very very worthy 
And beautiful poor. Perhaps just not too swarthy? 
Perhaps just not too dirty nor too dim 
Nor – passionate. In truth, what they could wish 
Is – something less than derelict or dull. 
 
Gwendolyn Brooks, The Lovers of the Poor1 

 
 
Despite substantial proselytising by urban reformers and various civic organizations for 

state-housing provision in the first half of the twentieth century, governments maintained 

a relatively “laissez-faire” attitude towards housing until the 1940s. Small-scale 

interventions such as planning laws, public health regulations, a handful of co-partnership 

schemes partially assisted by government bodies and some financial aid to homeowners 

characterized state activity in housing before WWII. The extent of the housing shortage 

and its serious effects on the morale and efficiency of the working population during the 

war, however, provoked a renewed effort by reformers and municipal officials in Toronto 

to implement state-provided housing. Most urban centres faced a critical housing shortage 

during this tumultuous period. Due to outright inability to pay, landlord intransigence to 

children, evictions, illness, overcrowding and deprived housing conditions, many 

working-class families found it increasingly difficult to secure adequate dwellings even in 

the full-employment context of the war. Left-wing militants in Toronto, Montreal, 

Vancouver and Ottawa conducted spirited and successful defences of houses threatened 

with foreclosure by the banks and militant occupations of public buildings to call 

attention to the crisis.2 Harsh and persuasive criticisms of the government’s lack of action 



50 

 

  

 

on the housing front intersected with broader public demands for greater state 

involvement in the economy and society. Increasingly, rational, interventionist state 

policy was seen not solely as the preserve of pie in the sky reformers but as a widely-

accepted economic and political necessity. It was thus in the context of broader socio-

economic and political transformations in post-war Canadian society that Regent Park 

(RP) was conceived. 

 

Prompted by widespread dissatisfaction with affordable housing shortages and by middle-

class concern for economic efficiency and social harmony, Canada’s first housing project 

was also very much the product of the reform movement of the 1940s, which played such 

a key role in propagandizing for state-provided housing and designing and implementing 

Regent Park North (RPN) and Regent Park South (RPS). Reform ideology reflected and 

contributed to long-standing representations of the inner city and its inhabitants as 

physically dangerous and morally corrupt.3 Advocates of civic modernization maintained 

that urban renewal and public housing were essential to a wider mission to rationalize not 

only the disorderly urban landscape but also its shifty inhabitants. Reformers even alleged 

that the architectural design and layout of the project would wipe out the “slum” character 

of the residents and allow for the development of a sufficiently “normal” community and 

social life. From the strident and racist moralizing of the WWI period to the purportedly 

“objective” and “scientific” analyses of the campaign for RP, housing reform was deemed 

an essential component of the larger project of securing social consent by stabilizing the 

physical and moral structures of the working-class family and contributing to the 

construction of healthy citizens and communities.  
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This chapter is concerned with the economic, political and ideological background of RP 

North and South and some key aspects of its institutional evolution. It begins with a 

section on the enduring problems of housing affordability among low-income families in 

Toronto from the 1930s to the 1960s, highlighting the multifaceted nature of housing 

hardship and the timid approaches of the state to resolve the problem. In the second 

section, I chart the history of housing reform ideology in Canada, paying particular 

attention to the negative representations of the “slum” and its inhabitants to provide the 

ideological background to the development of a conscious state agenda vis-à-vis housing 

and slums in the post-war period that resulted in the RP projects in the 1940s and 1950s. 

In the third section, I discuss the specific campaign waged to build RPN and, much more 

briefly, the similar campaign for RPS and how they intersected with wider reform and 

state concerns about urban economic deterioration, social conflict and family stability. 

The fourth section analyzes the “distorted modernist” design and layout of RPN and RPS. 

I argue that they too were intended to convert the denizens of the slums into efficient and 

contented members of an orderly community. In the final section, I briefly outline the 

administrative framework and two of the key internal housing policies – tenant selection 

and rental rate determination – in both sections of the project to provide some structural 

background in which social relations were played out in the post-war period as a whole.  

 

The Housing Crisis, 1930s-1960s 

 

Working-class families in Toronto had always had a tough time securing affordable 

housing, especially during periods of economic recession and wartime. For example, the 

adverse conditions of WWI – scarcity of resources, price inflation, and an unwillingness 
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to invest in housing – led to a marked decrease in residential building.4 Coupled with 

unemployment and real wage loss, the lack of available dwellings would precipitate a 

severe housing crisis in the immediate post-war period.  

 

The low-income housing crunch returned to public prominence with a vengeance during 

the Depression. As David Hulchanski notes, one of the central features of the housing 

question during the decade was simply the “inability of many urban residents to afford 

adequate housing.”5 Extensive studies of Halifax, Hamilton, Ottawa, Winnipeg, Montreal, 

and Toronto in the early 1930s showed a proliferation of dilapidated housing conditions, 

lack of affordable housing units and rampant social distress. The 1934 Report of the 

Lieutenant-Governor’s Committee on Housing Conditions in Toronto, popularly known 

as the Bruce Report after its sponsor, Lieutenant Governor Herbert Bruce, identified the 

heavily skewed distribution of income, high unemployment, and anarchic land 

development as the main culprits of the housing crisis in Toronto. It documented destitute 

housing conditions among 2,000 of the most disadvantaged working families, confirming 

“the inability of the lowest wage earners to pay rents sufficiently high to obtain adequate 

housing accommodation.”6 Despite periodic crocodile tears from government officials, 

little progress was made in providing affordable accommodation.7 Working families lived 

out the crisis as best they could, often sharing units with other families, boarding in 

private homes, frequently moving house in search of better opportunities or in response to 

evictions, and painfully enduring wretched housing. For thousands of single male 

workers, the only options were highly-regimented urban hostels, inhumane rural relief 

camps, or the street.8 
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World War II ended the employment crisis of the Depression, but it exacerbated the 

housing crisis. Toronto’s location as the premier centre of war industry in the country 

aggravated the grave shelter situation for many workers. First, the rapid increase in 

population was not matched on the supply side by dwelling construction: the building 

industry suffered from a lack of raw materials and the priorities of industry and 

government were focused on war production. As a result of family formation, migration, 

and immigration, the population of the City of Toronto and surrounding municipalities 

increased by almost 190,000 people from 1931 to 1947 while less than 44,000 new 

dwelling units were built.9 Only 2,245 of these units were constructed as emergency 

housing by the City of Toronto with assistance from the federal government.10 The plunge 

in rental housing construction was particularly acute. The extent of the shortage can be 

measured by the severity of the emergency measures undertaken to house people during 

and immediately after the war: families in acute need were placed in community centres, 

fire stations, police halls, army barracks, and hastily-built emergency houses.11 

 

Most importantly, there was a glaring lack of suitable apartments and houses that workers 

could afford. Rental controls instituted in the first years of the war temporarily eased the 

crisis but did not address the shortage.12 A 1943 study by economist O.J. Firestone of the 

housing difficulties of the lowest two-thirds by income among renters in Toronto showed 

that only 6.4 percent were paying less than the standard affordable rental rate: 20 percent 

of their annual income in rent.13 In 1947, housing researcher Humphrey Carver found that 

the 12 percent of low-income households that made less than $1,000 a year were paying 

more than 40 percent of their income in rent.14 At least 10,000 families lived in 

overcrowded conditions of more than one person per room or in dilapidated dwellings. By 



54 

 

  

 

war’s end, 30,000 families in the city were “doubling up,” with two or more families 

sharing a dwelling intended for one family.15 Purchasing a house was also exceedingly 

expensive: by 1944, prices of individual homes in major urban centres exceeded those at 

the peak of the 1929 boom.16 The Toronto Star noted in 1943 that finding a place to live 

was a “nerve-wracking, heart breaking, time and money consuming experience” for most 

low-income Torontonians.17  

 

Unscrupulous landlords made matters worse. In a tight housing market, they had the 

leverage to demand high rents. Sometimes, they deliberately kept houses vacant in order 

to make speculative gains in the market. More often, they served notices to vacate and 

eviction orders for tenants who had difficulties paying the rent in order to secure more 

“reliable” tenancies such as families without children. By July 1945, 8,391 eviction 

notices were filed in the twelve largest cities in Canada while smaller communities 

looked at 15,000-20,000 eviction notices. Eric Gold, Emergency Shelter coordinator for 

the federal government, reported that landlords in Toronto were “descending during the 

night and physically forcing the tenants out.”18 Only with the development of a concerted 

working-class and war veteran protest movement around housing issues in Canada’s 

major cities did the government enact an eviction freeze.19  

 

Problems with landlords continued during the late 1940s after the federal government 

loosened its rent controls. Controls were relaxed for new rental vacancies, prompting 

landlords to evict existing occupants in order to hike rents for new tenants. The Wartime 

Prices and Trade Board estimated that in Toronto “uncontrolled rents exceed the old 

rentals by about 100%.”20 In 1949, the Community Planning Association of Canada, 
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noted that over 1,000 families faced eviction in Toronto in January alone and that the 

numbers could reach 5,000 in the following months.21 Landlords also took advantage of 

the slum clearance and rebuilding plans of the local state. Knowing that the government 

would eventually buy their properties, they served notices to vacate as soon as plans were 

finalized for demolition, an additional burden for renters in an already rigid market. In 

1954, for example, many tenants left the area slated for clearance to build RPS even 

though they were eligible for rehousing in the new project. The majority told interviewers 

that their landlords had ordered them to leave. Those that were not evicted insisted that 

landlords had raised the rent substantially.22 All in all, slum clearance policies actually 

reduced affordable dwelling options for low-income families in the downtown area while 

public housing construction failed to pick up the substantial slack. 

  

The housing situation improved somewhat as the chaotic effects of post-war 

reconstruction finally subsided. A significant number of new dwellings were built in 

response to critical demand and there seems to have been general improvements in 

housing quality.23 In cities across Canada, homeownership became an option for families 

with modest incomes who could rely on government home ownership incentive programs 

or employ extraordinary economic strategies such as having both parents work, taking in 

boarders and working extra jobs.24 However, the grave problem of affordable housing did 

not disappear in the 1950s and 1960s for those whose incomes were very low. In 1958, 

the Department of Public Welfare (DPW) in Toronto commented that it was receiving 

frequent calls from citizens about public housing spaces. Numerous enquiries were 

fielded from British immigrants “amazed” at the lack of “council houses” in Toronto and 

despairing families from outside the city or those recently arrived who were ineligible for 
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public housing. Department officials lamented that even though many of the requests 

came from families in houses “unfit for human habitation,” they could do little but make 

futile referrals to the filled-to-capacity RP.25  

 

By the mid 1960s, as Kevin Brushett has thoroughly documented, the housing crisis had 

come “full circle”26 for many underprivileged families. Shortages for low-income 

Torontonians were once again rampant, rents were spiralling and evictions were 

increasing. City officials warned migrants, especially the growing numbers of families 

from the Maritime provinces seeking work in industrial Toronto, to stay home.27 

Excepting Southern European immigrants, who employed extensive community and 

family ties as well as considerable economic sacrifice to become homeowners,28 the 

dream of home ownership increasingly became just that for large numbers of people. 

Homeowners in Toronto decreased from 71 percent of occupied dwellings in 1951 to 56 

percent in 1981.29 Shelter costs also became increasingly burdensome for poor families. 

In 1962, the Toronto Star noted there were still “Thousands Caught in High-Rent Trap.”30 

In 1965, a City of Toronto housing policy committee report argued that fully 20 percent 

of the city’s families “were unable with their own resources, to provide decent, safe and 

sanitary housing.”31 Housing affordability problems for those at the bottom rung of the 

socio-economic ladder would persist unabated into the 1990s.  

 

Despite a general boom in the economy with minimal unemployment until the 1970s, 

there was still a considerable proportion of the working population that searched in vain 

for affordable dwelling opportunities in the post-war period. Blunt lack of affordable 

living space was the primary factor in housing hardship, but this was often complicated 
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by secondary factors such as poor housing environments, overcrowding and landlord 

conduct. In fact, usually tenants coped with a number of overlapping difficulties. It was in 

this context of a persistent lack of affordable housing that strong arguments developed for 

public housing in Toronto in the post-war period, which drew upon enduring urban 

reform ideas about what constituted appropriate homes and families. 

 

Canadian Housing and the Ideological Origins of Territorial Stigmatization, 1900-
1950 
 

As the century opened, reformers in Canada’s burgeoning cities first drew attention to the 

increasing dangers of infectious diseases that, in their estimation, threatened to spread 

from the slums to wealthier neighbourhoods. The metaphor of disease was widely used to 

depict the despicable housing conditions of the working and immigrant poor and, as 

Marianna Valverde argues for the Toronto case during the WWI era, the slum was 

socially constructed as both a public health and as an “essentially moral” problem.32 For 

reformers such as Toronto’s influential Medical Officer of Health, Charles Hastings, 

slums were scrupulously deviant environments that produced vice, crime and disease. On 

the eve of the war, R.M. Fripp offered up an omnibus definition of the slum, arguing it 

brought “overcrowding, discomfort, inconvenience, decreased health, physical and moral 

degeneration, increased criminal population, more police, more jails, more jailbirds. All 

these evils multiply like bacilli in a cess-pot and constantly spill over and spread 

contagion.”33 The physical degeneration of slum areas was thus directly related to moral 

contamination, adding ideological remedies to the reform crusaders’ attempt to cure the 

modern city.  
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Indeed, there was widespread apprehension that slum settings posed a distinct threat to 

political stability, the family, the nation and the “race.”34 Asian, southern and eastern 

European immigrant communities were singled out in the often racialized discourse of the 

period, but so too were the poor of urban Britain and the United States, labelled in the 

biological determinism of the era as “failures” resulting from “congenital defects” and 

“misfortunes of birth.”35 Notwithstanding the well-documented deprivation in living 

conditions among workers and the poor, always subject to the boom and bust cycles of 

the economy36, the bulk of reform propaganda and practice articulated a middle-class 

version of what was considered proper housing and moral living with an often tenuous 

link to the actual housing environments of working-class families.37 It was not the 

wretched living conditions that immigrants and the working poor were forced to endure 

that were isolated as the chief problems, but rather the menacing slums and their 

inhabitants themselves. 

 

Most historians have overlooked the spatial dimensions of these brutalizing images of the 

poor. Identity and place were firmly entangled, nonetheless, in the minds of the growing 

cadre of slumologists in Britain, the United States and Canada. “Deviant” spaces – 

frequently the urban conglomeration itself, but more particularly, disreputable slum areas 

of the city – produced “deviant” people. For urban reformers, as David Ward contends, 

slums expressed “the presumed causal links between social isolation, and adverse 

environment and deviant behaviour.”38  

 

In downtown Toronto, the infamous “Ward” neighbourhood became synonymous with 

physical and moral degeneracy. At the turn of the century, the Ward referred to the St. 
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John area of the city, populated mostly by immigrant Italians and Jews. It was a 

convenient location for civic attention because it was next door to City Hall and the 

wealthy neighbourhoods around the provincial legislature buildings. A 1906 editorial in 

the Toronto Daily News declared that the “Ward,” “constitutes a constant menace to the 

physical and moral health of the city. It is an open sore from which flow fetid currents 

which cannot but be corrupting to the whole community.”39 In his comprehensive 1911 

study of housing conditions in the city, Charles Hastings highlighted the dense 

overcrowding and shabby conditions of the lodging houses and tenements of southern and 

eastern European immigrant workers in the Ward. Blame was placed squarely on the 

“foreign element” with their “dirty habits.”40 Writing for the general interest Canadian 

Magazine in 1913, Margaret Bell stereotyped the Jew in the Ward as a “cunning 

shopkeeper” and the Italian as an “indolent Southern.”41 By 1919, as the immigration 

population gradually moved westward, the Ward was spatially redefined and reified, in 

the words of the Bureau of Municipal Research, a prominent civic research organization, 

as “a condition, an attitude of mind toward life, a standard of living – not merely a 

geographic locality.”42 In fact, the Bruce Report placed it to the west of its 1900 

boundaries, pinpointing the formative role of space in the social geography of immorality 

constructed by middle-class urban investigators.43 

 

The overcrowded row housing, tenements and lodgings occupied by the poor also 

established a stark and disreputable spatial contrast with the ideal vision of the single-

family home held by the middle-class. All municipalities, Dr. Charles Hastings advised, 

“must have a keen sense of the social and national significance of the term ‘home’ as 

being of one-family dwellings.”44 Hastings and company strongly believed that single-
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family homes would uphold stable nuclear family life in a manner consistent with the 

sharp demarcation they drew between pubic and private space. In this gendered vision, 

proper home life was conducted within the stable confines of the family in the atomized 

places of the dwelling. To this end, reforming architects widely promoted house plans 

drafted to rationalize and improve women’s domestic labour. The kitchen was considered 

“a workroom and should be planned for comfort and convenience in handling work,” a 

government report recommended in 1919.45 Clearly definable thresholds were similarly 

necessary between the private spaces of the home and the public spaces of the urban 

landscape, emblematic as it was of urban pathology, physical degeneration and social 

disorder. This was particularly crucial for child development: suitable child-rearing was 

hinged on a clear separation between the orderly home and the sexual lure of the messy 

street and back lot. Multiple-family dwellings threatened “to blur the family unit” and 

“brought public and private space too close for comfort.”46 Believing that licentious sex 

among the working class was contributing to “race suicide,” architects and planners in the 

few publicly-sponsored housing schemes of the period aimed to reinforce prevailing 

definitions of morality and sexuality through designs which privileged privacy between 

bedrooms and between houses. Sealing off houses aimed to shift the borders between the 

encapsulated working-class family – with its historical traditions of communality – and 

the surrounding community, revealing the social import attributed to atomized family and 

domestic life by bourgeois reformers.47 

  

In the 1930s, the “hot” space of Toronto slumology shifted east of downtown to the long-

standing working-class neighbourhood of Cabbagetown. Roughly a square kilometre in 

size, it was home to a largely native-born Canadian population of British descent whose 
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inhabitants worked in nearby industrial establishments and increasingly, as industrial 

decentralization to the suburbs occurred, the casual labour and service markets of the 

central city. (See Map 1.1) In contrast to most low-rent “slum” areas in North American 

cities, which contained tenement housing,48 Cabbagetown’s narrow streets contained 

small, single-detached residences and some row housing, most of which were built in the 

nineteenth century. Many of these homes backed onto narrow lanes.49 Like its counterpart 

west of downtown, the Ward, its geographical boundaries were “constantly shifting,” 

depending on observed physical and moral decay.50 

 

Aging housing stock, material misery and a renewed interest in cleaning up urban blight, 

moral and physical, made this area of inner-city Toronto a convenient target for a new 

breed of “scientific” housing reform advocates in the 1930s. Much of the reform 

discourse of the period was interwoven with social-democratic viewpoints,51 embracing a 

conviction that governments should permanently intervene through technocratic planning 

within the capitalist system to ensure that slum areas were eradicated and that social 

peace would be maintained.52 The most prominent housing activists of the era – Harry 

Cassidy, Leonard Marsh and Humphrey Carver – were all members of the League for 

Social Reconstruction, the intellectual arm of social democracy in Canada.  
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Map 1.1 – Cabbagetown, Regent Park North and South 
Source: 2003 MapQuest.com 

 

Cassidy, Director of the Faculty of Social Work at the University of Toronto, and 

Humphrey Carver, a modernist Toronto planner, author of the housing programme for the 

intellectual manifesto of Canadian social democracy, Social Planning for Canada, and 

later a top housing official with the Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC), 

even saw social-welfare measures such as public housing as a bulwark against fascism 

and class conflict.53  
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 Figure 1.1 - Dundas Street East, Cabbagetown, 1935  
Source: David Zapparoli, Regent Park: The Public Experiment in Housing, A Photographic Exhibit at The 
Market Gallery, March 13-July 11, 1999 (Toronto: the Author, 1998), 13. 

Figure 1.2 - Dilapidated Housing in Cabbagetown, 1930sSource: Albert Rose, Regent Park: 
A Study in Sum Clearance (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1958), 146. 
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At a meeting of the Toronto District Labour Council, Lieutenant Governor Herbert Bruce, 

explicitly linked state-sponsored slum clearance with labour’s “constitutional” road of 

advancing reform.54 Urban reform was thus clearly envisioned as a means to ensure social 

stability and offset radical challenges to the prevailing order. Such ideas would have 

widespread purchase even among liberal policy-makers concerned with economic 

instability and social conflicts. 

 

Tied to this interventionist strategy were the emerging ideas of modernist planning, which 

focused on efficient and functional building and site design techniques that would not 

only modernize the built environment but also the inhabitants of the inner city 

themselves. The concept of technical expertise was fully extended to include the 

standardization of building production methods and materials. Carver recognized the 

obstacles that inefficient construction processes posed for proper dwelling conditions: “it 

is necessary to apply to the design and construction of homes the same scientific 

rationalisation that has been applied, for instance to automobile plants; to reduce the costs 

of fabrication and assembly so that modern living conditions may become the normal 

possession of every householder.”55 In a 1948 study, he suggested that governments take 

an active role in the formation of a large-scale building industry to expedite 

standardization, reduce labour costs, and generally smooth out the building labour process 

to allow cheap, competent residential construction.56 Carver and his contemporaries 

spurned the views on the desirability of home ownership espoused by liberal policy-

makers and the reformers of the WWI period, but shared their opinion that dwelling 

forms should be refined through rationalized designs in order to facilitate mass production 
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and consumption standards.57 This “Fordist” route was seen as the best road to national 

prosperity in a time of economic crisis. 

 

The 1934 Bruce Report embodied many of these interventionist principles and modernist 

solutions. Considered the “bible” of Canadian urban renewal,58 it was comprehensive and 

overtly claimed to rest upon social scientific precision. It undertook house-by-house 

surveys of several thousand dwellings in Toronto’s central city area, finding that almost 

three quarters were below minimum health standards and estimated that there were many 

more such habitations in the city.59 The Report focused in particular on what it considered 

the worst slum area of the city, Cabbagetown. Unlike the relatively tame interventionists 

of the WWI period, the extent of the Depression crisis and shifting ideological tenets 

regarding state intervention encouraged the Report’s authors, local architect, Eric Arthur, 

and Harry Cassidy, to call for comprehensive slum clearance and urban renewal under the 

auspices of all three levels of government. Moreover, it contained a detailed plan for a 

model public housing development, complete with three alternative architectural 

blueprints, for a section of Cabbagetown that would fifteen years later become RPN.  

 

Despite scientific pretensions, the Report constructed a familiar slum narrative punctuated 

by exotic images of pathology. Representations of poor housing conditions, poverty, filth, 

and moral wickedness were condensed into one striking picture of abject misery, although 

even by the Report’s own putative standards, only a minority of dwellings were in such ill 

repair as to justify demolition.60 It pointedly described the very worst houses through 

intensive surveys of three particular blocks in Cabbagetown, giving publicly salient 

attention to vermin, pests, outdoor privies and leaking roofs.61 Rabbi Maurice Eisendrath, 
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an ardent supporter of the Report and member of an interfaith council on urban issues, 

drew attention to the threat this posed to all urban dwellers: “Toronto, the sorrowful city 

of slums, where people live in hutches, which humorists call homes, is a place where 

disease and death may swoop down from these slums upon us all at any moment.”62 The 

Report conveyed the crude moral environmentalism reminiscent of Victorian slumology: 

“A good environment means increased self-respect and improved morale; a poor 

environment means the opposite.”63 As in Charles Hastings’ investigations before WWI, 

slums bred disease, crime, gambling and a whole host of behaviours considered 

abnormal, offensive and threatening. Slum environments, it was argued, encouraged 

sexual laxity and taught young people the “art of delinquency.”64 “Exoticizing” the 

physical shabbiness of dwellings, neighbourhoods and the troublesome behaviours 

ostensibly produced by them was not only a instrument of moral indictment; it was a 

rhetorical technique intended to sufficiently unsettle the social imagination of the public 

to acquire support for slum clearance and public housing. 

 

The Bruce Report seemed predominantly aghast at how the denizens of the slums, 

especially children, used the space in their neighbourhood. Noting the cluttered back 

yards and “appallingly” numerous alleyways that were scattered throughout the 

neighbourhood, it underscored the overcrowding problem and, in particular, how children 

and adults congregated in congested streets and chaotic alleys.65 The working-class street 

environment itself was condemned: children playing on the streets and in the alleyways 

and women and men gathering on street corners to talk was a palpable expression of 

irrationality and disorganization at odds with the neatly structured and privatized view of 

proper middle-class life.66 The report similarly lamented the lack of green space in the 
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neighbourhood and the stifling confinement of slum houses, reflecting key tenets of 

public health thinking at the time as well as aesthetic and moral concerns. This was 

particularly distressing for Herbert Bruce, who maintained that “grass” was a “green 

living and loving carpet and that there are really and truly other and lovelier flowers than 

those of the lithographed calendar that hangs on the cracked, crumbling and soiled wall of 

a murky room in which the suns’ rays have never penetrated.”67 In statements such as 

these, advocates of slum clearance and urban renewal clearly articulated paternal 

arrogance and moralized impressions of working-class life. They also pointed up the 

gendered nature of slum representations.   

 

Reformers in the 1930s and 1940s retained restrictive views of women’s proper social 

role as confined to the domestic sphere. In the name of the preservation and bolstering of 

the family, reformers paid particular attention to domestic architecture. Simplicity, 

efficiency, and economy were the key words in the arrangement of the ideal domestic 

environment and external housing design. As Humphrey Carver recommended, “the 

mechanization of household equipment would help to liberate the housewife from the 

monotonous servitude of domestic chores and allow her to develop family life in more 

fruitful directions.”68 An efficient housekeeping regime within this modernized household 

was also essential. For Carver, the messy house was likened to what he called the 

“slummy” city itself: “The sentimental and procrastinating housewife allows her home to 

become so cluttered up with useless heirlooms and knick-knacks that half the working 

day is spent dusting the crowded shelves and in chasing mice behind the big side-board 

that was inherited from Aunt Lizzie. In that kind of house, husbands are losing their 

spectacles and tempers, there is the smell of mould and an atmosphere of frustration.”69 
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The efficient housewife, he argued, properly uses her garbage can to dispose of waste as 

governments should do with blighted inner-city areas. The proposed model of social 

relations within the home was thus hinged on a strict notion of nuclear family life, 

severely constraining individual aspirations, especially those of women.70 If women were 

mentioned at all outside the strict realm of family life it was to champion their skills as 

potential housing project managers which called for a combination of “social worker and 

business manager,”71 pointing to the common judgement that women’s “natural” home 

management skills could be successfully transferred to the community as a whole to 

ensure the smooth functioning of the national polity.  

 

Social workers joined urban planners and architects in socially constructing Cabbagetown 

as a dangerous slum. The influential Canadian Youth Commission cited overcrowding as 

the root of much immorality. Children who lived in congested housing, the Commission 

stated, “sought an outlet in aggressive, destructive behaviour and too frequently turned up 

in court as juvenile delinquents.”72 A 1944 report by Sam Campbell of the Big Brothers 

identified certain streets in inner-city Toronto in which juvenile delinquency and sexual 

licentiousness ran rampant among “boy gangs.” In Cabbagetown, he identified “sturdy 

working class people, inclined to be suspicious, many of them decent and clean,” and 

stated “it would be a grave injustice to label all those people who live in these poor areas” 

as morally depraved. He described others, however, as “physically dirty and morally 

corrupt. Children growing up in an area of this kind are exposed to influences which 

exaggerate the evils of life. Bad language, gambling, drunkenness, prostitution, are all too 

familiar.” Campbell singled out two  “bad” spots within the larger slum zone. The first 

dangerous area was the infamous back alley: “There are many connecting lanes running 
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at the back of [the] side streets and parallel to them. These lanes are excellent warrens of 

refuge for activities, which shun the light of day… Delinquent gangs seem to breed best 

where the physical environment is bad. Most dead-end streets in the congested, poor area 

have their gangs.” The second was the house environment itself: “Many of the wretched 

houses that I visited had two or three families living in each of them. In these cramped 

quarters where privacy was non-existent the children became aware of the mysteries of 

life at an early age. The sordid background of the home tended to dwarf and wither good 

habits and clean thoughts.”73  

 

Actual proof of the extent of these conditions or an acknowledgement of the severe 

housing shortages during the war that forced people to overcrowd dwellings were not as 

important as the influential effect that lurid depictions of slum environments and 

behaviour had on the public imagination, especially the references to sexual immorality.74 

Mary Louise Adams has shown that moral reformers in 1940s and 1950s Toronto 

specifically targeted various leisure venues in the urban landscape frequented by 

working-class youth as sexually and morally illicit spaces in need of control.75 The Big 

Brother’s Campbell endorsed strict supervision of young people’s activity but linked it to 

the necessity of slum clearance: “Conditions which breed delinquent gangs and all the 

other evils of our society cannot be eliminated by charitable gestures which merely 

poultice a cancerous growth which should be excised by a skilled surgeon.”76  

 

Not all commentators heavily emphasized moral concerns. Journalist and novelist, Hugh 

Garner, presented a somewhat different interpretation of Cabbagetown. For one-time 

resident Garner, it was home to some behaviourally dubious practices;77 but in contrast to 
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the stern moralizing of reformers that labelled nearly everybody within so-called slum 

neighbourhoods as deviants, Garner found a largely honest poor population in 

Cabbagetown eking out a dignified living and directed much fire towards unscrupulous 

landlords. He emphasized that squalor existed “Not in all houses, but in some.” Purely 

physical degeneration of external and internal living spaces stand out in Garner’s 

narrative: “It is that kind of squalor shown by bare floor boards or worn out linoleum. It is 

apparent in torn wallpaper and fly-specked ceilings. It is noticeable in pieces of dry bread 

on tables, and filmy milk bottles half-full of souring milk.”78 In a striking comparison to 

the racialized “Asian” spaces analyzed by Kay Anderson in Vancouver’s Chinatown,79 

Garner considered that “Like most streets in the neighbourhood, Blevins Place didn’t 

have a house on it that wouldn’t have made a good Chinese laundry.”80 He also 

distinguished distinct hierarchies of slum spaces and their inhabitants within the broader 

area identified by the public as Cabbagetown. Painting a largely negative physical portrait 

of the built environment, he nevertheless distinguished the houses of the working poor in 

the area from the rooming houses of the adjacent Moss Park neighbourhood slightly to the 

south and west of Cabbagetown but often identified as part of the same outcast space: 

“Moss Park is a vicious, criminal neighbourhood, populated by transients from all over 

the country, who live in squalid, verminous hovels around Jarvis and Sherbourne Street.” 

For Garner, then, slums were defined more basically as places of physical decay with 

little connection to social threats to the city as a whole. “Cabbagetown was a slum but not 

a cess-pool…” he argued.81 Nevertheless, Garner joined reformers in endorsing slum 

clearance as a necessary component of post-war reconstruction. 
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“Urban Surgery”: The Campaign for Regent Park North 

 

While it was clearly an ideological success and inspiration to civic activists, federal and 

provincial governments ignored the recommendations proposed by the Bruce Report. 

National Housing Acts enacted by the Conservative and Liberal governments in 1935 and 

1938, respectively, were largely intended to boost employment and only provided 

minimal financial assistance for already affluent families interested in homeownership or 

home renovation.82 Many of the federal housing laws of the 1930s and 1940s were 

ostensibly modelled on U.S. precedents; yet New Deal initiatives south of the border were 

much more far-reaching, resulting in the construction of numerous housing projects in the 

1930s.83 As the housing crisis intensified during the war, however, the argument for state 

provision gained a new lease on life. The 1943 Master Plan for the City of Toronto would 

stand on the shoulders of the Bruce Report’s reputation, spelling out that the “modern 

conception of proper living conditions” could not be met by “haphazard rebuilding by 

private enterprise.” This extensive plan granted slum clearance and rehousing chief 

priority and pinpointed the area from Dundas to Gerard Street, between Parliament and 

River (the exact boundaries of RPN) as most in need of clearance.84 This area of 

Cabbagetown would be the prime focus of the reform lobby. An important political 

precedent would be established the following year when the federally appointed Advisory 

Committee on Reconstruction (the Curtis Report) called for the construction of 700,000 

new housing units and recommended that the federal government actively intervene in the 

housing crisis by building low-income housing.85 In 1946 the federal government’s 

housing initiatives were centralized in a new Crown Corporation, the Central Mortgage 
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and Housing Corporation (CMHC). CMHC was conceived predominantly as an organ of 

homeownership finance, conspicuously indicated by the choice of its first president, 

David Mansur, former General Superintendent of the Central Mortgage Bank. 

Nevertheless, it devoted a portion of its activity to public housing and proved to be a 

convenient and centralized federal body with which reformers and the local state could 

negotiate funding. All in all, the activities and demands of the housing reform movement 

in Toronto anticipated many of the legislative initiatives enacted for the country as a 

whole. 

 

The specific postwar campaign for RP, led by local government officials and an activist 

and propagandist group formed in 1944, the Citizens’ Housing and Planning Association 

(CHPA), drew on the essentials of the Bruce Report and the propitious legal and political 

developments at the national level to step up the demand for slum clearance and 

rebuilding. The CHPA had its origins in an informal housing advocacy group established 

in the wake of the Bruce Report in the mid-1930s. A drop-in housing centre was set up on 

the University of Toronto campus to foster community interest and support for public 

action in slum clearance, public housing and centralized planning. During the war, the 

group was reconstituted as the CHPA. It had over 300 individual and 24 corporate 

members, representing a broad cross-section of labour, business, religious and civic 

organizations.86 It was dedicated, in the words of one of its chief members, University of 

Toronto Social Work professor, Albert Rose, to a very “simple” plan for “slum clearance 

and rehousing.” The CHPA “bombarded” the local and federal government with briefs, 

reports, and delegations putting forward the arguments for public housing.87 It had a 

newsletter, the Housing Digest, published several pamphlets and numerous statistical 
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bulletins, and organized a series of prominent conferences and meetings on housing. Its 

high-profile spokespersons such as former insurance executive and founding member, 

Harold Clark, regularly spoke on radio and to the newspapers on the urgent necessity of 

housing reform.88  

 

Reform advocates in the 1940s such as the CHPA promoted sweeping slum clearance and 

redevelopment plans since they would allow for all-inclusive redevelopment of the 

architecture, external and internal spaces, and, ideally, the conduct of life within these 

“constructed” spaces. In the eyes of urban reformers in cities across North America, the 

only solution to the all-encompassing pathologies of the slum environment was what Kay 

Anderson calls “urban surgery”89 – wholesale clearance of neighbourhoods and, if 

possible, rebuilding on the existing site or creating suburban enclaves of public housing.90 

The elimination of slum dwellings would mitigate the “pathology” of slum areas. It would 

not do, Humphrey Carver contended, to simply renovate the affected areas. Only slum 

elimination integrated with a comprehensive approach to city planning would be 

adequate: “It is as unwise as it ever was to put new wine into old bottles; a repaired slum 

still remains a slum.”91 Moreover, only total slum clearance could ensure that the 

behaviour of tenants in the redeveloped area could be adequately supervised. 

 

Slum clearance and urban renewal had vital economic motivations as well. In the lead-up 

to the successful 1947 municipal ballot on city financial support for RPN, Mayor 

Saunders and the reform movement concentrated largely on the financial viability of the 

project as well as ampler social concerns. The CHPA demanded that the municipal 

government body that would oversee public housing in Toronto, the Housing Authority of 
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Toronto (HAT), be composed of people with “sound business judgment” in addition to 

having a “broad social outlook.”92 Slum clearance promised economic remuneration. By 

1947, the RPN area slated for clearance consisted of 4,000 people living in 765 dwelling 

units in 628 houses.93 Most of these small houses were aging and consequently had low 

property and building values, bringing few tax dollars into municipal coffers. For 

reluctant municipal officials not yet won over to the need for massive intervention, 

therefore, the urban renewal of Cabbagetown promised to substantially enhance the tax 

base of the city.94 Reformers also played on the desire for thriftiness among officials and 

public opinion by arguing concretely that comprehensive slum demolition would free up 

cheap land for municipal housing authorities to build public housing projects.95  

 

In addition to financial concerns, acute physical blight formed a key plank in the pro-RP 

platform and a distinct association was drawn between physical decay and the pathologies 

it produced. The CHPA generated a mountain of propaganda, highlighting the relation 

between urban blight and wider immorality. They maintained, “it is the slum that makes 

the slum dweller, not the slum dweller, the slum.”96 Mayor Saunders offered up dismal 

statistics demonstrating that fires, infant mortality, tuberculosis, and juvenile and adult 

arrests in Cabbagetown dwarfed similar numbers in “sound” neighbourhoods.97 The print 

and broadcast media also jumped on the urban reform bandwagon using their 

considerable public influence to rally support for public housing. Lurid descriptions of 

ugly, substandard houses with “rickety steps,” “worn and saggy floors,” “cracked” 

ceilings, vermin, lack of play space, congestion on the street and in homes and the 

attendant moral consequences were common fare on the radio and in newspapers.98 While 

the Toronto Telegram, the traditional organ of conservative business, opposed public 
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housing in principle, both the Toronto Daily Star and The Globe and Mail were 

supporters and regularly ran articles replete with graphic photographs and captions 

comparing the dismal former “slum” area with the project. Media outlets highlighted both 

the physical and moral transformation promised by public housing, putting particular 

emphasis on how the new environment would produce contented and productive 

citizens.99  

 

The potential of public housing to transform and improve women’s housekeeping and 

social outlook was conspicuously underscored in much of the media coverage after the 

first tenants moved into RPN in late March 1949. Before and after photo captions for a 

piece in the Globe and Mail, for instance, stated, “Moving’s fun when it means leaving 

dull, crowded quarters for a shining, modern new home.”100 The Toronto Daily Star 

interviewed several housewives such as Hazel Meere who said the new apartment was 

“like walking into a dream,” with all new appliances and a modern bathtub.101 Teresa 

Bluett proudly showed a reporter for the Globe the new appliances and amenities such as 

an electric refrigerator, gas stove and a “glistening” bathtub.102  

 

CBC radio reporter, Allison Grant, narrated her visit to the old “slum” neighbourhood and 

the new RPN by painting an imaginative verbal portrait for her listeners of how “rickety,” 

“substandard,” “crowded,” wooden houses were replaced by clean concrete and brick row 

houses outfitted with modern gadgets and efficiently designed for maximum household 

performance. The woman whose house she was describing “felt made over in new health 

and spirits in the few days since she had moved in there and now she had a place for 

where her family can come home to….and bring in their friends as well. And live at last.” 



76 

 

  

 

She emphasized the role played by women such as HAT Board member and ubiquitous 

crusader for public housing, Mrs. Bessie Luffman, who told the architects, “For goodness 

sake, when you’re building, have enough cupboard space and have things handy to work 

in.” Grant concluded her piece by using the metaphor of a recipe to explain how RPN was 

implemented: “Take the concern of a City Council for the welfare of the people. Add a 

generous measure of citizen support leavened with plenty of sound information (factual 

knowledge). And blend well. Then add a dash of ginger and the same thing can be 

accomplished anywhere.”103 According to Grant, this recipe was the means to put 

efficient and happy family life on a sound footing in the turbulent post-war years. It 

would come as little surprise that the very first units built in RPN were reserved for large 

families with young children, including the much-publicized Bluett and Meere 

families.104 

 

Above all, public housing promised to forge a new “community” out of the ruins of the 

slum. What “community” meant was often left implicit in the discourse of the era, but 

“efficiency,” “order” and “active citizenship” were certainly three main tenets.105 “The 

biggest cost of the slum to society,” the post-war architect of Canada’s welfare state, 

Leonard Marsh expressed, “is apathetic, dreary living, which is a menace to every aspect 

of healthy citizenship.”106 Humphrey Carver believed that efficient community planning 

would “promote loyalty to local government, churches, recreation centres, institutions.”107 

Reformers criticized anarchic urban development as a threat to sustained economic 

performance yet they maintained that “proper living” could only be based on their own 

middle-class worldview, distinguishing the “inauthentic” social relations of the blighted 

neighbourhoods such as informal networks of mutual aid and the communal-like use of 



77 

 

  

 

space from the orderly and privatized conduct of their own class. And since the poor were 

incapable of attaining the requisite degree of household efficiency and social order by 

themselves, they needed to be separated out, controlled and regulated through public 

housing spaces.  

 

In contrast to early twentieth-century reform currents, symbolized by the explicitly 

intrusive philosophy of pioneer housing reformers such as Octavia Hill in Britain, the 

regulatory thrust of Toronto’s reform movement in the 1940s and 1950s was tempered by 

social democratic reformers’ rhetorical support for citizen participation and inclusive 

community development schemes. Yet these proposals ended up taking a distinct second 

place to financial viability and moral rehabilitation concerns. Thus the 1943 Master Plan 

stressed that “citizenship” and “community spirit” and the creation of “new and modern 

neighbourhoods designed for modern urban life” could only be rationally organized from 

above.108 Albert Rose believed that tenants in the impending RP development, for 

example, would need to be “oriented” and “educated” on modern living methods, 

preferably by professionals trained in sociology and social work.109 Eric Arthur, now a 

member of the City Planning Board, argued in 1944 that future public housing tenants 

could not be entrusted to look after their own lawns. He seemed to sympathize with an 

American public housing manager’s half-joking statement that “poison ivy, surrounded 

by barbed wire would be a godsend” in maintaining lawns in public housing projects.110 

Only through state intervention, therefore, could former slum dwellers become productive 

and “tidy” citizens contributing to the harmonious national polity. As Edward Said has 

argued in another context, reformers held the firm belief that "the native can be educated 

into ‘our’ civilization."111 
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Political Success and the Campaign for Regent Park South  

 

The weight of the post-war housing crisis and the broader precedent-setting developments 

in state intervention at the time, as well as the persuasiveness of the reform lobby, 

ensured the success of RPN. In late 1946, the CHPA successfully proposed putting a 

question on the January 1947 municipal government ballot for support for $6 million in 

funding for the RPN project. Despite the lack of concrete support from the provincial and 

federal governments, who would only provide limited financial support for the project, 

the City and the reform movement conducted a vigorous and successful campaign to 

convince business, the media and voters of the necessity of slum clearance.112 62 per cent 

of voters (at this time, only property owners and long-term lease holders) responded in 

the affirmative. The necessary political support was finally generated to level 

Cabbagetown and rebuild anew.  

 

The question of exactly how RPN would be built and managed was gradually decided 

throughout 1947. In April, provincial enabling legislation allowed the city to create the 

HAT, composed of members appointed by City Council, who would be responsible for 

overseeing construction, policy development and management of the project. Slum 

clearance procedures, tenant selection policies, rental rates, various financial questions 

and the awarding of building contracts were eventually settled by the end of 1947 as 

clearance was underway. For the next five years, HAT and the City of Toronto would 

continue to negotiate with the provincial and federal government for more funding, but in 

1952 were forced to ask voters for another $5 million to complete the project.113 Once 
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again, the majority voted yes, demonstrating the continuing commitment to urban renewal 

among Toronto voters.   

 

RPS was a logical extension of the northern section in the minds of urban reformers and 

the local state. As Kevin Brushett has detailed, HAT continually lobbied Toronto City 

Council from 1948 to 1953 for a southern extension of RP as applications for RPN 

continued to swell.114 The original plans for RP from the Bruce Report onwards had 

envisioned a much larger project encompassing not only the northern section of 

Cabbagetown but also the area to the south. Financial constraints, however, forced the 

city to settle on a smaller project. In 1953, a formal request was finally made by the City 

of Toronto to the provincial and federal governments for funds. By this time, however, 

both senior levels of government now had the legislative and political power granted by 

extensive 1949 amendments to the National Housing Act to act on their own and 

proceeded to do so. They too were now caught up in national concerns about urban 

renewal.115 A Joint Advisory Committee on Regent Park South was formed with 

representatives from CMHC, the Ontario Government and the newly-created government 

of Metropolitan Toronto to study the existing area, organize slum clearance and design 

the new project. A Metropolitan Toronto Housing Authority (MTHA) was then created to 

manage RPS and the new Lawrence Heights project in northern Toronto.  

 

An overriding belief in the necessity of public housing and the apparent success of RPN 

in its first decade forestalled substantive debate about the merits of public housing during 

the campaign for RPS. Extensive studies by the Advisory Committee on Urban Renewal, 

a joint federal, provincial and municipal body and the Joint Advisory Committee on RPS 
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in the mid-1950s found 2,389 largely poor, working-class people living in 456 aging, run-

down and overcrowded dwelllings.116 As the NFB documentary, Report on 

Redevelopment: Regent Park South, lamented, it was “a tired, worn-out place…where life 

was a losing struggle against dirt, dampness and overcrowding.”117 Once again, the 

continuing existence of slums in the central city was considered a threat to proper urban 

living that could only be eradicated by public housing. The journal of the Toronto Board 

of Trade argued in 1958 that the experience of RPN showed “very clearly that a new 

environment can do much to aid people in developing their individual strengths as well as 

their familial ties. There is no reason to believe that similar advantages will not pertain in 

the new neighbourhood in South Regent Park.”118 The first annual report of the MTHA 

argued that:  

Canadians should be proud of these two projects [RPS and Lawrence Heights], for they represent 
an advance in our fight against the pernicious community disease called slums. In their concept, 
their planning and now in this administration, the two projects have been designed to bring not 
merely new housing but new homes – new understanding and kindness and community spirit – to 
the people who live in them…to enable these people to take heart and redesign their lives and to 
bring up their children to be people we can all respect.”119  

 

The persuasive propaganda campaign conducted on behalf of RPN would easily carry 

over into the mid-1950s consolidating the political will to extend the project to the south. 
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Figure 1.3 - Cartoon in the Globe and Mail supporting slum clearance 
Source: Globe and Mail, 16 August 1954. 

 
 
 

Housing Design As Social Policy in RP 

 

The key elements of slum clearance and redevelopment discourse – concern with physical 

well-being and the spread of disease, the flagrant disorder of the inner-city built 

environment and life, and lack of a morally sound community – also lay behind the 

planning, layout and design of RPN and RPS. By the 1940s, the ideological hallmarks of 

modernist planning and design promoted by Humphrey Carver and the League for Social 

Reconstruction in the 1930s – rationality, progress and technological change –– were 

widely accepted by a broad cadre of social engineers: planners, architects and key state 

officials. These reformers were not receptive to the modernist ideal because of the often 
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radical and anti-capitalist aesthetic and political concerns of many modernist planning 

and architectural thinkers; on the contrary, they believed that modernist notions of 

functionality and rationality could be effectively tailored to plan efficient, cost-effective 

public housing with the goal of reconstructing the built environment of the slum and 

remaking slum-dwellers in their own middle-class image.120 This architectural and 

planning ideal pledged “better living” in the views of reformers and would drive the 

planning and design of both sections of RP. 

 

In the wake of the Bruce Report, three separate sketches for Cabbagetown’s 

redevelopment had already been drawn up, but after RPN got the go-ahead, HAT chose 

the little-known Toronto architect, J.E. Hoare, because his plans promised “savings in 

construction, the more intensive use of land and greater efficiency in operation and 

management.”121 By the time RP was conceived, “economy” had already become a key 

word in the lexicon of state housing planners in Britain and the United States.122 State-

assisted housing schemes before WWII in the U.S. were generally built with the same 

social reform concerns in mind, but designers used high-quality building materials and 

were less concerned with economy in site design and layout.123 The city authorities 

responsible for building RPN, however, were preoccupied with selling the financial 

benefits of public housing to the general population and to reluctant officials in the higher 

levels of governments and were therefore interested in social reconstruction on the cheap. 

The number of units in the project was actually increased by over 400 from the original 

plans during the 10-year construction process to meet building costs.124 Hoare cribbed 

extensively from existing public housing designs south of the border settling on a design 

remarkably similar to the Cedar-Central project in Cleveland, Ohio, one of the first public 
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housing projects in the U.S.125 His proposals were relatively simple, employed cost-

effective building materials and maximized ground space within the parameters of the 

social objectives set by housing reformers and City Hall.  

 

There was never any doubt that the site would be designed according to the “superblock” 

principle. Dominant in American public housing thinking at the time, this idea called for 

the complete clearance and rebuilding of a large area in order to create a sharp contrast 

with the existing urban fabric of sub-standard dwellings and efficiently utilize the 

available building space.126 HAT argued that “merely to permit the building of new 

residential buildings on the existing street pattern, and as a patchwork programme applied 

to the present situation, is to fail to create the attractive surroundings which are 

essential.”127 The existing built environment – six major city blocks with single-family 

dwellings and row housing, inhabited by over 800 families, 35 scattered businesses and 

several churches – was almost completely obliterated.128 Only Regent Park United 

Church and St. Cyril’s and Methody Greek Orthodox church would survive the wrecker’s 

ball. Toronto’s reform community would have heartily endorsed the statements of 

Elizabeth Wood, director of the Chicago Housing Authority, that, “On the basis of 

experience with large urban developments, we know that if blighted areas are not rebuilt 

on the protected superblocks, all expenditures will be wasted, the project will decay.”129 

 

The Project Area consisted of 17 hectares and by the time it was fully completed in 1957 

would comprise 16 three-storey walk-ups, six six-storey elevator buildings and one eight-

story high rise as well as nine sets of row houses with 56 units in all. The majority of the 

units were two or three bedrooms although there were a small number of bachelor units 
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for “diminishing families” and some four and five-bedroom apartments for large families. 

All the buildings were connected to a central heating system and were furnished with 

basement laundry facilities and a garbage incineration system. Administrative offices 

occupied the first floor of one of the buildings and a community centre with a hall, 

gymnasium and games room was built in the basement of this building. A long campaign 

by local women’s groups to build a daycare centre in the project was ultimately 

unsuccessful.130 Figure 1.4 is a partial reproduction of Hoare’s original sketch, consisting 

solely of three story structures, but it provides a clear sense of the enormous size and 

scope of the project.  

 

 

Figure 1.4 – Architect’s Original Sketch of Regent Park North 
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The three-storey walk up buildings were constructed in a “dumbbell” shape while the six-

storey structures adopted a “dog-bone” configuration, both of which aimed at capitalizing 

the ground space to accommodate as many people as possible. Such styles “chimed in 

with the growing emphasis on slum clearance and redevelopment in urban areas where 

land costs were an important factor…”131 The exclusively red-brick exteriors are what 

stand out to the first-time viewer of RPN. This was a deliberate construction feature: 

brick was much less likely to catch fire, one of the key fears of slum observers at the 

time132, it looked “clean” and “stark” in contrast to the “dirty” and “disorderly” wooden 

houses of the slum and combined well with the flush walls at right-angles characteristic of  

modernist aesthetics. Architecturally mundane and even monotonous from an early 

twenty-first century perspective, the buildings were nevertheless sturdy and eminently 

functional.  

 

The internal built environment was clearly designed with sanitation, efficiency and 

traditional domestic virtues in mind. Roomy units with adequate light and ventilation 

were supplied, based on contemporary public health ideas that air and light were essential 

for healthy physical development.133 Planners also provided modern cleaning, cooking 

and sanitary devices as well as clearly-demarcated work areas in kitchens and bathrooms 

so that women could efficiently perform household activities. “The improved physical 

conditions,” the newsletter of the Ontario government’s housing branch boasted, “will 

make possible higher standards of housekeeping and cleanliness.”134  
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Yet what really made RPN stand out was the overall site design and housing layout. The 

project is characterized by a wide-open vista of space with the buildings set in a park-like 

surrounding to isolate out vehicular traffic and, especially, the adjacent blighted area. 

Two-thirds of the total project area was devoted to open spaces and play areas, much of it 

consisting of large expanses of grass unenclosed by fences or barriers.135 Like planners in 

North America and Britain in the immediate post-war period, advocates of RP believed 

that housing projects should be a calm and stable oasis in the urban desert of slums, 

visibly dissimilar from the adjacent slum areas and free from such noxious influences of 

the city as traffic and noise. “Reconstruction must, therefore consist in the clearing out of 

the existing buildings,” HAT officials believed, “the redesign of the street plan to 

eliminate through traffic and to provide adequate amenities in the form of parks and 

children’s playgrounds, and the rebuilding of the whole area.”136 As a result, Hoare 

adopted the “Radburn” housing layout scheme, named after a private New York housing 

estate of the 1920s, which represented a clear break from traditional street and housing 

placement. The orthodox planning precept that generally placed houses fronting streets 

was altered in RPN:  the buildings were segregated completely from the clamour of traffic 

and the social disorders of the street. In the apartment buildings in RPN, tenants entered 

their residences from the inside of the project grounds not from the street side. The central 

thoroughfare, Oak Street, was pedestrianized for internal use, providing convenient 

access to living spaces and the outdoor recreation sites. Nothing would provide a clearer 

disparity with the closure and confinement that supposedly characterized the blind lanes, 

rear houses, tightly-packed dwellings and narrow streets of the former slum area than the 

open-space superblock of RPN.137 
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Figure 1.5 - Diagram Showing Buildings, Layout and Services in Regent Park, 1970s 
  

Source: Diagram adapted from Regent Park Community Improvement Association (RPCIA), By the 
People: A Summary for the People (Toronto: RPCIA, 1975), unpaginated. 
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The planning and design of RPS abided by the same architectural objectives as its 

neighbour to the north. It too was based on the super-block principle and was closely 

attentive to the necessity of openness and mandatory contrast with the old slum 

environment.138 What was novel about RPS was the inclusion of five, 14-storey elevator 

buildings in addition to garden townhouses. The various government players involved in 

the renewal process conducted a spirited debate about which exact combination of 

apartments and row-type dwellings was financially feasible and, equally significant, 

which would fulfill the lofty ambitions of social reconstruction.139 From the outset, 

planners rejected an exclusively high-rise development since U.S. experience had shown 

that they were more expensive to build and maintain, and were not suitable for families 

with children. As the 1955 Joint Advisory Committee on Regent Park South maintained, 

families with children, “if faced with the necessity of living in apartments, are obliged to 

cope with serious problems,” such as the difficulties of mothers supervising children’s 

play, leaving the apartment to shop or run errands and the financial burdens of the 

Authority to provide for supervised recreation space and programmes.140 Despite these 

concerns, the high-rise ideal was eventually adopted and would constitute close to two-

thirds of the units in the project. It was crucial that governments demonstrate for the 

populace that they were actively combating the worst blighted areas, particularly in the 

context of continuing charges by citizen’s groups and the media that the housing crisis 

dragged on unabated. The five towering apartment blocks of RPS constituted a striking 

visual reminder that the poor were being dealt with in a vigorous manner.  

 

J.E. Hoare was contracted to build the 253 two and three-storey townhouse units which 

hugged the eastern and western boundaries of the development. Planners believed that 40 
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per cent of the families rehoused in the 10-hectare project would have school-age children 

and would therefore require homes with garden spaces.141 Configured largely in L- and 

U-shaped groups of eight to twenty units, the townhouses were more individualized than 

the RPN row houses and allowed for a small garden space in the front and back similar to 

the low-cost private townhouse developments that were springing up in the period in 

Canada’s major urban centres. (Figure 1.6) 

Figure 1.6 – Townhouses and Apartment Buildings of Regent Park South 
Source: Anthony Jackson, “Apartments Regent Park South Toronto,” The Canadian Architect, September 

1959, 63. 
 

Nevertheless, it was the five high-rises located in the centre of the development that 

attracted the most attention from observers at the time and later critics. A 1959 feature 

article in the Canadian Architect on the development scarcely mentioned the townhouses, 

concentrating instead on the innovative exterior and interior designs of the tower blocks 

that won Page and Steel, the top Toronto firm under whose responsibility the towers were 

designed, the Massey silver medal in 1958, the most prestigious architectural prize in the 
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country.142 Page and Steel’s chief designer, Peter Dickinson, drew up the plans and took a 

minute interest in the details of the project, choosing materials and working closely with 

housing officials. Dickinson, a British immigrant architect who studied at London’s 

prestigious Architectural Association, was one of Canada’s first truly modernist 

architects. During his student days in the 1940s, he had devised, in the words of 

architectural critic, Adele Freedman, “real-world projects, with an eye to efficiency and 

economy, as often as possible in consultation with actual clients and working to actual 

briefs.”143 Speaking the sophisticated language of architectural modernism, Dickinson 

nevertheless aimed to apply experimental styles – varied shapes, the use of simple, solid 

materials, and unconventional layouts – for a more popular audience. 

 

Bucking the orthodox tradition of positioning buildings according to the street grid, 

Dickinson placed the five towers so that they were oriented to the points of the compass, 

creating a landscaped courtyard between the buildings with green space, benches and 

small play areas. This design accomplished the required openness and spatial segregation 

of the buildings from the main through streets to the north and east (Dundas East and 

River streets). According to The Canadian Architect, the “wall-like slabs… turn their 

backs upon the row housing below and look inward to the life of the children.” The 

“slabs” are made of brick and their exteriors appeared as flat walls with the windows and 

small balconies forming a geometric pattern. This simple, but unusual style was intended 

to provide a “a dynamic backdrop to neighbourhood living.”  144  

 

The interiors represent the most innovative feature of the design. The buildings employ a  

“skip-level” arrangement in which apartments occupy two floors, a design first utilized by 
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the Swiss-French doyen of modernist architecture, Le Corbusier, at the Unité 

d´Habitation project in Marseilles.145 A typical three-bedroom unit in the apartment 

buildings contained two bedrooms and a bathroom on the upper level accessible to the 

corridor; the living room, kitchen and dining area, and another bedroom were located on 

the lower level.  (See Figure 1.7). Efficiency reigned supreme in internal layout as well. 

Circulation space between rooms was minimized, a storeroom was provided off the 

kitchen and closets were built in all the bedrooms. A wall-to-wall window in the living 

room and small windows in the bedroom and kitchen provided the sufficient amount of 

light required for healthy living. As in RPN, the units were supplied with the latest in 

domestic technology.  

 

There was much discussion in the planning stage about the recreation and community 

facilities that would be provided given that over 2,000 children would live in the 

scheme.146 “Community centres, playgrounds, toilets, janitors, counsellors, these are the 

price of collective living,” Anthony Jackson of The Canadian Architect opined. Yet 

satisfactory facilities were lacking from the start. Only after the project was formally 

completed was a committee constituted to adequately study recreational needs. Criticisms 

by MTHA officials and tenants themselves led to a reduction of the unused parking space 

which was turned into more open, playground space. Overuse of the elevators, hallways, 

pedestrian walkways and play spaces due to the large population of children and the lack 

of commercial establishments and community space for all age groups was also noted 

soon after the project opened.147 In response to these concerns, MTHA built a small strip 

mall in 1961 with a bank, drugstore, dairy-bar, beauty salon, clothing store and coin 

laundry; the second floor of this building was used as a MTHA administrative centre 
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which freed up space in the ground floor of one of the apartment buildings for a small 

community centre. Lack of recreational facilities continued to afflict the project and 

would be a focal point of tenant criticism in the ensuing decades.  

 

 
Figure 1.7 – Regent Park South Floor Plan 

Source: Anthony Jackson, “Apartments Regent Park South Toronto,” The Canadian Architect, September 
1959, 67. 
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The architects, planners and city officials who built the northern and southern sections of 

RP assumed a set of universal needs on behalf of low-income families in the area and 

believed that design features would assist in transforming behaviour. The healthy physical 

surroundings of the project would generate productive workers and do away with the 

perils of contagious diseases. David Walker, Conservative Member of Provincial 

Parliament for the riding that included the project, told the first residents of RPS, “All is 

not sunshine and flowers… but where there was once despair there is now hope, where 

there was darkness and dirt there is now light and life.” 148 Spacious and well-designed 

internal layouts pledged to increase maternal efficiency, remove the problematic sexual 

consequences of girls and boys sleeping in the same room, and “relieve much strain on 

family life and make for happier living.”149 Orderly and open site design and building 

layouts abolished the anarchic and claustrophobic misery of overcrowded slum life, 

which produced crime, delinquency and other pathologies. “Difference in and of itself,” 

Frank and Mostoller argue of site design, “would serve as an antidote, a form of 

inoculation”150 against the slum malady. Most importantly, the new project allowed for 

the production of a suitable, middle-class notion of community and active citizenship. As 

Charles Hendry, the director of the Faculty of Social Work at the University of Toronto, 

observed: “Where Regent Park had replaced old houses with new buildings, the group 

formed a ‘new outlook’ and a ‘fresh respect’ for property.”151  

 

Administration and Financing of Regent Park  

 

HAT would manage RPN from 1947 to 1968 while the southern section of RP would be 

managed by the MTHA from its inception in 1957 to 1968. By the mid-1960s, growing 
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criticism of urban renewal and the reluctance of the City of Toronto to be directly saddled 

with a large and expensive public housing portfolio, led to successful negotiations in the 

mid-1960s between a new provincial body, the Ontario Housing Corporation (OHC), and 

the City for an amalgamation of RPN and RPS under control of the larger provincial 

body. When OHC took over the management of all public housing in the province in 

1968, RPS and RPN would become part of the second largest state rental-housing 

portfolio in North America – second only to the New York Housing Authority.152 For the 

next decade, both former sections of RP would constitute part of a Metro Toronto East 

administrative unit under OHC control. In 1978, the provincial body would devolve some 

aspects of public housing administration to a reconstituted Toronto Metropolitan Housing 

Authority.153  

 

RP was funded by a combination of tenant rent and a shifting combination of grants and 

operating subsidies by federal, provincial and municipal governments managed by 

housing authorities. At all levels of government, there was an expectation of a full 

retrieval of expenditures through rent and tax revenues from public housing tenants.154 

This reflected a generally penurious attitude towards low-income housing and the 

preference for home ownership financing among government bodies. Indeed, the vast 

majority of state assistance in the housing realm in the post-war period was directed to 

home buying assistance programs, a policy in tune with the widespread ideology of the 

“ideal” dwelling not to mention the profits it brought to private builders and developers. 

As Susan Fish and Michael Dennis famously revealed in 1972, CMHC had purposely 

intended to construct low-quality, unattractive public housing that would not compete 

with private market units.155 Richard Harris aptly concludes that working-class tenants in 
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Canada have effectively subsidized the rich as a result of the greatly disproportionate 

monies spent on various home ownership plans by the state since the 1940s.156 As a 

result, lack of funds for infrastructural improvements, recreation and services has plagued 

RP throughout its more than 50-year history. 

 

Financial Thrift and Moral Regulation: The Philosophy of Public Housing 
Management and Constructing the Borders of Public Housing 
 

The local and senior levels of the state entrusted public housing managers with the 

efficient economic and moral management of project facilities and tenants. In both HAT 

and MTHA, housing project managers were considered simultaneously landlords, 

property managers and social workers. According to David Walker, Minister of Public 

Works in the Ontario government in the late 1950s and early 1960s, they had to “combine 

the qualities of social workers, business manager and guardian of public monies. 

Regulations are designed not to hold the better tenant but to help him graduate.”157 This 

interventionist, reform-minded management philosophy was the logical outcome of the 

moralizing slum discourses of the WWII years and would characterize public housing 

management throughout the first two decades of RP’s life.  

 

Such control-centred stances were elaborated in management ideas and practice in both 

sections of RP. In a 1960 article entitled, “The Housing Project Manager,” Paul Ringer, a 

research officer for the MTHA, defended the right of officials to intrude on the daily lives 

of tenants. Home visits, for example, were justified in his eyes because some families just 

needed to be taught modern methods of housekeeping. Moreover, since the housing 

authority was responsible to all tenants and taxpayers, it had to be thoroughly vigilant on 



96 

 

  

 

financial matters such as rent collection.158 Albert Rose similarly contended that the right 

of the housing authority to impinge on privacy was not a “serious affront to personal 

liberty” especially given the fact that tenants had the privilege to “qualify for the 

substantial benefits and advantages of a dwelling unit in a modern public housing 

project.”159 As Rhonda Y. Williams aptly puts it in a study of housing projects in 

Baltimore: “[Public housing] managers acted as custodians of a  ‘deficient’ but alterable 

population whom they saw as reaping the rehabilitative benefits of public largesse.”160 

 

Interventionist attitudes were concretized in the actions of Frank Dearlove, RPN manager 

and Executive Director of the HAT from 1949-1963. A ranking member of the local 

Conservative Party with many years experience as a housing officer with the City of 

Toronto, Dearlove clearly adhered to paternalistic ideas that centred on brash intervention 

from above to solve problems. The relatively underdeveloped infrastructure of the state 

bureaucracy and the project itself in these years facilitated a paternalistic approach. The 

HAT offices were located on the RPN site and, besides maintenance and secretarial staff, 

there were only a handful of employees.161 Dearlove himself therefore played a central 

role in conceiving project level policies, enforcing rules and regulations, overseeing 

evictions and consulting with tenants on all aspects of project policies – all of which 

brought him into close personal contact with tenants.162 He worked to restrict “problem 

families” during his tenure and took a hard line on what he considered to be “proper” 

family and social life within the project.   

 

The principal policy within public housing was the tenant selection system, which 

determined eligibility to live in public housing. In theory, tenant selection procedures 
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were supposedly free of conspicuous moral considerations and were praised as fair by 

housing officials. Since RPN and RPS were slum clearance and redevelopment schemes, 

those on the top of the priority list for rehousing were low-income families living in the 

“slum” area at the time of clearance. HAT estimated in 1948 that 80 per cent of residents 

in the area cleared for RPN would apply for rehousing in the new project yet by the time 

the project was fully constructed more than half of the apartments and houses were 

occupied by families who had not lived in the area before.163 Only 23 per cent of the 

original 638 families in the southern section of the redevelopment area relocated in RPS 

by the project completion date.164 The majority of home owners and some tenants refused 

to apply to the new project because they were opposed to the idea of state-assisted 

housing or their higher incomes rendered them ineligible; many other eligible families 

were confused or frustrated by the interminable wait for a vacancy and opted to find 

accommodation elsewhere. A sizable minority were refused access because they were 

thought to be morally unfit for the new scheme.165 

 

For families in need of affordable housing that did not live in the area cleared for 

redevelopment166, a wider residency requirement in the City of Toronto, a maximum-

minimum income cut-off rate, and point system were developed that rated eligibility on a 

number of social and economic factors. For RPN, eligible applicants from outside the 

redevelopment area had to be resident in the city of Toronto for five years (changed to 

one year in 1961); in RPS, eligible applicants had to have resided in Metropolitan 

Toronto for at least one year previous to application. All families, including those who 

had previously lived in the area, also had to fall below a gross maximum income of 

$4,200 a year in RPN in 1952, a figure significantly higher than average earnings in the 
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census Central Metropolitan Area (CMA) as a whole167, theoretically allowing all but the 

most highly-paid workers access to the project. The income thresholds were more 

restrictive in RPS due to the stricter Federal-Provincial requirements under which the 

project was built and managed: $4,500 was the maximum annual gross family income 

figure in 1961, approximately 75 per cent of average annual family income in the CMA 

as a whole in that year, suggesting that it was aimed more directly at low-income 

earners.168 These figures were periodically readjusted to take into account changing 

incomes and policy objectives. For example, in 1964 the maximum income ceiling in 

RPN was raised to $4,900, the upper level of the lowest one-third income group in central 

Toronto.169 

 

If a family that applied for RPN and RPS resided within the city or Metro and did not 

earn more than the maximum income figures, they would receive a personal home visit 

by a staff member of the respective housing authorities, who inspected their existing 

accommodation and assigned a point rating. The point systems designed for both sections 

of RP in the 1940s and 1950s were similar with some minor exceptions. Inadequate 

accommodation (overcrowding, substandard dwellings) accounted for approximately 30 

points and scores from 10-15 points were awarded for a total of 100 in the following 

categories: a disproportionate amount of income spent on rent, number of dependents, 

unfair eviction, health factors, family separation due to housing and veteran status.170 The 

moral and social health of children figured prominently in this point-rating system. The 

category with the single highest number of points in the early years was Family Separated 

Due to Housing. Families with children of different sexes who slept in the same room 

were also awarded more points.171 Unlike RPS, RPN also had a 5-point category entitled 
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“Suitability as a Tenant” and a section for personal comments by the home 

investigator.172 These categories were far from precise and could measure a variety of 

overlapping causes of housing hardship.173 Finally, extraordinary applicants were 

submitted to a tenant selection committee presided over by Board members of the MTHA 

and HAT. 
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Figure 1.8 – Regent Park North Housing Inspection Report, 1950s 
Source: City of Toronto Archives, Housing Authority of Toronto Papers, RG 28, Series B, Box 29, unfiled. 
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This eligibility scheme prevailed from the 1940s until the 1970s when low incomes were 

accorded more weight. The rent to income ratio now valued 20 points in total, the full 

amount awarded for those paying more than 50 per cent of their income in rent. A 

category “Abnormal financial commitments” was added and scored out of fifteen and a 

graduated scale of points was established for years of residence in Metro and time spent 

on the waiting list.174 In 1981, income and shelter costs in existing housing was awarded 

44 per cent of the points available with poor housing conditions, imminent evictions and 

individual circumstances such as health conditions accounting for the remainder.175 By 

1987, income accounted for half the total points awarded and a number of previously 

excluded groups were granted access to public housing including the physically and 

developmentally disabled, refugees, parents under eighteen and victims of family 

violence.176 In 1988, OHC shifted its income determination procedure from gross to net 

income, allowing applicants to claim employment-related expenses such as day care and 

transportation, thereby providing a greater incentive to the working poor to move into 

public housing.177  

 

Despite formally objective policies, however, tenant selection was clearly subject to the 

class-based moralizing attitudes of housing officials. From the outset, key players at the 

local and federal levels of the public housing bureaucracy had definite opinions that only 

deserving working families facing “circumstances outside their control” were considered 

desirable occupants of housing projects. According to Frank Dearlove, public housing 

would serve as a pre-emptive strike against families falling into destitution.178 Those that 

had already “fallen” – families on relief, the long-term unemployed, and “hard-core” 
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cases – would be restricted. Thus, fully 11 percent of those eligible for rehousing in RPN 

by 1953, 90 families in total, were culled from the eligibility lists and denied entry to the 

new project. Albert Rose described these “hard-core” cases as having standards that were 

“far below the accepted norms”179 and worried that without policies to restrict such 

families, RP might become “a half-way station for many families with more or less 

chronic personal, social and economic problems.”180 Residents in the Trefann Court area 

adjacent to RP, who would conduct a spirited struggle against the bulldozers of urban 

renewal in the late 1960s, vividly recalled that Dearlove barred entry to some “unworthy” 

tenant families in the newly-built RP and constantly shifted them from one temporary 

house to another in streets not yet cleared for rebuilding, hoping they would “voluntarily” 

leave the area.181  

 

There were more disturbing intentions underpinning housing selection procedures in 

RPN. Dearlove worked actively to secure positions on the MTHA and HAT boards for 

Conservative party members182 and, according to Paul Ringer, a long-time housing 

official with both HAT and MTHA who worked closely with Dearlove in the 1950s, he 

also facilitated tenant vacancies in RPN for party members and for City of Toronto 

workers, hoping to populate the project with upstanding tenants loyal to his idea of 

conservative citizenship. Ringer recalled that “Frank’s point of view was ‘dammit I’m not 

gonna let this thing slip into a slum.’”183  

 

Equally telling was the moral censure of “problem” families that operated in broader 

tenant selection guidelines. Two prominent “public housers” who were pivotal in the 

struggle to get RPN built, Albert Rose and Harold Clark, became Board members of the 
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MTHA in the late 1950s. It was Albert Rose who moved the motion to limit welfare 

families in RPS that was passed by the MTHA on the projects’ first anniversary in 

1958.184 Families on social assistance in both sections of the project throughout the 1950s 

and early 1960s were limited to approximately 15-20 per cent, expressing “the 

desirability of developing a balanced community.”185 Dearlove was still not satisfied, 

expressing privately to his Tory party colleague David Walker that welfare cases were 

already upsettingly high. Supporting the limited dividend, Moss Park project, because it 

would include a mix of low and moderate income tenants, he stated: “I think it would be 

suicidal to add to this already too high concentration of low-income families with 

numerous children, many of whom are in receipt of welfare assistance and constitute the 

‘bottom of the barrel’ type of tenant, as serious trouble is bound to result…Almost 

certainly, gang wars would develop and the incidence of crime and juvenile delinquency 

would be on the rise.”186  

 

HAT and MTHA management were explicitly preoccupied with confining so-called 

problem families to a manageably low number. In addition to housing inspection reports 

that subjectively scored “housekeeping standards” and “general suitability,” inspectors 

often made positive or negative comments about prospective tenants on the housing 

inspection report. For example, a 1961 housing inspection report noted in the section 

“General Remarks” that a particular family: “Has made an effort to clean up. Little to 

work with. Would be purchasing new furniture if accepted”.187 (See Figure 1.8) One 

report described the prospective tenant as “presentable”; another noted a tenant, “seems a 

decent type of person.”188 One inspector expressed, “I am impressed with young lady, I 

feel, if given chance, could be a good tenant (I hope).”189 A 1956 editorial in the 
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newsletter of the Housing Branch of the Ontario government also pinpointed the 

following criteria which were far from objective: “rent paying history, neighbourliness, 

lack of furniture, housekeeping and conduct of the individual members of the family are 

frequently causes for an authority to reject an application.”190 Despite claims to the 

contrary by some housing staff,191 housing inspection officers and managers in local 

Housing Authorities were powerful gatekeepers of the system and had considerable local 

control to decide which tenants were fit to live in public housing. 

 

A second key policy that concerned tenants was the determination of rents. The rental 

scale for RPN was originally designed in 1947 by the public housers, Humphrey Carver 

and Alison Hopwood, as part of the Toronto Metropolitan Housing Research Project 

undertaken at the School of Social Work of the University of Toronto.192 They studied 

rental policies in British, Australian and American public housing as well as the family 

incomes of RP area residents in 1947 before clearance and worked up a rental scale 

specific to RP’s needs. The proposed scale was based principally on the ability of families 

to pay with variations for different family sizes and income. From the 1940s to the mid-

1960s, rents were supposed to be approximately 20 percent of total monthly family 

income,193 although the notion of what was a fair percentage changed in government 

circles, reaching a maximum figure of 30 percent for employed families and up to 50 

percent of income for social assistance recipients by the early 1970s.194 For families 

receiving social assistance, rents were calculated on a more fixed scale according to the 

shelter allowance portion of social assistance payments and not on a percentage of 

income.195 In the Carver-Hopwood scheme, total family income was originally based on 

the full gross wages of the chief breadwinner and on a range of $43-55 of each other 
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family member who worked and earned more than this amount. Special reductions were 

included for dependents, but not employed family members or those receiving pensions. 

In addition, there were monthly utility service charges and a security deposit was required 

when the lease was signed, amounting to half a month’s rent. The CMHC scale applied to 

RPS was more onerous than the HAT scale for RPN, reflecting the thrifty attitudes of the 

federal government regarding the proportion of income to be used to formulate rent.196 

This system was adopted with various provincial modifications by housing authorities 

across the country and remains to this day with some modifications in the rates of 

reductions and allowances.197 Homer Borland, a top CMHC manager, described this 

rental scheme as “to each according to his need, and from each according to his ability” 

with no intended humour or apparent knowledge of the source of the quote.198  

 

A stringent range of rent policy rules also hedged in tenancy in public housing. Every 

time there was an increase in income, regardless of the source or amount, tenants had to 

sign a new lease. The lease was only legally valid for 30 days, which allowed the housing 

authority to evict on short notice. Income slips were, moreover, routinely checked once a 

year and employers were often consulted to verify incomes. These were harsh regulations 

unheard of in private market housing and reflected the judgmental attitudes of the housing 

bureaucracy. It is no surprise that tenants resented laying their “life open bare” to the 

authorities.199 

 

Efficient rent collection was an overriding concern of housing officialdom and was linked 

to the effort to alter the habits of poor families. Housing Newsletter (HNL), the in-house 

organ of provincial housing officers, exclaimed in 1956 that public housing 
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administration played “an important, if limited, role in helping to develop healthy and 

happy citizens, so essential to the form of society in which we live.”200 Rental arrears 

were regarded as a perennial problem among the poor. Discussing the necessity for 

vigilance among housing officers in collecting rents, HNL waxed: “It would appear that 

this is an appropriate time to introduce the feature since, like the time of the year, the 

picture has a certain soft and pleasing glow about it. But, to strike a chilly note, Winter 

inevitably follows Fall as night follows day, and very often an accumulation of other 

debris as Winter thaws into Spring.”201 Senior officials frequently used the pages of the 

newsletter to advise local administrators on the best methods of rent collection. Subject to 

the local discretion of managers, there was some provision for late rents and partial 

payments. In RPN, the project manager himself, Frank Dearlove, frequently made 

personal visits to tenants to discuss problems.202 At times, local-level officials would cut 

tenants slack, allowing them to make instalment payments on back rents203; in other 

incidences, the rules were followed faithfully even in cases of terminal illness or other 

calamities that interfered with rent payment.204 Albert Rose reported that in the first eight 

years of RPN, 100 people were evicted for rental problems and anti-social behaviour.205 

 

Conclusion 

 

RP was developed in the context of intense housing hardship among working families in 

post-war Toronto. Throughout the post-war period, the single most important feature on 

the demand side has been low financial resources among the working poor and social 

assistance recipients. Low incomes were complicated by secondary factors such as family 

size, household size, the particular requirements of immigrants, medical problems, and 



107 

 

  

 

social dilemmas within the family. On the supply side, the 1940s and early 1950s 

witnessed absolute dwelling shortages, high rents, low vacancies for rental units, poor 

quality dwelling, oppressive landlord practices and a disruptive slum clearance and 

rebuilding program. There was an uninterrupted crisis in affordable housing for low-

income families in the period after World War II that was not matched by public housing 

construction nor private-market dwelling opportunities. 

 

Urban reformers and, gradually, all levels of the state realized that the poor physical 

conditions of inner-city, working-class neighbourhoods and the lack of affordable 

dwelling units threatened the productive capacity of the workforce, the stability of the 

family and larger community and, ultimately, social peace. They promised that urban 

renewal and public housing would physically and morally reconstruct the shattered slum 

areas of downtown Toronto. In the propitious context of housing crisis, the wider growth 

of the welfare state, and conspicuous worries about social stability, they tapped into a 

larger public sentiment favourable to state intervention.  

 

State ventures in housing were characterized, however, by a limited financial and political 

commitment that favoured home ownership over provision of affordable rental dwellings.  

And even with the success of slum clearance and RP, there was no fundamental shift in 

attitudes towards working-class and poor families in the inner city. In fact, the campaign 

for public housing sustained and strengthened the long-standing representations of the 

slums as a physical and moral threat to orderly society. Reformers painted a portrait of 

what they considered the “ideal” public housing resident – clean, industrious and 

dedicated to community – and contrasted it with negative representations of dirty and 
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morally-tainted slum dwellers to drive home the necessity of state involvement. The 

accent on moral regulation in slum discourses was embodied in the key public housing 

policies of tenant selection and rental rate determination. Tenant selection processes were 

rigged officially and unofficially to prevent welfare recipients and other so-called 

problem families from securing vacancies in the projects. That urban reformers were 

initially successful in imposing their own “orderly” vision of urban life in public 

discourse and in internal project procedures, however, should not blind us to the 

responses by the objects of ‘slumology’ – the so-called slum dwellers themselves. 
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