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Chapter 3  

 
First-Wave Stigmatization: The National Film Board of Canada, Albert Rose, and 
the Social Construction of Regent Park North in the 1950s  
 

 
…the clean, airy, grass-bordered apartment houses, maisonettes and row houses of Regent 
Park…contrasted sharply in a visual before and after presentation with the old Cabbagetown fringe 
that still remained… 
 
Hugh Garner, The Sin Sniper1 
 
Regent Park North is a “veritable oasis on the landscape.” 
 
Albert Rose, author of Regent Park: A Study in Slum Clearance2 
 

  

A growing body of historians has clearly recognized that the immediate post-war years, in 

the words of Annalee Gölz, “witnessed a concerted attempt to restabilize the family, 

especially after the perceived familial disruptions caused by the socio-economic and 

gender dislocations of the Depression and the War.”3 Familial breakdown had always 

been a key concern of slumology. From the Victorian era to World War II, “slum” 

families had been singled out as a threat to the very existence of the “respectable” family 

ideal as defined by middle-class commentators. What was new and unique about the post-

World War II era was that familiar if subtler slum representations were packaged in a 

single ideologically-sustained whole that appealed to scientific truths and belief in the 

necessity of state intervention. A more sophisticated notion of the problem family, 

predicated on deviations from an expertly-defined “normal” Anglo-Saxon, middle-class 

ideal, emerged in the scientific proclivities and premises of a new cadre of human 

relations experts – psychologists, social workers, and sociologists – who would, Mona 

Gleason argues succinctly, actively “impose standards, judge behaviour, and impinge 
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upon the experience of ordinary Canadians.”4 Predicated on the nuclear family with 

clearly-defined, traditional roles for men, women and children, these social values 

included harmonious family life within a sufficiently healthy, privatized and protected 

home environment and responsible behaviour consistent with the liberal democratic social 

order.  

 

RPN and public housing more generally, would not be free from these pseudo-scientific 

ideas and practices in the 1950s. State officials, urban planners, social workers, housing 

officers, journalists and even the National Film Board (NFB) built their case for public 

housing by stressing its benefits to the construction of “normal” families and “good 

citizens.” Until the 1960s, many of these powerful opinion makers maintained that urban 

redevelopment and public housing had created model social spaces in which juvenile 

delinquency was reduced, maternal efficiency bolstered and proper values and attitudes 

moulded. This chapter scrutinizes the social construction in the 1950s of what were 

deemed problem families in the inner city and the apparent success of public housing in 

actively transforming these families into model citizens. The first part of the chapter 

discusses the 1953 NFB film, A Farewell to Oak Street. I integrate a close reading of the 

politics and ideology embedded within the film with an analysis of archival evidence on 

the intentions of the filmmakers and of the general context of urban renewal and public 

housing, to demonstrate the potent role film played in constructing Cabbagetown as a 

“branded space”5 and RPN as an ideal community. The second part concentrates on 

Albert Rose’s 1958 monograph, Regent Park: A Study in Slum Clearance, the first 

published study on the project which was pivotal in promulgating the merits of public 
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housing to the wider reform constituency. An analysis of the representations of public 

housing in film and in the academic milieu, which centred on the success of RPN in 

eradicating the physical troubles, social habits and immoral customs of slum dwellers, is 

useful since it highlights what was considered “abnormal” before and during these 

decades and foreshadows the construction of the recast “public housing” slum discourses 

of the late 1960s to the present. 

 

‘Framing’ Cabbagetown: The National Film Board of Canada and the 
Stigmatization of Inner-City Workers 
 
 

…down came the verminous walls, the unclean, the unhealthy buildings and down came the fire 
hazards, the juvenile delinquency, the drunkenness, the broken marriages and up rose, something 
new, the nation’s first large public housing project. 

 
Lorne Greene, narrator, Farewell to Oak Street, National Film Board of Canada (NFB), 19536 

 

In 1953, the NFB produced a seventeen-minute documentary about RPN, Farewell to 

Oak Street. It charted the dramatic “before” and “after” effects of public housing on the 

family, social and cultural life of the inner-city dwellers whose “slum housing” was 

demolished in the early 1940s and early 1950s to make way for the housing scheme. It 

was didactically scripted and filmed to highlight the striking shift in the built and social 

environment from the untidy, run-down, housing of the working-class neighbourhood of 

Cabbagetown to the spotless modernism of the townhouses and walk-up apartments of 

Regent Park.  

 

Scholars of film studies have long paid attention to such non-fiction films as important 

cultural artefacts of society.7 Historians, on the other hand, have tended to uncritically 
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view non-fiction films as mere repositories of primary sources. As Robert Rosenstone 

aptly notes, historians frequently accept documentaries as “a more accurate way of 

representing the past, as if somehow the images appear on the screen unmediated.”8 

Documentaries, of course, may reveal previously unknown facts about places, people and 

events. Taken as a whole, however, it is crucial to remember that we do not see in the 

documentary film “the events themselves, and not the events as experienced or even as 

witnessed by participants, but selected images of those events carefully arranged into 

sequences to tell a story or to make an argument.”9 As with other hitherto unproblematic 

“sources”, historians such as Steven Ross have begun to analyze films as prominent 

exemplars of “visual ideology” that need to be situated firmly in their historical context.10  

Surprisingly few researchers have highlighted the potent role played by film in 

shaping popular attitudes towards the inner city and the urban poor. Yet from its 

origins in the late 19th century, film has frequently utilized the city as its subject. 

With the rise of John Grierson and the British documentary movement in the 

1930s, film would pointedly engage with the “urban” for a mass audience. 

Grierson, a one-time director with experience in Hollywood, founded and 

administered the semi-state agencies, the British Empire Marketing Board’s Film 

Unit (1930-34) and the General Post Office Film Unit (1934-1939). From 1939 to 

1945, he headed the NFB in Canada and later tackled similar assignments in 

Australia and New Zealand.11 From 1929 to 1952, he “gave impetus to a 

movement”12 that resulted in over one thousand films that helped shape the 



 

 

145  
 
 
 

 

 

technical, social and aesthetic elements of documentary filmmaking for more than 

a generation. 

According to John R. Gold and Stephen V. Ward, Grierson emphasized three main points 

in the making of the documentary film. First, he saw his mission as one of “public 

service.” Documentary film was regarded as an efficient teacher of public values and 

morality. In Grierson’s case, these were based on a “loose social-democratic reformism” 

that endorsed limited state intervention to alleviate the social and economic problems of 

capitalism. Such mild reformism was, moreover, palatable to the state and commercial 

sponsors of his films. Second, Grierson believed that “truth” was “not produced by 

simply turning on a camera and pointing it at an appropriate subject, but emerged from 

the creative notions that guide the various stages of film production from preparation, 

through shooting, to assembly.”13 Finally, Grierson aimed to tell this “truth” through both 

aesthetic and sociological means, utilizing innovations in sound and editing combined 

with a clear focus on the social and economic conditions of the period. Grierson’s outlook 

meshed neatly with the aims of government and the mass media in the period, both of 

which were keen on using the power of the media to construct “educated” citizens.14  

 

Grierson would put his ideologically-charged ideas on “slums” and the necessity of public 

housing to good use in the 1930s. Numerous films he oversaw in Britain charted the 

“decrepit and verminous state” of working-class housing and its effects on slum-dwellers 

themselves. The slum clearance and public housing thrust was seen as a panacea and 

symbol “of progress that provide hope for the future.”15 As Gold and Ward point out, 
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what was left out is equally important. Little attention was paid to the causes of 

overcrowded and dilapidated housing: they were just regarded neutrally as the “result of 

history and unenlightened practices.”16 Filmmakers also purveyed a simplistic 

environmental determinism that portrayed blighted areas and their residents as rife with 

social pathologies. In general, “slum dwellers” were seen purely as objects of state social 

policy, which downplayed structural explanations for poverty and ignored the agency of 

the poor. 

 

Historians of the Grierson-founded NFB tell a similar story in the Canadian context. They  

have demonstrated that both management and the creative staff were imbued with a social 

mission to highlight the trials and tribulations, diversity and achievements, of post-war 

Canada. According to the chronicler of the NFB, Gary Evans, it was influenced by a 

profound “public duty and public responsibility.”17 Unlike the ubiquitous and popular 

Hollywood film, it tackled thorny social issues such as real-life crime, substance abuse, 

racism, poverty, as well as less catchy subjects such as urban and economic development. 

These were areas that Hollywood filmmakers generally avoided. Contrary to Evans, 

however, the NFB did not stand “outside the capitalist paradigm that drives the rest of 

North America…”18 While it may have been largely free from direct political intervention 

by its government paymasters and willing to engage with more controversial issues, it 

nevertheless depicted a middle-class view of the world with formulaic images of women, 

workers and the poor. It celebrated a rational and efficient ordering of the tumultuous 

post-war capitalist world, advocating modernizing social change within gradualist 

boundaries. Part and parcel of this vision was the rigorous advocacy of the “advantages of 
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democracy” to counter the ever-present threat of Communism. As Peter Morris puts it, 

the NFB stressed, “Social change is possible and desirable but should be gradual.”19 

 

Despite its differences from Hollywood, the NFB enjoyed a mass audience in the period 

both in Canada and abroad. It produced literally thousands of films on diverse topics, 

which were seen as newsreels trailing popular Hollywood films and in monthly Film 

Board showings in schools, community centres and churches. NFB films were widely 

distributed abroad and were shown on Canada-bound ships containing immigrants and 

refugees. According to the NFB, audiences at community showings alone constituted 9 

million persons annually in 1948.20 

 

Farewell to Oak Street would enjoy a mass audience markedly larger than the specialist 

expositions of social workers and academics. Conceived as part of an ongoing project 

boasting of the resilience of the country in the post-war era, the Canada Carries On 

series, it was mainly shown across the country as an introduction to popular films in the 

theatre. With the advent of television, it was probably rebroadcast on television numerous 

times, as was the custom with NFB shorts.21 The Housing Authority of Toronto (HAT) 

itself used it as one of its key propaganda tools. In 1949, Henry Matson, secretary of 

HAT, heeded the advice of his counterpart in the Detroit Housing Authority, J.H. Inglis, 

to overcome opposition to slum clearance by using visual images such as films and 

photographs “to illustrate the dilapidated character of the buildings you propose to 

demolish” and win over a sometimes reluctant public.22 Housing authority personnel 

would play a close collaborative role in the making of the film, offering suggestions for 
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scenes and delighting in the positive publicity the film offered.23 Throughout the first 

twenty years of RPN’s history, Farewell was shown regularly to university and high 

school audiences as well as diverse community groups. In 1965, it was running twice 

weekly to “interested” groups in the community and was compulsory viewing for nurses 

in Toronto-area hospitals on their annual field trips to the development.24 In 1966-67, 

over fifty showings of the film were scheduled.25 Indeed, until the 1980s, Ontario housing 

authorities periodically ordered new prints from the NFB.26  

 

Farewell was written and produced by Gordon Burwash and directed by Grant Maclean, 

seasoned staffers at the NFB. Extraordinarily, it was made over a five-year period and, for 

a such a short film, its $29,000 price tag was remarkably costly at the time, demonstrating 

the NFB’s commitment to constructing well-wrought images of the progress of the 

nation. Shooting of the exteriors of existing houses slated for demolition and the 

beginnings of construction began in the summer of 1948. Filming of the interior of 

“slum” habitations commenced in Spring 1949 and editing and voice-over narration was 

completed over the next four years.  Apparently, the film had the personal backing of 

NFB commissioner, W.H. Irwin, former editor of Maclean’s magazine and enthusiastic 

urban renewal advocate.27 

 

Burwash continued the tradition of the wartime NFB founder, John Grierson, in 

didactically scripting the film to make a crystal-clear propaganda statement about the 

physical and social depravity of Cabbagetown and the modern promise of public housing. 

In 1949, he wrote to Matson, that for the interior shots “we would like to shoot a family in 
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its old residence (the more slum-like the better), the family’s moving activity (van, 

wheelbarrows, or what have you), and the family joyfully taking possession of the new 

home.”28 As in the classic documentary film, it aimed to project “a generalized reality or 

social truth”29 which, in the eyes of the filmmakers and contemporary reformers, 

consisted of the shameful contrast between the decrepit disorder of Cabbagetown and the 

efficiency of the new housing development.30 To accomplish this, it mixed a real 

contemporary development – the ground-breaking urban renewal scheme of Canada’s 

largest city – with fictional vignettes of the frustrations of the “old” and the joys of the 

“new,” juxtaposed throughout the film to emphasize the striking contrast.   

 

Despite its extensive use of fictional drama, it was crucial that the film convey an air of 

authenticity and realism.31 Each of the scenes was carefully crafted, acted, sequenced and 

narrated to construct this “realist” vision. Locations were used rather than studios; the 

majority of actors were either residents themselves or non-professionals which was 

intended to drive home to the viewers that what they were seeing was the genuine thing; 

the voice-over narration by well-known veteran of CBC radio and later American 

television star, Lorne Greene, aimed to express the “authority” of pro-urban renewal 

commentary. The NFB’s press release gave viewers a hint of what to expect in the 

screening:  

This is the story of how many Toronto families, jam-packed in the squalor of the city’s slums, 
were transplanted to a new spacious life…. The film depicts the corrosive misery of six families, 
19 persons in all, sharing one bathroom, one source of running water and the common shame of a 
life where home is a place to get out of, and tavern, movie-house and street are refuge from sub-
standard living. But the Brown’s, the Bennett’s and the Biggs’s of the film, like 5,000 other 
Cabbagetown dwellers of Toronto’s East End, were fortunate. The camera follows them from their 
Oak Street shambles to the comfort and dignity of four and five room apartment units in the 42 
acres of Regent Park. There, paying rent according to their income, they find life has a new face 
and home is a place in which to live.32  
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Above all, the images in the film would be depicted as if they were real scenes in real 

lives. In this way, the filmmakers meant to emphasize the overriding social and political 

necessity to do away with slums and construct efficient dwelling units for the urban poor 

and working class.    

 

The film opens with a conspicuous still photograph of a dilapidated Cabbagetown house. 

The accompanying classical music is sombre and the dreary scene is enveloped in dim 

and eerie lighting. Immediately, the vista brightens as the first buildings of RPN are 

shown in the background as a grocer’s delivery boy makes his rounds on his bike. While 

Lorne Greene authoritatively announces “not a trace” of the slum “remains, except its 

people. They’re still here, still occupying the same stretch of space but in a different way. 

Everything is sparkling, and new, and tidy and kept that way,” the camera pans to a set of 

clean windows and a woman sweeping the floor. The documentary switches back and 

forth in this way, contrasting the daily irritations and larger pathologies produced by 

slums with the virtues of project living. 

 

The boost to social life within the home is emphasized in Farewell, reflecting the 

widespread concern about inharmonious relations between husbands and wives, parents 

and children. One scene shot in the slum home shows a family sitting down for supper, 

everybody strangely quiet and morose. “Supper time for the Browns,” Lorne Greene 

narrates, “is the high point of any families’ day. School behind, rest and relaxation ahead, 

the day’s adventures to talk about. Hardly a time for silence. Trouble was the Oak St. day 
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was often best forgotten. There weren’t many good days.” The frustration of the slum 

existence also exacerbated domestic disputes. Another section of the film depicts a 

husband and wife verbally sparring in the backdrop of a dimly-lit, lacklustre room. The 

narration continues, “Not all tempers flared, some were diverted and dulled by escape” as 

the camera switches to an equally lifeless tavern. By contrast, project life is bright and 

cordial.  Families moving into their new units are smiling and curious. One young boy 

gleefully jumps into the shiny, new bathtub and the accompanying music reaches a 

crescendo as the whole family watches the bath water run. The film cuts to the “brighter 

and more interesting and friendlier” kitchen with its well-placed, modern appliances. The 

husband puts his arm around his wife as they contemplate their new surroundings. The 

new supper table shows the family excitedly conversing. Other scenes tell a similar story: 

the father relaxing in the living room, reading the paper and the mother joyfully carrying 

out domestic chores. 

 

The film especially accentuates women’s enhanced roles as mother and housewife. 

Yvonne Klein-Matthews has shown that NFB films of the 1940s-1950s about working 

women only validated women’s role as mothers and housewives, celebrating their natural 

homemaking virtues and warning against the perils of the male-dominated workplace.33 

Farewell was no exception. The flaking paint, grimy walls, filthy floors and crowded 

rooms are distinguished conspicuously from the spacious rooms, new-fangled appliances 

and hardwood floors of RPN. Domestic work by the woman is celebrated in scenes of 

women cleaning: “A great deal of washing and scrubbing goes on nowadays. The 

Maclean kitchen has a new modern look as do the Maclean ladies.” In Cabbagetown, in 
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contrast, “keeping clean was a daily battle and a lost cause.” One dramatized scene shows 

a woman futilely attempting to kill a cockroach, expressing symbolically the frustration 

of women’s life within the slums. Disorder and confusion are represented in the slum 

housing by showing six separate families trying to use the same bathroom: “Things 

mislaid, everyone getting in everyone’s way.”  

 

Farewell to Oak Street prominently engages with the question of children’s lives as well. 

Kids playing happily in the new project are juxtaposed in the same scene with a group of 

boys playing road hockey in an area not yet demolished. The message is that the orderly 

play spaces of “trees, grass, playground” are better than the “cars [and] pavement” that 

plague disorderly road hockey games. Greene adds that there are “backyards too and 

private entrances to homes…” emphasizing the privatized orderliness of Regent’s row 

houses. Even children’s physical and sexual health is dealt with in the film. One shot 

portrays a teacher or nurse bringing kids home with lice in their hair. Boys and girls are 

shown sleeping in the same bed in the slum house, a taboo frequently condemned in the 

contemporary literature on housing reform. And, in probably the first depiction of sexual 

abuse in Canadian film, a young girl is assaulted in old Cabbagetown by a neighbour. 

Greene gravely states: “Sometimes the vermin was human and the shame was secret,” 

playing on the widespread, if false, notion that children were more vulnerable to sexual 

abuse in “slum” housing. 

 

The documentary also deliberates on the practical difficulties of finding affordable 

housing and how the rental system works at RPN. It ends on a shot of RPN’ers 
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industriously going about their business while Greene sounds off on the NFB’s liberal 

modernization appeal that there are, “Too many Oak Streets for such a resourceful 

nation.” The soundtrack ends on a triumphal note as the camera displays an impressive 

aerial view of the development.   

 

The NFB joined contemporary sociologists, social workers, and the media in contributing 

to the powerful stigmatization of inner-city workers. Even if the slum environment itself 

was largely to blame in these accounts, working families in Cabbagetown were portrayed 

as dirty, disreputable and prone to various pathologies, a condition only redeemed in the 

eyes of the national film agency and contemporaneous reformers by the top-down, 

modernization of urban renewal and public housing. Only public housing, moreover, 

could reinstall women to their valid role as housekeepers and mothers and families to 

their central role as the bedrock of society and nation. Children, too, would benefit from a 

safe and orderly setting within the home and the neighbourhood, free from the lures of 

delinquency and sex. The medium of film with a mass, popular audience was a 

convenient and effective means to get across the message of the urgent necessity of social 

engineering.  

 

The very tenants whose homes and lives were maligned were the first to respond to the 

documentary. The Regent Park Ratepayers’ and Tenants’ Association particularly 

resented the “slum” label and on the release of the film communicated their disgust to 

their Conservative Member of Parliament, Charles Henry. They were upset because they 

had no chance to view the film beforehand or make suggestions, a right reserved only for 
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housing officials. In the House of Commons, Henry criticized the negative portrayal of 

Cabbagetowners and requested that it be withdrawn from circulation.34 It is difficult to 

gauge the reception of the film among the wider population, but certainly the weight of 

the modernizing reform impulse and its support by the media suggests that the film’s 

central message was accepted as authoritative. The Toronto Telegram and the Ottawa 

Citizen defended the portrayal of the “slums” and, even though some members of the 

NFB Board of Governors were sympathetic to Henry’s appeal, the NFB soldiered on with 

the marketing and distribution of the film.35 In an era of different sensibilities and 

political pressures, HAT Chairman and long-time labour bureaucrat, David Archer, 

criticized the wooden propaganda techniques employed in the film. He commented in 

1966 that it was so out of date it looked “like a Charlie Chaplin movie.”36 By this time, 

however, Farewell had already been usefully utilized by the City of Toronto to widely 

trumpet and publicize its urban renewal campaign.  

 

Albert Rose and Regent Park’s Golden Years   

 

If the practical benefits of central city economic and spatial restructuring formed the 

bricks of the case for public housing, the promise of moral and social regeneration of 

problem families served as the mortar. In addition to the NFB, the period from the early 

1950s to the mid-1960s, saw numerous commentators affirm RPN’s success in wiping out 

a notoriously blighted environment and fulfill the promised social and moral regeneration. 

Revisiting Cabbagetown twenty years after his original report on the area in the Canadian 

Forum in 1936, Hugh Garner noted that, “There were no mourners watching the passing 
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of a neighbourhood that had as its only distinction that it was once the biggest Anglo 

Saxon slum in North America.”37 Promotional materials by the HAT and the 

Metropolitan Toronto Housing Authority (MTHA) and public pronouncements by urban 

planners, social workers, architects, the labour bureaucracy, newspapers and television 

news until the mid-1960s were distinguished by hagiographic approval of the financial, 

physical and moral improvements of RPN and praised the renewed family and social 

environment of these state-organized spaces. A 1953 report by the HAT boasted of the 

“great” savings to the “citizens…in considerably reducing the costs of municipal services 

required for the present sub-standard area, in improving tremendously the appearance of 

this section of our city, and in making better citizens of the residents by providing them 

with good homes that they would not otherwise be able to afford.”38 According to the 

Ontario government, the former slum area only contributed $36,100 per year in taxes 

while RPN residents were providing $236,000 per year by 1956. A higher tax base was 

also trumpeted by RPS authorities in the early 1960s.39 All in all, Regent Park was an 

“amazing success”40 that had opened “the door to better living.”41  

 

No study of housing in post-war Toronto would be complete without consideration of 

Albert Rose, one of the chief researchers, campaigners for public housing and urban 

policy makers. Rose was active in the Citizens’ Housing and Planning Association 

(CHPA) in the 1940s and its successor, the Toronto branch of the Community Planning 

Association, both of which led the reform lobby for public housing in the city. During this 

period, he also conducted housing needs-analysis research under the auspices of the 

Central Mortgage and Housing Corporation (CMHC). He taught courses on housing and 
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urban planning from 1948 to 1978 in the School of Social Work at the University of 

Toronto and, from 1956 to 1963, served as a board member on the MTHA. Throughout 

his activist and public service career, he continued to research housing issues and 

published several books from the 1960s to the 1980s on issues of housing policy and 

urban government.42 After retiring from the University of Toronto in 1978, he served a 

term as chair of the Metropolitan Toronto Housing Authority, which had been 

reconstituted by the Ontario Housing Corporation to manage all public housing in the 

city.43    

 

Yet it was his 1958 monograph, Regent Park: A Study in Slum Clearance, which had the 

most influence in public housing circles. This extensive 250-page monograph, the first 

and only published study of a public housing project in Canada, cemented the reputation 

of RPN as a success story and provided the evidence for many of the congratulatory 

comments about RPN until the late 1960s. The book is distinguished by a humane if 

paternalistic view of the working class and poor. Rose cautioned readers that public 

housing was not a panacea for all of society’s socio-economic ills and stressed that slums 

only produced a few “problem” families characterized by social pathologies. Many 

people living in slum areas were, “normal, pleasant, helpful citizens, very much like most 

families in all areas of Canadian cities, except that they happen to live in inadequate 

surroundings.”44 Yet the bulk of the study is an explicit defence of the socially 

regenerative promise of public housing and how RPN in particular proved to be a model 

project in the resolution of the worrying problems of post-war family and social life.  
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Rose’s ideas were actually in the process of change in the project’s first decade. As a 

member of the CHPA in the 1940s, he argued strenuously that community planning 

needed to carefully involve tenants themselves in all aspects of urban renewal. Infused 

with the post-war promise of democratic, community involvement, he was concerned that 

authoritarian management would be the ruin of public housing.45 These concerns were 

vaguely hinted at in the book, but it is revealing that he treated the tenants’ association in 

RPN with contempt, regarding it as an obstacle to modernization and composed of 

pernicious troublemakers.46 Rose seems to have shifted his priorities about democratic 

tenant involvement, focusing instead on the physical, social and moral dilemmas of 

previously disreputable and/or unfortunate families and how social work interventions 

from above and the environmental enrichment of public housing could solve them.  

 

Rose widely publicized his ideas through ubiquitous articles in the print media, radio 

broadcasts and speeches to a broad range of community groups, business associations and 

university audiences. Furthermore, his ideas were generalized by other planners, 

reformers and state functionaries in the popular and academic media and were extensively 

disseminated in various promotional materials.  

 

Rose opens his discussion on public housing and the family by favourably citing several 

times a 1952 report by the Children’s Aid Society (CAS) of Toronto. It is worth quoting 

this report at length since it encapsulates the notion of how domestic conditions adversely 

affected families in the discourse of social workers, sociologists and psychologists in the 

housing field until the late 1960s: 
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We believe that inadequate housing has a decidedly negative influence on family structure and on 
the personality development of the individuals within the family group. By affecting the harmony, 
consistency and security of relationships in the home, poor housing conditions threaten the healthy 
nurture of child personality and adds to the disintegrative influence already being felt by the family 
today. The home is an integral part of the developing child who learns there modes of expression, 
and mature attitudes of responsibility, co-operation and conformity. For the wage earner, the home 
provides a focus of purpose and a haven from the day-to-day frustrations. For the homemaker the 
home is a manifestation of her effectiveness and adequacy as a person…  
 
How can parents provide affection and sympathy while their own needs are inadequately met? Can 
a marriage flourish without the privacy to permit husband and wife to plan together, or even to be 
alone together? The man who works all day at a monotonous or fatiguing job derives little 
satisfaction from family life if he returns home to a single room with two to six noisy, active 
children and a harassed, frustrated woman waiting. 

 
The over-crowded hand-me-down home not only fails to meet these basic security needs, but also 
produces damage to the family. The normal child rivalry becomes forever unresolved. The 
mystification and fear of a little child who is witness to his parents’ intimacies leave crippling 
scars. It is practically impossible for a parent to execute a consistent child-training program. To 
satisfy his natural curiosities, the pre-school child is left to his own resources on the street. The 
school child seeks activity and outlets of expression outside the home. The parent escapes from his 
burdens apart from his children at the beverage room or the bingo game.47 

  

Less strident than earlier slum homilies, this account nevertheless underscored what was 

considered to be an “abnormal” family and how derelict housing contributed to it. For 

post-war human relations professionals, the “problem” family was singled out as one that 

did not conform to their own middle-class, professional notion of balanced home life. In 

this paradigm, women were solely homemakers who were entrusted with the sacred duty 

of raising responsible and conformist children. It was through homemaking that women 

were to define themselves and their role in society. Male breadwinners, on the other hand, 

were expected to work during the day and return home to a harmonious environment 

essential to rest and relaxation. Healthy child development was similarly predicated on a 

“child-training” program duly supervised by parents. However, fathers, mothers and 

children living in adverse housing circumstances would seek solace, the report warned, in 

the perilous world of the street, frivolous bingo games and the impious tavern. Even 
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worse, the child would be exposed to his or her parents’ sexual activity, which would 

irreparably damage future social and sexual growth.  

 

According to Rose, RPN had not only eliminated the “disturbing influences”48 to proper 

social development cited by the CAS report but triggered a “psychological and economic 

change,” from “despondency and a feeling of insecurity to relative freedom from worry 

and a feeling of security.”49  The bulk of improvements were due to the enhanced 

physical environment of the project. Rose maintained that “maternal efficiency” had 

considerably increased due to these labour-saving devices, the encouragement of efficient 

household work methods and improved sanitary conditions in general. The scourge of 

threatening fires common to slum areas had been stamped out.  
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Figure 3.1 – A Cabbagetown Kitchen 
Source: Albert Rose, Regent Park: A Study in Slum Clearance (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 

1958), 149. 

Figure 3.2 – A Regent Park Kitchen 
Source: Albert Rose, Regent Park: A Study in Slum Clearance (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 

1958), 149. 
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Figure 3.3 - A Prospective Tenant Inspects a Regent Park Kitchen, 1949 
Source: City of Toronto Archives, Fonds 132149-S. 

 
 

There were concrete benefits in terms of health and employment, too, as many formerly 

ill residents were now working, lessening reliance on public assistance.50 Superior 

hygienic conditions had actually led to the successful reunification of families whose 

children were taken by the CAS due to inadequate living conditions.51 

 

The psychological and moral improvements were even more noteworthy as evidenced by 

Rose’s copious citations of anonymous interviews of social work professionals connected 

to families in RPN. The housing development had brought much-needed comfort and 

privacy to families that reduced familial tensions and fostered “a great change in 

morale.”52 Lack of sexually-threatening lodgers and separate bedrooms for boys and girls 

in RPN guaranteed an adequate moral milieu. According to Rose, formerly conflict-
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ridden families were now learning to live together peacefully. One woman told him that, 

“The old man has a place of his own to blow off the steam.” Alcoholism was reduced 

since women had successfully revised the family budget, prioritizing household amenities 

such as furniture, curtains and electrical appliances instead of beer and unhealthy 

recreation. Moreover, the relaxed atmosphere of the new apartments produced new and 

positive attitudes towards self-improvement.53  

 

The reduction in juvenile delinquency was similarly striking. Devoting a separate chapter 

to the topic, Rose noted that general advances in living conditions coupled with new 

recreation facilities and organized sports had considerably reduced delinquency. He 

lamented that an area map on the wall of the police station before redevelopment was so 

cluttered with pins indicating arrests for juvenile delinquency that you could not see the 

background. By contrast, the same map in 1955 was so lacking in incidents that “one 

could see the whiteness of the background.”54 Children’s behaviour as a whole had 

changed for the better: according to teachers, public health nurses and the Board of 

Education, kids in the area were healthier in all aspects, absenteeism at school had 

declined and interest and enthusiasm concerning work habits and discipline improved 

significantly.55 Indeed, in all contentious areas, life in the new project exuded 

“contentment, satisfaction and considerable improvement in family life…and over-all 

mental health…”56 

 

“Opportunities for normal family and community life” and “agreement with the 

prevailing social standards of the local community”57 were two other significant social 
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achievements related to public housing that Rose trumpeted. The latter achievement 

signalled a victory over the inclination of slum dwellers to fight, drink excessively, drop 

out of school, fail to socially improve themselves and commit crime. While not 

systematically studying these reputed impediments to social standards, Rose believed that 

RPN had made “profoundly significant” advances in improving behaviour and attitudes. 

The former social accomplishment concerned the success in fostering a vigorous 

community life. One childcare agency in the area decreed that children needed to be 

taught how to become “useful and knowledgeable citizens” with a proper sense of “social 

responsibility” and “the values and the philosophy of democracy…”58 Imbued with the 

post-war rhetoric of democratic community, Rose too strongly believed that housing 

improvement was a key prerequisite to poor people’s contribution to a constructive 

society. By this, he meant active development of recreation and social clubs as well as 

social networks among neighbours – institutions apparently lacking in the slum areas. 

Citing American houser, Elizabeth Wood, Rose found that a “surge of personal pride and 

community responsibility” was “greatly in evidence” in the new project.59   

 

Further studies of families in both sections of the newly-built RP confirmed Rose’s 

investigations. A 1961 article by Alice Smout of the Neighbourhood Workers’ 

Association (NWA), which helped families in the downtown area, detailed three types of 

“problem” families the NWA had helped. The first family type was already known to the 

agency before redevelopment. With seven kids aged between 2 and 17, the “G” family 

was close and dignified but cramped quarters, a shared bathroom and lack of clean water 

caused much personal strain, illness, bad grades and marital friction. The necessity to 
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share the house with “questionable roomers” obliged parents to accompany their children 

to the bathroom. RP “saved” this family: the children behaved better, there was seldom 

illness and the family felt like a coherent unit again. Smout observed proudly, “The 

mother is very proud of her kitchen, and for the first time in years was able to make a 

Christmas cake for the family.” The second type of family suffered from short-term 

problems such as rent arrears and family planning. The third classification was 

characterized as requiring “Help in Depth.” These families exhibited acute social, health 

and financial problems and needed persistent help with budgeting, personal and social 

problems. Despite continuing difficulties that required expert intervention, especially in 

multiple-problem situations, social workers believed public housing could rapidly and 

successfully rehabilitate families. According to Smout, Regent Park “was a wonderful 

help to the housing problem of the downtown Toronto area…”60 

 

Residents felt there was much truth in what Rose and others concluded about RPN, 

especially in regard to physical improvement of living space. As Chapter 2 detailed, many 

residents adored their new dwellings. That these improvements in the physical 

environment had an important impact on family life is a reasonable assertion. In 1940s 

and 1950s Toronto, unfair evictions and sheer lack of affordable housing meant families 

were frequently forced to move house. Rose’s claims about moral and social rejuvenation, 

however, reflected more a pre-conceived, middle-class notion of what was an apposite 

family and family life than his purported objective and scientific analysis. 

Notwithstanding the real social problems that families faced, slumologists unjustly 

condemned the unstable familial situations of the poor because they strayed from the 
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middle-class ideal of staidly employed dad, homemaking mom and well-adjusted 

children. This failed to acknowledge the palpable limits of the job market and the welfare 

state in providing decent socio-economic opportunities for all that would have made such 

family stability a possibility. Moreover, those who fell outside of this family ideal 

through choice or necessity – single mothers, social assistance recipients, working women 

– were frowned upon even if individual social workers were genuinely sympathetic to 

their plight. For example, prevailing ideas about the gender-based division of labour 

within the family militated against women working.61 Working wives and mothers were 

only mentioned in Rose’s account in a negative light in relation to the effects that 

employed mothers had on juvenile delinquency.62 In fact, much of the rhetoric of 

improvement centred on RPN’s ability to rebuild “normal” family relations by assisting 

the mother to assume her proper mission.  

 

Rose’s use of statistics to prove that families in RPN had overcome economic hardship 

and “socially reformed” themselves were based on similarly skewed assertions. A 

Master’s of Social Work thesis by one of Rose’s students, Donald Bellamy, for example, 

compared the costs of unemployment and relief to the city and the numbers of families 

relying on state assistance before redevelopment in the area slated for demolition (1945-

1947) and after construction of the project had begun (1950-1953). Rose drew the 

sweeping conclusion from Bellamy’s work that “dependency” on the state decreased as a 

result of RPN63 despite the fact that the statistics themselves do not permit this 

conclusion. Fear of the “multiple-problem family” that was prone to dependency on the 

state was a common motif in post-war social work and is reflected in the repeated 
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pronouncements that public housing was, strictly speaking, “not a welfare programme.”64 

Yet, as Rose readily admitted, the statistics were sparse and covered a very short time 

period. Second, the various groups of people studied were not easily compared since their 

socio-economic situations and where they currently lived were exceptionally diverse. 

Third, lower relief costs and caseloads for rehoused families living in RPN were also 

admittedly modest according to the study. Average caseloads were almost equal in the 

two periods studied and relief costs were only slightly lower. Fourth, tenant selection 

procedures ensured that many tenant families relying on relief were not admitted to the 

new project, thus distorting the numbers considerably in favour of the second period. 

Finally, the overall full employment climate and rising wages of these years were not 

fully considered.65 In Rose’s account, unemployment and reliance on the state were 

detached from economic realities and inadequate state support for the disadvantaged. 

Blame was placed simplistically on the “slum” environment and the people it ostensibly 

produced.  

 

The same suspect generalizations from statistics were made in the chapter on juvenile 

delinquency and immoral behaviour among children despite repeated admissions by Rose 

that no real trend towards decreased delinquency could be ascertained. 66 Crime and 

juvenile delinquency did not actually increase in these years, nor was there any evidence 

linking dilapidated housing or the inefficient use of space within the home and on the 

streets to sexual abuse within the family, unhealthy sexual development among children 

or, indeed, any other pathology.67 However, Rose joined contemporary psychologists and 

social workers in seeing juvenile delinquency as a much “broader set of qualities, 
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combining truancy, anti-social behaviour and habitual challenges to authority, that 

subverted the acceptable paradigm of adult authority.” It was, furthermore, “a threat to 

traditional qualities of compliance and obedience” that could not be simply equated with 

crime statistics.68 By removing the “bad” environment of slum housing and providing 

efficient, privatized dwelling units with separate bedrooms for children, and some 

organized recreation opportunities, RPN had removed, in Rose’s estimation, the “great 

temptations”69 to criminal and anti-social behaviour at home and at school.  

 

If Rose mainly stressed the positives of public housing for most low-income families, he 

did not fail to single out certain “low-grade families” that were largely beyond help. In a 

1957 address to the Annual Conference of Local Housing Authorities, he rejected the 

view that public housing should only be for “high-grade” tenants, believing that projects 

like RP had a wide potential to reform the majority of temporarily unfit families. 

Nevertheless, multiple problem families who could not normalize would have to be 

evicted: “I regret very much that with some families we can’t achieve anything.” 

Fortunately, according to Rose, Toronto did not suffer the problems of large American 

cities such as Buffalo where they were “stuck with the lowest social class...the people 

who have the least initiative, who are indolent, lazy…a sort of residue.”70 Intersecting 

here with familiar racist analyses,71 Rose’s account would provide intellectual legitimacy 

for restrictive tenant selection policies, separating “deserving” from “undeserving” 

tenants which would conspicuously typify public housing management.     
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Conclusion 

 

Brought to national prominence in Farewell to Oak Street, RPN was intended as a socio-

economic solution to the menacing problems of slum life and a starkly physical contrast 

to the existing slum areas of downtown Toronto. The social work philosophy and media 

attitudes of the era prescribed that the poor needed to live in “efficient” and “harmonious” 

communities purportedly like the rest of society and assumed that the desired 

homogeneity and social cohesion could only obtain within a profoundly middle-class 

paradigm of private family life and responsible behaviour in line with the social order. 

Paul Ringer summed up this prevalent attitude among public housers towards slum 

dwellers saying that reformers felt that, “These aren’t people; they have to live like us to 

become people.”72  

 

Citing RPN itself as a key reason for an increase in employment, less reliance on the state 

and a sharp drop in juvenile delinquency and immorality was statistically unfounded. It 

represented more the anecdotal impressions and wishful thinking of slum clearance and 

rehousing advocates who wanted to convince the public that the housing development 

was a success. None of the numerous commentators whose profuse stories of RPN’s 

triumph over the slum would be endlessly relayed to the public in newspapers and official 

statements for a decade or more acknowledged that studies such as Rose’s were based on 

slanted assumptions and conclusions. Public housing observers rarely ventured structural 

explanations for the social problems of poor families, failing to cite unstable employment, 

pitifully low social services, a biased educational system, and sheer lack of socio-
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economic opportunities for those falling outside the accepted norms of suitable family 

and social life such as single parents. As material deprivation increased and residents 

failed to live up to the high expectations of the reformers, they too would fall victim to 

the same ideological project of territorial stigmatization and moral regulation as 

Cabbagetown in the 1930s and 1940s. 
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