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Industrial Efficiency, Social Order and Moral Purity:
Housing Reform Thought in Englisb Canada, 1900-1950

Sean Purdy

Abstract:

This paper traces the evolution of reform ideology in the
bousing spbere in the first balf of the twentieth century
by critically analyzing the ideas and practices of a num-
ber of key bousing reformers and agencies. Premised on
middle-class beliefs in the necessity of state intervention
and the capacity of the trained expert to alleviate social
conflict, the movement for bousing betterment centred on
a doctrine of “community’ that ostensibly stood above lab-
our and capital, aiming to bharmonize social relations for
the greater good of the nation. To this end, stress was
placed on bettering the pbysical conditions of workers’
dwellings in order to improve the productive capacity of
the labour force. But the concentration on the physical
quality of workers’ bomes was also tied to the wider
ideological goal of strengtbening the nuclear family — a
cornerstone of the nation and the state in the estimation
of reform-minded citizens. The role bousing reform could
play as part of the larger project of securing social con-
sent by stabilizing family structures and contributing to
the construction of a distinct national identity constituted
pivotal concerns in the discourse of the reform effort.
Progressives aimed to extend state intervention in the
bousing spbere in order to allay the impact of industrial-
ization and preserve class cooperation and social bierar-
chy. Yet without losing sight of this distinct regulatory
thrust from above, it is also necessary to chart hbow bous-
ing experts and policy makers groped through the con-
tradictions of urban society in a creative manner they
themselves saw as more or less disinterested.

Résume:

L’article trace U'évolution de lidéologie qui a permis la ré-
SJorme du logement au cours de la premiére moitié du
vingtiéme siécle. Il fait une analyse critique des idées et
des méthodes mises en oeuvre par un certain nombre de
réformateurs et d’organismes clés quiy ont participé. Le
mouvement pour 'amélioration du logement se fondait
sur les croyances de la classe moyenne en la nécessité de
Uintervention de UEtat et en la capacité des experts di-
ment formés a atténuer les conflits sociaux. Il était cen-
tré sur une conception de la « communauté » qui trans-
cendait ostensiblement le capital et la main-d’oeuvre et vi-
sait 'barmonisation des relations sociales pour le plus
grand bien de la nation. A cette fin, on mit accent sur Ua-
mélioration des conditions de logement des travailleurs
dans le but d’accroitre la capacité de production de la
main-d’oeuvre. Toutefois, Uattention portée a la qualité
pbysique des babitations des travailleurs était également
liée a lobjectif idéologique plus global de renforcer la fa-
mille nucléaire, pierre angulaire de la nation et de UEtat
pour les tenants de la réforme. Le discours de ces der-
niers était centré sur le réle de la réforme du logement en
tant qu’élément d’'un projet plus vaste, soit assurer le
consensus social en stabilisant la structure familiale et
en contribuant a Uédification d’une identité nationale dis-

tincte. Les progressistes voulaient que UEtat intervienne
dans le domaine du logement afin d’atténuer Uimpact de
UVindustrialisation et de préserver la coopération de
classe et la biérarchie sociale. Toutefois, sans négliger
UVimportance de cette pression régulatrice distincte venue
d’en baut, il faut expliquer comment les experts en loge-
ment et les décideurs ont réussi a louvoyer entre les
contradictions de la société urbaine d’une maniére créa-
tive qu’ils considéraient eux-mémes comme plus ou
moins désintéressée.

In the Autumn of 1910, Henry Vivian, British M.P. for Birkenhead
and prestigious housing reformer, visited numerous Canadian
cities to present a series of “illustrated lectures” on city plan-
ning and housing reform. Vivian’s graphic description of slums
and dilapidated housing conditions in the Old World surprised
few listeners. Tales of squalid hovels with overcrowded
‘inmates’ breeding crime and moral degeneracy were com-
monly associated with European and, increasingly, American
cities. What startled the sensitive scruples of Canada’s social
elite was Vivian’s pointed depiction of widespread slum condi-
tions in Canada. In a lecture in Ottawa, Vivian sternly noted that
in most Canadian cities “less science and forethought are given
to the care of human beings than a modern farmer gives to the
raising of his pigs.”!

Vivian was not the first person to raise concerns about housing
conditions in Canada. Moral reformers in the late nineteenth
century had isolated the inferior state of working-class housing
as one of the key social ills of Canada’s burgeoning industrial
cities. Yet there was still a sense of unease about the nature of
the problem and the need for intervention in 1910 since Cana-
dian cities, it was widely believed, had avoided the acute social
problems of urbanization characteristic of Europe and the
United States. Moreover, the view that active intervention by
concerned citizens and the state was needed to solve eco-
nomic and social problems was still the preserve of a few for
ward-minded intellectuals and labour movement activists. This
all changed in the tumultuous years surrounding the First World
War as the housing reform movement blossomed under the aus-
pices of governments convinced of the necessity of solving the
critical problems of poor housing conditions. Amidst wide-
spread social unrest, governments were forced to act by estab-
lishing the first housing programs, setting the stage for the
expanded social housing ventures which marked the post-Sec-
ond World War era.

This paper traces the evolution of reform ideology in the hous-
ing sphere in the first half of the twentieth century by critically
analyzing the ideas and practices of a number of key housing
reformers and agencies. Premised on middle-class beliefs in

the necessity of state intervention and the capacity of the

trained expert to alleviate social conflict, the movement for hous-
ing betterment centred on a doctrine of ‘community’ that ostensi-
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bly stood above labour and capital, aiming to harmonize social
relations for the greater good of the nation. To this end, stress
was placed on bettering the physical conditions of workers’
dwellings in order to improve the productive capacity of the lab-
our force. But the concentration on the physical quality of
workers’ homes was also tied to the wider ideological goal of
strengthening the family - a cornerstone of the nation and the
state in the estimation of reform-minded citizens.

The role housing reform could play as part of the larger project
of securing social consent by stabilizing family structures and
contributing to the construction of a distinct national identity
constituted pivotal concerns in the discourse of the reform
effort. Progressives aimed to extend state intervention in the
housing sphere in order to allay the impact of industrialization
and preserve class cooperation and social hierarchy. Yet with-
out losing sight of this distinct regulatory thrust from above, it is
also necessary to chart how housing experts and policy makers
groped through the contradictions of urban society in a creative
manner they themselves saw as more or less disinterested. As
the ltalian Marxist Antonio Gramsci insightfully put it: “The intel-
lectuals are breaking loose from the dominant class in order to
unite themselves to it more intimately.”2

Responses to the Housing Problem Before 1914

The ‘Housing Question’ in Canada evolved out of the broader
urban reform movement which emerged in the late nineteenth
and early twentieth century. Middle- and upper-class reform-
ers attempted to come to terms with what they perceived as an
alarming rise in urban poverty, child neglect and crime - all
regarded as corrosive influences on the social order. In the first
decade of the new century, the residues of nineteenth- century
social thought were still evident, as housing reformers stressed
individual responsibility and moral virtue as the fundamental
traits of social and economic well-being. However, explanations
of the urban crisis usually began to combine these moral
imperatives with distinct consideration for efficient living condi-
tions which spoke to the widespread apprehension about the
effects of poverty on economic performance and social
harmony.

Housing first became a major concern in Canadian urban cen-
tres due to the increasing dangers of contagious diseases and
‘immorality’ which seemingly spread from the slums to more
affluent neighbourhoods. Since infectious diseases could
spread to the entire city there was a clear incentive for reform-
ers to clean up the slums. As Paul Rutherford aptly notes: “Dis-
ease did not respect social standing.” Squalid housing
conditions were an important impetus behind the emergence of
the modern public health project around the turn of the century.
While most public health ideas at the time incorporated ele-
ments of both schools of current medical thought -
environmentalism and eugenics® — medical officials concen-
trated on the slum ‘environment,” arguing that once these slov-
enly blots were removed the housing problem would vanish. In
keeping with this ecological emphasis, dwelling inspections,

building standards and sanitary regulations provided the early
groundwork for public health activity.

But there was a pronounced interest in eradicating the moral
failings of slum dwellers as well. J.J. Kelso, the founder of the
the Children’s Aid Society and an early advocate of housing
reform, applied the metaphor of disease to the moral degenera-
tion of the urban environment itself, likening the slum to a rotting
community, a “perfect labyrinth of hovels.”® Social purity cam-
paigns of the era and sensationalist critiques in newspapers
and urban affairs journals were wedded to a traditional focus on
moral depravity.” A 1906 editorial in the Toronto Daily News indi-
cates the emphasis placed on public decency: “...the Ward [a
slum] constitutes a constant menace to the physical and moral
health of the city. It is an open sore from which flow fetid cur-
rents which cannot but be corrupting to the whole community.”®
The physical scarring of the city was linked explicitly to the slide
into moral impurity, adding ideological ammunition to the reform
crusaders’ attempt to repair the social fabric of the city.

In the face of intense market competition, some manufacturers
soon added their voice to the chorus of concern for the working-
class housing problem. While partially couched in arguments
about the moral consequences of substandard living conditions
on workers, industrialists were more attentive to the threat to
workplace efficiency that inadequate dwellings posed.

Although they upbraided “rapacious landlords™ for raising the
costs of housing and thereby increasing the pressure for wage
increases, employers hinted that blame lay beyond the sole
responsibility of unscrupulous individuals. Presaging the later
obsession with instilling efficiency in all facets of life, they dis-
cerned that there was a direct link between the factories and
the homes of workers, a relationship that needed to be rein-
forced. “It is the best class of philanthropy that which results in
raising the condition of our citizens and thereby increasing their
efficiency,” Industrial Canada, the organ of the Canadian Manu-
facturers Association (CMA), asserted in 1911.10 Bettering the
housing conditions of the working class also promised to offset
the spectre of class conflict. Recognizing that by improving
home environments a healthy, contented workforce could be
generated, sections of the business community joined reform-
ers in calling for action on the housing question.

Since the family was to many in the upper classes the very well-
spring of community life, early reformers often isolated the phys-
ical and moral effects of substandard housing quality on family
life as a prime motive for action. The home in reform discourse
was more than merely a physical structure; it reflected a widely
held set of ideas about society, the family and women. Declin-
ing birthrates, the transformation of industrial production and
women'’s increasing participation in the wage labour force
prompted early reformers to focus upon the threats to the
‘natural’ role of women as mother and provider in the family
home. Kelso echoed the sentiments of many in the reform com-
munity when he described the family home as the “foundation
stone of the state.”! The early domestic science movement
aspired to fortify the mortar by applying rational techniques to
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living in order to reinforce the ‘proper’ family form and enhance
workplace efficiency. “Until women have learned the science of
living and properly regulating the household expenditure in pro-
portion to the income,” one domestic scientist declared, “wage
earners at least will be labouring under a disadvantage.”'2
Improving housing aimed to ensure stable family arrangements
free from the insidious influences of the city.

The responses of moral reformers, some far-sighted capitalists
and even public health officials to the problem of working-class
housing were usually based on superficial impressions gained
from first-hand observations or lurid newspaper stories that
exposed the racy underside of Canada’s metropolises. The pau-
city of solid data on living conditions in the cities provoked
observers to embark on detailed studies to ascertain the pre-
cise nature and extent of the problem.

In Montreal, wealthy manufacturer Herbert Ames published The
City Below the Hillin 1897, a statistical examination of social
conditions in Montreal’s working-class west end. Ames’s study
charted incomes, rental costs, and housing density and types
through survey and mapping techniques. Frequent compari-
sons to the European housing situation and the inclusion of
model house plans reflected Ames’s awareness of international
conditions. In a vein characteristic of public health reform, he
stressed the lack of proper sanitary facilities, insufficient sun-
light and air, and constricted living space in working-class tene-
ments which resulted in deficient public health and high
mortality rates. Despite its limited precision, the study provided
some hard data which reinforced the general impression that
housing conditions were in need of substantial improvement.

Ames combined an essentially idealistic view of social reform
with an empirical orientation on urban problems. He highlighted
the necessity of “scientific knowledge,” but advocated decid-
edly moderate philanthropic solutions based on his belief that
the “business experience” of the upper classes should be
rationally applied to urban problems.3 Where many of his con
temporaries trod a fine line between environmentalism and indi-
vidualism, Ames grasped the centrality of wider social
conditions in the causes of urban degradation. He refuted the
argument that “drink, crime or voluntary idleness”'* were the
underlying factors behind urban misery. Still, moral regenera-
tion loomed large in Ames’s approach. He looked to the enlight-
ened attitudes of philanthropists to solve the housing problem
and disapproved of state intervention in the housing market. He
shared the same concerns and assumptions of crusading jour-
nalists: the moral effects of overcrowding, the individual respon-
sibility of tenants and landlords, and the essentially
self-correcting tendencies of the economy. By providing mini-
mal state assistance through sanitary regulations and the moral
uplift of reform from above, Ames hoped to raise society as a
whole: “Increase in ability to surround themselves with influ-
ences which improve the mind, morals and health of this part of
the community means elevation for society from its foundations,
whereby all above is also raised.”'5

Bridging the spiritually-based moralism of nineteenth-century
social criticism and the scientific social analysis of the twentieth
century was the Social Gospel Movement. Its primary reform
component, the Social Service Congress of Canada, consisted
of representatives from the Protestant churches, farm and lab-
our groups, and the Woman’s Christian Temperance Union. In
the words of one its spokespersons, it concentrated upon “the
impressive fact that in this civilized and Christian country both
civilization and Christianity are challenged by the economic,
industrial and social conditions upon which the fabric of the
state is erected.”'® The magnitude of social dislocation and the
incapacity to achieve effective reform compelled a shift in
emphasis to the wider social environment. In 1913 the Con-
gress undertook comprehensive surveys of five urban and two
rural areas throughout Canada. Attention was drawn in these
studies to the problems of shoddy dwelling construction, inade-
quate sanitation, and the attendant moral decay, conditions
which were particularly marked in the industrial cities.!? Social
Gospellers’ concern with social investigation demonstrates that
the scientific bases of housing reform were beginning to over-
take the individualistic and philanthropic inclination of early
reformers, although they were still animated by traditional moral
imperatives.'8

For the majority of middle- and upper-class commentators, it
was still convenient to attribute poverty and criminality to individ-
ual weaknesses rather than structural flaws in the economy and
society. But, despite the limited restrictive solutions suggested
to the housing problem, early housing reform responses should
not be underestimated. The Victorian creed of the “inexorability
of material and moral progress”'? and faith in individualistic
solutions were gradually eroding in the face of palpable threats
of class conflict and the recognition of the increasingly inter-
dependent nature of modern society. So threatening were these
social dislocations that Industrial Canada cautioned that: “Out
of the slums stalk the Socialist with his red flag, the Union agita-
tor with the auctioneer’s voice and the Anarchist with his
torch.”20 |n order to stave off such conflictual social relations,

as well as the menace to family life posed by women’s chang-
ing role and the dilution of the emerging national identity by
immigrants, reformers appreciated that some form of sustained
intervention was required.2! The crucible of the First World War
would accelerate the appeal of social scientific analysis, inter-
acting neatly with a growing state prepared to intercede more
directly in the housing question.

War and Society: Housing Reform from 1914-30

The drive for scientific approaches to urban difficulties began
before the First World War but received a great boost during
wartime as governments faced the exigencies of rapacious
international economic and military competition. In the housing
sphere, this was manifested in a heightened sense of urgency
for state intervention, predicated on the belief that only a ratio-
nal, state-supported approach to urban-industrial problems
would offset the perils of economic crisis, labour strife, family
dissolution and the dilution of ‘Canadian’ citizenship. It was in
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this period of anxious reassessment of the country’s social prob-
lems that the movement for housing improvement first
blossomed. The years from the First World War through the
early 1930s saw the establishment of a city planning profession
with housing as a principal component and irregular but
expanding government initiatives to improve national housing
conditions.

The Commission of Conservation, 1909-21, was the first federal
organization devoted to considering the afflictions generated by
industrialization. It was commissioned in 1909 and charged with
investigating the general field of natural and human resource
conservation, collecting, interpreting and publicizing informa-
tion, and advising on policy issues. The Town Planning Branch
published a monthly bulletin, Conservation of Life, whose circu-
lation reached 12,000 in 1917.22 The Commission also
extended its activities into the academy, inaugurating lecture
courses at the University of Toronto and McGill University in
1919-20. The stress on extensive publicity and education
echoed the contemporary belief that enlightened public opinion
would ensure effective action. Indeed, an appreciative article in
Saturday Nighton the eve of the Commission’s demise, pro-
claimed that in the sphere of town planning it had “shouldered
the burden of creating, so to speak, a national conscience.”23

The Commission’s public health branch was first appointed to
deal with housing issues. This is indicative of the concern with
the environmental health aspects of housing hardship - sanita-
tion and disease prevention. Traditional medical advice
focused on personal hygiene, community sanitation and health
education mixed with a hereditarian strain which viewed the cor-
ruption of the social order as a result of the biological inferiority
of certain persons, especially immigrants. But the rapid and
erratic economic growth of the period also brought to the fore
the pressing issues of anarchic urban development and failures
of the residential construction industry to provide adequate
quantities of affordable housing. The new profession of town or
city planning sought to fill the gap by promising a more
wholistic approach to land development and housing. The mast-
head of the Journal of the Town Planning Institute of Canada
concisely defined the profession’s function as “the scientific
and orderly disposition of land and buildings in use and devel-
opment with a view to obviating congestion and securing eco-
nomic and social efficiency, health and well-being in urban and
rural communities.”2* As Martin Daunton puts it, town planning
strived to ameliorate the vagaries of unbridled free enterprise,
introducing “order and discipline for the benefit of market

forces by creating an agreed framework of debate for planners,
developers, and politicians.”25

Public interest in town planning culminated in a decision by the
Commission to seek a full-time advisor on town planning. Suc-
cessful petitions to hire British planning expert, Thomas Adams,
came from the CMA, the Canadian Public Health Association,
the Order of the Daughters of the Empire, the National Council
of Women, the Board of Trade of Hamilton and numerous chari-
ties. Adams was a noted planner associated with the British

Garden City Movement.26 He was a prodigious writer, editing
and writing much of Conservation of Life, and altogether pub-
lishing 139 articles from 1914-21 and a major book, Rural Plan-
ning and Development: A Study of Rural Conditions and
Problems in Canada, that drew national and international
acclaim.2” Under the auspices of the Commission, Adams
assisted in the creation of national and local Civic Improvement
Leagues and successfully promoted the establishment of a
national town planning organization, the Town Planning Institute
of Canada.2® Most of the provincial planning legislation of the
period was either written or aided by Adams; he worked as a
consultant to the Ontario Housing Commission and was instru-
mental in planning designs for the Halifax Reconstruction Com-
mission and the Federal Housing program of 1918.2° The
Commission, under Adams’s guidance, played a central role in
providing ideological legitimation for the emerging theory and
practice of town planning and helped promulgate its merits to a
wide network of reformers, academics and politicians.

The efficiency movement, exemplified in the sphere of produc-
tion relations by scientific management guru Frederick Taylor,
was alive and well in Canada in municipal government and
social welfare reform and was central to Adams’s views on the
housing question. “This is an age in which ‘efficiency’ is a great
catchword,” A.G. Dalzell, a former assistant to Adams, outlined
in a 1920 speech to real estate agents. “Industrial efficiency,
commercial efficiency, national efficiency and personal effi-
ciency are terms constantly before us.”30 The war provided a
solid impetus for emphasizing efficient home life. “As a result of
the past three years experience,” Adams noted in 1918, “we
have been made to see very clearly the extent to which the out -
put of war industries and the production of food depends not
only on the organization of labour but also on the conditions
under which the labourer lives.”3! The Hydrostone scheme in
Halifax was designed with this in mind: “To properly house the
worker, to give him air space and light, pure water, and efficient
means of transportation to his work, is merely exercising enlight-
ened self-interest in the interests of our industries - for labour is
the most costly and important factor in production, although it is
frequently least considered.”2

The ambitious post-war drive for social and economic recon-
struction punctuated the reform community’s trepidation over
intensified social conflicts. The National Industrial Conference
(1919) and the Royal Commission on Industrial Relations (1919)
both highlighted poor dwelling conditions as one of the chief
causes of the working-class upheaval and recommended
immediate measures to tackle the problem. CMA President
Thomas Rodens warned his fellow manufacturers about the
urgency of housing reform in 1918, stressing “it was that condi-
tion that brought about the downfall of Russia, the indifference
of the guiding class to these conditions.”3 By war’s end, hous-
ing reform was no longer considered a local issue of concern
only to the poor but rather was seen as a major obstacle to the
advancement of a industrial nation.3# In his initial report to the
Housing Committee of the Federal Cabinet in November 1918,
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Adams underscored the critical demand for state intervention in
the housing sphere: “We cannot have these things [social
peace] if we hold hard to antiquated notions regarding the
license to use the rights of property to the injury of mankind.
Property has duties as well as rights.”3% Co-partnership
schemes, a model of housing provision in which private invest-
ors and tenants would buy shares in a housing company,
employing the combined revenue to build houses, would
encourage cooperation and dissuade “socialistic ideas.”36
Uppermost in Adams’s mind was the belief that the contending
classes could be brought together in a cooperative alliance for
collective national preservation.

Recourse to nationalism proved to be a helpful means of blunt-
ing the bruising social conflicts of the war period. As a ruling
myth, nationalism strived to eclipse other social divisions, espe-
cially class, by positing an overarching national identity. Along
with immigration controls, social policies proved a particularly
convenient means of shaping the contours of the ‘nation.” Social
policies worked to define the boundaries of the ‘national’ work-
ing class by sanctioning a specific model of class structure -
what constitutes a proper ‘citizen’ - and by attempting to mould
social relations within the nation - what constitutes the proper
behaviour of these officially defined citizens.3” The discourse of
housing improvement, along with its counterparts in other areas
of social policy, assisted in cultivating the popular fiction of
Anglo-supremacy and spreading the racist message that
‘outsiders’ were to blame for the country’s problems.

The threat of ‘race suicide’ loomed large in the outlook of hous-
ing reformers as it did in all the social improvement campaigns
of the era.38 It was believed that the miserable health of the
working class, most visibly demonstrated in the high failure
rates in military medical inspections and the large-scale
‘infiltration’ of non-British immigrants, would jeopardize the
future of the Anglo-Saxon ‘race’. Neither was there disagree-
ment that the physical, mental and moral state of the ‘race’
faced grave danger unless speedy action was taken. W. Struth-
ers, a prominent public health official, expressed reformers’ con-
cerns succinctly: “Poor housing conditions, lack of light and
ventilation, uncleanliness, ignorance of proper care of the body
and of the laws of health, unwholesome and improper food and
drink, the prevalence of venereal and other diseases are rapidly
producing a degenerate race.”® Charles Hodgetts argued that
temporary shacktowns on the margins of urban areas were
becoming the “overcrowded permanent homes of a foreign pop-
ulation - hot beds of parasitic and communicable diseases and
breeders of vice and inequity.”*9 Such bigotry was extended to
working-class British and American immigrants as well, reveal-
ing the new-found view that race degeneration stemmed partly
from urban-industrial life. The distinguished psychiatrist C.K.
Clarke regarded them as “failures at home, and are often so
because of congenital defects. Their progeny may rise above
their own level, but they never cease to suffer from their
misfortunes of birth.”#1 It was not the wretched housing condi-

tions that immigrant workers had to endure that was isolated as
the problem, but rather the immmigrants themselves.

The construction of race was developed in relation to external
economic and political pressures as well as internal conflicts. In
an era of competing imperialisms, the menace posed by detri-
mental living conditions on economic and military capacity
caused great apprehension among social commentators and
policy makers. In an article entitled “Defective Children” Dr.
Helen MacMurchy, a noted Ontario paediatrician and leading
eugenicist, favourably cited British Prime Minister Lloyd
George’s admonition that “You cannot have an A1 army on a
C3 population.”2 Detailing the impressive housing schemes in
the German city of Ulm, Noulan Cauchon, future president of
the Town Planning Institute of Canada, argued that Canada
needed to meet the challenge of the enemy: “Such is the effi-
ciency of the enemy whom we will have to fight industrially after
the war and reveals one of the reasons why he can compete so
successfully — wherein he has learned to live efficiently and
cheaply.”3 The influence of ‘social imperialism’,44 in which
social reform ideas were thoroughly permeated with imperialist
assumptions, was striking.

Since the home was regarded as the basic unit of social organi-
zation, it was chosen as the chief site in the battle for ‘Can-
adianization.’ Racial and ethnic assumptions intersected with
the dominant views of woman’s role as nurturer of the ‘race.’
Henry Vivian spoke to a receptive Calgary audience, contend-
ing that: “the future of our Empire, the future of our race
depends upon the preservation of those conditions that make
for the retention and the strength of that individuality, and upon that
our future really exists. The individual home, the individual family,
the individual brought up in home, and the association of home life
— upon that all our success depends.”® “There is no more
sacred word in the English language than ‘Home’,” Dr Charles
Hastings, Toronto’s Medical Officer of Health articulated, “and
on the retaining of the sacredness and significance of our
homes depends the future of our municipality and our Nation.”é

Home life was to be improved through programs directed at
regulating the domestic labour of working-class and immigrant
women, focusing on child-raising and household work. To
social imperialists, as Anna Davin has shown, “population was
power™7 so motherhood needed to be placed on a scientific
basis to ensure the continuance of the Anglo-Saxon race and to
bring unhealthy immigrants up to scratch. If Taylorism pledged
to increase efficiency in the labour process, domestic science
vowed to ‘modernize’ daily home life. A properly kept, compact
family home fitted with the increasingly common amenities of
electric lighting, water, cooking appliances and indoor toilets
offered a certain future, free from the vagaries of cramped,
unsanitary lodgings.*8 It is likely that many reformers were moti-
vated by genuine personal consideration for the casualties of
industrial capitalism. But altruistic concerns are overshadowed
by the vital effort to create a stable family unit comprised of fit
and complacent workers which guaranteed the protection of
the nation.
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In tandem with the crude procedures of house inspections and
condemnations, the emerging public health education project
was utilized to instill the values of thriftiness, efficiency and
‘Canadianness’. In 1911, housekeepers were hired by the
Industrial Hygiene and Housing Division of the Toronto public
health department to provide advice on “cleanliness, sanitation
and Canadian methods of housekeeping.”® Speaking of the
Ward, Toronto’s ‘notorious’ immigrant slum, Joseph Howes of
the Bureau of Municipal Research, recommended that since the
“majority of the residents are usually foreigners, often not speak-
ing our language, not fully understanding our laws, and fre-
quently without the Anglo-Saxon ideas of sanitation” the reform
effort should be concentrated on the “the process of education
and Canadianization.”5? With this attitude in mind, Charles Has-
tings sent out women sanitary inspectors to go into immigrant’s
houses to “teach them how to clean up and keep clean their
homes and environments...Many of these people, by reason of
birth and environments, have neither the moral stamina or the
intellect to rid themselves of their vices and shortcomings.”s?
The process of racial ‘degeneration’ was believed to be best
tackled by ‘Canadianizing’ housewives in order to equip fami-
lies with the tools of citizenship needed to build a sound nation.

The favoured tenure choice in the project of protecting the sanc-
tity of the family and nation was the single-family dwelling. All
municipalities, Charles Hastings said, “must have a keen sense
of the social and national significance of the term ‘home’ as
being of one-family dwellings.”>2 Reformers had a keen sense
of the benefits of the single-family dwelling since it promised to
uphold stable family life in a manner consistent with the market
economy. The promotion of house plans drafted to rationalize
and improve women’s domestic labour served a similar pur-
pose and were evident in the housing designs of the co-partner-
ship and government-sponsored ventures of the period. The
proper single-family dwelling included well-designed facilities
for domestic labour and suitable moral content in design
through clearly-defined thresholds between bedrooms and
between houses to ensure privacy. The social gravity of atom-
ized family and domestic life in bourgeois reform thought was
striking.53 Housing improvement advocates joined social work-
ers and maternal feminists to intervene in family life in order to
maintain the family unit and protect motherhood, domesticity,
children and, by extension, the nation.

The housing innovations that womens’ organizations urged cen-
tred on women’s ‘instinctive’ role as mother and housewife. Mrs.
Campbell Maclvor of the Women'’s Party petitioned the Ontario
government in 1918 boldly contesting that: “Men have been tell-
ing us for years that women’s place is in the home and now
they have appointed a Housing Committee which is sitting up at
the Parliament Buildings and there’s not a woman on it.”>* Mar-
jorie MacMurchy of the Canadian Reconstruction Association,
accentuated “the need for women’s brains and experiences in
planning homes.”® The Ontarioc Woman Citizen’s Association
wrote to Ontario premier Hearst demanding a part to play in
housing policy, contending that: “It seems only reasonable that

those who are by nature and experience best qualified to
advise on these points should be empowered to give other
women the benefit of their wisdom at first hand.”®6 The ideology
of maternal feminism informed the political culture of the
women’s movement and their housing reform agenda as they
aimed to extend the boundaries of women’s sphere to the
enlarged realm of ‘social housekeeper.’

Despite the decline of the reform impulse in the 1920s, housing
reformers could point to the First World War era as a catalyst
which sparked the first comprehensive planning legislation, sev-
eral co-partnership housing ventures and a national housing
program. Moreover, the ideological and political precedents

had been set for the recognition of the necessity of state inter-
vention in housing provision. While some state involvement in the
housing sphere was accepted, few of the intellectuals and philan-
thropists advocating housing progress saw the need to directly
contradict the private market. The concept of the right to decent
housing, whatever the fluctuations of the market, would have to
await the crucial decade of the 1930s. Fewer still believed that cap-
italist society itself was responsible for the lack of decent shelter
opportunities. It would take the most devastating economic crisis

in the history of world capitalism and changing political conditions
to advance beyond this limited outlook.

The Triumpb of the Professional Houser: Housing
Reform in the 1930s—40s

Just as the economic and social uncertainty of the First World
War motivated a push for scientific competency in housing anal-
ysis to supersede the impressionistic views of amateur reform-
ers, so too did the stormy ordeal of the depression and Second
World War years clinch the professional and scientific status of
proponents of housing advancement. Reflecting wider develop-
ments in the social sciences, housing reformers found an atten-
tive audience in government circles and universities founded
academic positions in the field of urban studies. Throughout the
1930s—-40s, there was a plethora of reports, commissions and
surveys at all levels of government and academia dealing with
the housing question. Wartime mobilization and the fear of eco-
nomic depression and social unrest after the war precipitated
significant legislative and regulatory interventions in housing
and sustained ventures in government housing provision.5”
Much of the reform discourse was interwoven with social demo-
cratic viewpoints, embracing a conviction that governments
should permanently intervene through technocratic planning
within the capitalist system to ensure that decent housing was
available to all people. But there were decidedly conventional
solutions proposed to the question of women'’s role in the hous-
ing sphere and assumptions of moral respectability stood along-
side deeper critiques of the system.

The 1930s marked a coming of age of the new social sciences
as academics and policy makers were given renewed incentive
to apply practical scientific knowledge to social problems
because of the abject failure of governments to solve the eco-
nomic crisis. Social scientists skilfully cultivated support from
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the civil service and business community, arguing that social
science was able to meet the challenge of social and economic
adversity and thereby thwart radical challenges to the sys-
tem.58 They forcefully asserted that “laissez-faire’ policies were
anachronistic in the context of a complex, interdependent indus-
trial economy. A cooperative relationship between government,
business and academia hinged on sensible intervention in the
workings of the market was therefore deemed essential to rem-
edy the crisis.

Social democracy found intellectual expression in the League
for Social Reconstruction (LSR), an eclectic group of intellectu-
als associated with the Cooperative Commonwealth Federation
(CCF). The LSR's platform combined redistributive economic
policies under the rubric of technocratic central planning with
social policies intended to deliver essential services for victims
of the market economy. The League worried that the
unchecked profit motive of monopoly capitalism rode rough-
shod over stable family life and overall social and economic
progress.5® The most renowned housing reformers of the era,
Harry Cassidy, Leonard Marsh and Humphrey Carver were all
members of the LSR and theories of state-directed economic
regeneration found a larger audience in liberal political circles.

The inclusion of a program for housing progress in the LSR’s
manifesto, Social Planning For Canada, attests to the import-
ance housing was accorded in the grander schemes of social
democratic modernization. Written by Humphrey Carver, a
Toronto architect and later a key official in the Central Mortgage
and Housing Corporation, it stuck to the LSR’s general critique
of the “unrestrained system of profit-making enterprise” in capi-
talism, encouraging the mass production of low-cost rental units
for the working class to improve work habits and uplift family
life. The capitalist, Carver chastized, “is ready enough to scrap
obsolete machinery in his plant [but] is not interested in the
domestic equipment of his employees.”®® The only solution was
to reject the principles of “private profit” and “remunerative
investment” by dispensing direct grants for public housing pro-
jects.8! The existing building industry was to remain the chief
instrument of this program, but if private contractors were found
to be unwilling nationalization of the building industry was threat-
ened. The age-old problem of exorbitant land costs and specu-
lation was to be dealt with in much the same way as Thomas
Adams’s proposals during the First World War: through a com-
prehensive system of urban and industrial planning, under the
central coordination of a Federal Housing and Town Planning
Authority. Unlike Adams, however, Carver was amenable to
using the full power of an interventionist government to expropri-
ate slum lands for public housing ventures.52

The concept of technical expertise was also fully extended to
include the standardization of building production methods and
materials. Carver recognized the obstacles that inefficient con-
struction processes posed for proper dwelling conditions:

“...itis necessary to apply to the design and construction of
homes the same scientific rationalization that has been applied,

for instance, to automobile plants; to reduce the costs of fabrica-
tion and assembly so that modern living conditions may
become the normal possession of every householder.”83 In a
1948 study sponsored by CMHC, Carver suggested that gov-
ernments should 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 pro-
cess to allow cheap and competent dwelling construction.84
Carver and his contemporaries spurned the predominant views
on home ownership promotion espoused by liberal policy mak-
ers, but shared the opinion that dwelling forms should be
refined through rationalized designs in order to facilitate mass
production and consumption standards.55

The brutal misery of the 1930s induced governments to con-
tinue the tradition of civic surveys established by the Social Ser-
vice Congress earlier in the century. Extensive studies of
Halifax, Hamilton, Ottawa, Winnipeg, Montreal and Toronto in
the early 1930s showed a proliferation of critical slum condi-
tions and rampant social distress. The ground-breaking Toronto
study, known as the Bruce Report, was considered a milestone
in the movement for housing betterment. Written by University
of Toronto professors, Harry Cassidy and Eric Arthur, it utilized
precise survey techniques and identified the heavily skewed
distribution of income, high unemployment and anarchic land
development as the main culprits of slum housing. A review of
the Report by Leonard Marsh, a McGill economist who later
gained fame as a key player in the government's post-war
reconstruction plans, lauded the analytical depth of the study
and its proposed solutions. Marsh explicitly emphasized the
relation between income distribution, consumer demand for
shelter and general patterns of economic development and
endorsed the author’s call for a National Housing Commission
to oversee and implement reform measures.®® In the depths of
economic crisis, expert opinion reiterated once again that hous-
ing was a national concern.

The establishment of an informal housing advocacy group to fol-
low up the recommendations of the Bruce Report speaks to
public housers’ recognition of the importance of merging grass
roots activism with conventional lobbying to spur action on the
public housing front. A drop-in housing centre was set up on
the University of Toronto campus “to gain community interest
and support” for public action in slum clearance, public hous-
ing and centralized planning. A number of Toronto academics,
architects and reform-minded politicians used this forum to dis-
cuss and debate housing betterment and eventually the group
organized two national conferences in 1939 which criticized the
federal government’'s Dominion Housing Act (1938).

A sense of balanced community life, deep-seated trust in the
efficacy of centralized intervention and citizen participation
formed key planks of the public housers’ platform. Carver
believed that efficient community planning would “promote loy-
alty to local government, churches, recreation centres, institu-
tions.”67 The Citizen’s Planning and Housing Association
(CPHA), formed during the war to promote subsidized rental
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housing in Toronto, endeavoured to elevate citizen participation
in the reform process through continuous propaganda and lob-
bying of government officials. Regent Park North, the first full-
fledged public housing project in Canada, was the successful
conclusion of what Carver called the CPHA’s “sustained evan-
gelistic effort...”88 Despite their reservations about the eventual
outcome of the project, the new breed of idealistic public
housers, termed “Citizens in Action” by Albert Rose, a main
backer of Regent Park, considered their exertions an eminently
patriotic contribution to national democratic life.%9 Indeed, Harry
Cassidy, who became Professor of Social Welfare at the Univer-
sity of California, Berkeley and Humphrey Carver saw social
welfare measures such as public housing as a bulwark against
Fascism and class conflict.”?

The necessity of dealing with the widespread slum conditions
found in civic investigations brought out the crudely environ-
mentalist streak in 1930—-40s planning ideology. Direct slum
elimination was bandied about by public health officials
decades earlier, but the political will for comprehensive action
was not yet paramount. The genuine social concerns of most
planners differed from the routine insensitivity of government
officials. Yet callous urban renewal strategies were the pre-
ferred initial course of action in public housers’ strategy since
they thought that the removal of slums would stimulate the
development of public housing projects by freeing up cheap
land for municipal housing authorities.”! Furthermore, it was
held that the elimination of slum dwellings would mitigate the
pathology of slum areas. It would not do, Humphrey Carver con-
tended, to simply renovate the affected area. Only slum elimina-
tion integrated with a comprehensive approach to city planning
would suffice: “It is as unwise as ever it was to put new wine
into old bottles; a repaired slum still remains a slum.””2 Analysis
of slum areas was still confined to narrow sociological analyses
of the ‘pathological imperative,” a presumption which con-
nected social ‘deviance’, crime, physical degeneration of facili-
ties and immorality to slum dwellers. The repressive aspects of
the technocratic initiative thus went hand-in-glove with the
creed that every citizen had a right to decent housing.

If the professional housers more or less clearly discerned class
divisions in the housing question, they certainly retained restric-
tive views of women’s proper social role, especially in the
domestic sphere. In the name of the preservation and bolster-
ing of the family, reformers paid particular attention to domestic
architecture. Simplicity, efficiency and economy were the key
words in the arrangement of domestic environment as well as
external housing form. As Carver put it in Social Planning For
Canada: “the mechanization of household equipment and the
economy of bedroom space to be cleaned would help to liber-
ate the housewife from the monotonous servitude of domestic
chores and allow her to develop family life in more fruitful direc-
tions.””3 Albert Rose seconded Carver's optimism, lauding the
Regent Park scheme for raising “maternal efficiency.””* It is
noteworthy that when discussing the importance of making spe-
cial provisions for ‘untypical families’ in public housing, Eric

Arthur, a Toronto architecture professor and member of the fed-
eral government’'s Subcommittee on Housing and Community
Planning, referred to families with large numbers of children
rather than other ‘untypical families’ such as those led by sole
support parents.”® The proposed model of social relations
within the home were still hinged on a strict notion of nuclear
family life, delimiting individual aspirations, especially those of
women. If women were mentioned at all outside the strict realm
of family life it was to champion their skills as potential housing
estate managers which called for a combination of “social
worker and business manager,”’8 pointing to the common judg-
ment that women’s ‘natural’ home management skills should be
applied to the community as a whole to ensure the smooth func-
tioning of society. As Ruth Roach Pierson and Margaret Hobbs
have demonstrated in their study of the Home Improvement
Plan, instituted by the federal government in 1936 to ‘upgrade’
housekeeping and dwelling forms, all but a small minority of
socialist observers accepted assumptions of women'’s tradi-
tional role as nurturer of sturdy family life.””

A lecture series on town planning and housing instituted by the
University of Toronto’s School of Social Work in 1944 furnishes
an illuminating glimpse of the accumulated experience of the
1930-40s housing reform movement. In a survey of Canada’s
housing policy history, Leonard Marsh, now Executive Secre-
tary of the federal government’'s Committee of Reconstruction
and author of the influential 1943 government study Report on
Social Security’® which provided the intellectual framework for
the post-war Canadian welfare state, presented the most articu-
late expression of the attitude that sustained government com-
mitment was necessary for superior shelter provision.
Favourably quoting American houser, Catherine Bauer, on the
progressive social vision of Marx, William Morris, and
Roosevelt’'s New Deal, Marsh, while no Marxist, insisted that
“Housing cannot be regarded as an isolated or departmental-
ized field, but only as a basic part of the modern social environ-
ment, and also as a product of all the social forces at work.””®
While he separated economic needs and social criteria in the
housing policy realm, he underscored the connection between
employment, income distribution and decent shelter opportuni-
ties — all necessary for the collective vitality of the nation.

Eric Arthur similarly emphasized the need for a comprehensive
and integrated public housing plan. Reflecting his personal
knowledge and admiration of the New Deal housing projects in
the United States, he suggested that public housing schemes
should include community centres, health clinics and laundries
under the close supervision of well-trained housing manag-
ers.80 Public housing provision could only successfully proceed
if it was integrated with detailed town planning and community
infrastructure development. In contrast to early twentieth cen-
tury reform currents, the strict regulatory thrust was tempered
by social democratic reformers’ support for citizen participation
and inclusive community development schemes.8! Neverthe-
less, an attempt to instill in project dwellers a sense of middle-
class morality and social order was evident. Arthur, while
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believing in the “goodness and decency” of low-income ten-
ants, endorsed the view of an American public housing man-
ager that tenants could not be entrusted to care for lawns in
housing estates.82 Combining confidence in the benefits of well-
planned public dwelling provision with a clear accent on the
regulation of inhabitants, wartime reform thought would presage
the dominant thrust of post-war social housing practices.

The growth of the state bureaucracy in the Second World War
era assured reformers that their special capabilities had an
important place in modern society. By employing the method-
ological insights of the social sciences and recognizing the
necessity of probing deeper into the system itself, they identi-
fied inequities of income distribution as one of the main causes
of the lack of adequate shelter provision. Only a comprehensive
policy of income maintenance and social policy measures within
the parameters of an permanently interventionist government
could hope to secure decent housing for all. Yet existing social
divisions were tacitly sanctioned and by reducing essentially
political questions to the technical exigencies of science, the
common ideological conviction that there were technical solu-
tions to profound social and economic problems was fortified.83

Conclusion

The uneven evolution of housing reform from the amateurish
dabbling of philanthropic businessmen to the statistically-based
inquiries of university trained economists spanned three crucial
decades in the growth of the capitalist social order and the
modern state. Despite operating strictly within the confines of
capitalism, housing reformers nevertheless believed that their
suggestions for social advancement transcended class bound-
aries, working for the greater benefit of the community. Oblivi-
ous to the contradiction in this formulation between an
all-embracing ‘community’ and a class divided society, reform-
ers believed that moderate amendments in the housing sphere
were essential in the struggle for economic modernization and
social harmony. To an anxious middle class in a time of political
uncertainty, the push for industrial efficiency, moral righteous-
ness and social stability pledged to ameliorate the urban crisis
by providing suitable shelter for workers, striving to shape a sta-
ble and productive workforce. The scientific uplifting of home
life on ‘Canadian’ lines through various state-directed reform
measures promised to check urban deterioration and reinforce
the nation. In this way, housing reformers, in concert with the
larger social reform effort, occupied a significant place in the
project of nation-bulding by helping shape a healthy, produc-
tive and divided workforce.
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