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ANALYSIS | ANALYSE

CONFLICTS OF CARE

Contesting Visions of Urban Reform in Toronto'

TARA BISSETT is an urban and architectural
historian from Toronto. She is currently an
Assistant Professor at the University of \Waterloo
School of Architecture. Tara's recent research
traces the complex and fractured histories of
labour and care ethics in architectural history and
practice, including the history of women working
as architectural educators, architects, planners,
and organizers, as well as the transnational
histories of émigré women architects. More
recently, her work encompasses histories of
disability and access; she is leading a project
on access and creative practice in architectural
design with an Enabling Change grant at the

University of Waterloo.
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FIG. 1. GOAD'S ATLAS OF THE CITY OF TORONTO DEPICTING THE WARD NEIGHBOURHOOD. | COURTESY OF THE CITY OF TORONTO ARCHIVES.
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“Social advance depends as much upon the
process through which it is secured as upon

the result itself.” —Jane Addams?

Care is a nebulous word, associa-
ted with the desire to ensure the
wellbeing of another person. Other
times the word is associated with emo-
tional labour, and as such is sometimes
neither understood nor respected due
to its evocation of quotidian mainte-
nance. The term itself is broad; in the
words of political theorists Berenice
Fisher and Joan Tronto, care is “a species
of activity that includes everything we
do to maintain, contain, and repair our
‘'world’ so that we can live in it as well
as possible.” In addition to the broad
human endeavour of hands-on main-
tenance, Tronto further defines care as
“the larger structural questions of thin-
king about which institutions, people,
and practices should be used to accom-
plish concrete and real caring tasks."”*
How care practices are best instituted,
governed, and mandated on an urban
scale is complex and often contentious.
For the purposes of this study, care pro-
vides the lens for examining a discourse
in early twentieth-century Toronto.
From the point of view of the public
health administration, care was depic-
ted as an individual practice of house-
hold and personal maintenance that
led to urban betterment. Contrarily, to
several urban activists working within
the inner city, care was conceived as a
collective practice bounded by relatio-
nal and reciprocal actions and sustained
by the collaborative pursuit of preser-
ving urban communities, particularly
their networks of social relations.*
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The provision of care in North American
urban settings changed dramatically in
the early twentieth century, as public
infrastructure (e.g., plumbing, heating,
and garbage collection services) replaced
individual household responsibilities
(emptying water closets, gathering
water, and disposing of waste).® As with
other examples of institutionalized ser-
vices, such as childcare (daycare facilities),
community safety (police services), shel-
ter (housing), and community wellbeing
(playground and sports facilities), these
reforms generated debate about who
should provide and finance such care,
and who was entitled to receive it.

The need for institutionalized public
care, including housing, was conspicuous
in growing cities such as Toronto, which
attracted many immigrants who settled
in high-density, centralized neighbou-
rhoods. Like many large Canadian cities
in the early twentieth century, Toronto
experienced rapid expansion with une-
ven urban settlement defined geogra-
phically by income and other disparities.
Many of its inner-city neighbourhoods
became “arrival cities,” a term coined by
Doug Saunders to describe districts that
emerge informally as hosts for recent
immigrants who maintain strong social
and economic ties to their homelands.’
Residents of these densely populated
districts moved in and out with little or
no guidance from any municipal agen-
cies. These communities often resided
in older wood-framed residences, with
ad hoc additions, combined commercial
and residential spaces, and makeshift
public spaces that reflected the imme-
diate needs of the residents.® In the
early 1900s, Toronto had no regulatory
planning board. Although the Ontario
Planning and Development Act was
established in 1917, it focused mainly on
the growth of the suburbs.® Therefore,
the distribution of urban care services,
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housing, and social infrastructure
became the responsibility of social wor-
kers, public health officials, missions, and
other concerned citizen groups, which
resulted in disparate efforts to address
the needs of vulnerable populations.
Debates proliferated around the vision
of the city and the conflicting needs of
its citizens, stakeholders, and trustees.

This article seeks to contribute to the
broader understanding of Toronto’s
planning discourse in the early twen-
tieth century by introducing a debate
about urban reform from two perspec-
tives. | argue that two organizations
filled the vacuum linking public care to
housing reform in the City of Toronto:
government institutions (the public
health administration) and civic orga-
nizations (community and grassroots
associations).”” Both entities developed
their templates for healthful urban
living: government officials sought to
institutionalize household practices that
encoded traditional values centred on
individual reform, while community
organizers worked closely at the neigh-
bourhood scale to develop community
infrastructure and bolster structures
already in place. In examining the lan-
guage used to describe poverty, housing,
and the residents within Toronto’s most
vulnerable neighbourhoods, | assert
that the official language of urban care
promoted by government institutions
often reflected bias against poverty,
particularly among public health offi-
cials, which led to discrimination against
those most in need of institutional
care, including housing and municipal
services. Although both approaches
focused on restructuring marginalized
areas of the city, their ideologies were
inflected by their perceptions about
the character of the people living in
these areas. Despite vocal opposition
from grassroots organizers and social

reformers who advocated partnering
with the residents to strengthen the
community, the public health admi-
nistration’s more punitive approach
of reforming aberrant or undesirable
behaviour in individuals prevailed.

Many of these debates about city reform
centred on one Toronto neighbourhood,
St. John's Ward, or simply the Ward, an
area bounded by several main thorough-
fares in the Toronto city centre (fig. 1)."
In the 1850s, the Ward was established
as a working-class and multicultural
neighbourhood along the northern bor-
der of York (now the City of Toronto).
Its residents included African Americans
who had fled north to Canada on the
underground railway, a substantial
Chinatown, and one of the city’s largest
Jewish communities.”? By 1900, the Ward
had evolved into a high-density resi-
dential and commercial district housing
immigrants from Eastern and Southern
Europe, China, Ireland, and other parts
of the world, most of whom sought rela-
tively inexpensive rents, a central loca-
tion, and community services in familiar
languages and faiths (fig. 2)."”

Neighbourhoods such as the Ward and
Moss Park (i.e., Cabbagetown) were
distinctly urban in character, though
characterized by a mix of housing,
light industry, and commercial activity,
but also by deep community links that
often led to civic initiatives (fig. 3).
For instance, in order to accommo-
date the flow of newcomers seeking
refuge, residents began retrofitting
the single-family wood-framed houses
lining the streets into apartment suites
and adding outbuildings to houses and
alleyways. Neighbourhood committees
improvised playgrounds for children and
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FIG. 2. THE WARD WAS THE HOST TO TORONTO'S FIRST CHINATOWN. | COURTESY OF THE CITY OF
TORONTO ARCHIVES, 1937.

services for refugees. By 1920, the Ward
also attracted artists, musicians, and
political activists seeking central and
affordable accommodation and permit-
ted creative and unorthodox ways of life
that were shunned in most of Toronto’s
middle-class neighbourhoods. Until the
incremental demolition and gentrifica-
tion that began in the 1930s, the Ward's
bright pink, yellow, and blue painted
facades containing bookstores, art gal-
leries, cafés, and underground music
venues were vital cultural markers in
the development of Toronto’s art scene.
Despite cultural and lingual diversity,
the Ward’s citizens often gathered
around common interests and demands,
such as the right to housing and cultural
self-expression and identity, as well as
the desire for local representation and
governance that would link them to the
city’s legal and political apparatuses.™
Such bottom-up initiatives fomented
the idea of the Ward as a vessel for artis-
tic, political, and social change.

However, these community-formed aspi-
rations provoked unease among some
city officials, who feared that poorly
housed citizens congregated together
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FIG. 3. TOR

ONTO’S CITY CENTRE SHOWING A MIX OF INDUSTRIAL AND RESIDENTIAL

ACTIVITY. | COURTESY OF THE CITY OF TORONTO ARCHIVES.

might spawn unrest, even a Bolshevik
uprising; but they also sparked public
debates about overcrowding and bur-
geoning public health crises. In res-
ponse, long-term plans were developed
by various government offices and com-
munity members to institutionalize care
by building housing, providing access
to public services, creating safe places
for children to play, engineering bet-
ter plumbing, and establishing public
washrooms and baths. In Toronto, such
projects were especially important for
those who lived in neighbourhoods like
the Ward, particularly because there
was no single governmental body pro-
viding social services at that time. An
important figure in the restructuring
of Toronto's inner-city neighbourhoods
was Dr. Charles Hastings, who served as
Toronto’s medical officer of health from
1910 to 1929 and promoted a campaign
of urban hygiene. Hastings’ drive for
urban reform involved the development
of a safer and more hygienic city—reform
prompted by his own daughter’s death
from drinking contaminated milk." Yet
fear and prejudice often shadowed the
discourses stemming from public health
institutions. Hastings unequivocally

condemned the Ward and its informal
urbanism as “slum” living. He maintai-
ned that overcrowded neighbourhoods
with a disproportionate number of immi-
grants could spawn an epidemic ex nihilo
that had the potential to “leak” out and
infect the rest of the city." It was both
problematic and common throughout
North America that public health’s foray
into urban planning and housing was
linked to the 1880s discovery of germ
theory, which prompted the “sanitary
police” movement to establish more
hygienic cities.”

Perhaps due to this attention, the litera-
ture and photography of the time depic-
ted the lifestyles of those in crowded
homes within the downtown core, offe-
ring salacious details that sensationalized
so-called slum living and led to reform
movements. Hastings enlisted photogra-
pher Arthur Goss to capture the scenes
of Toronto streets, exposing the city's
outdoor bathrooms, depicting backyard
shacks as garbage dumps, and focusing
on other examples of neglected public
infrastructure.”® Goss photographed
children playing in the streets without
supervision and showed dilapidated
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lodgings around outdoor spaces presu-
mably used for domestic activity (fig. 4).
City council members and public health
officials drew upon these photographs
as impetus to target areas for reform.
Goss's photographs also helped convince
concerned citizens that urban poverty
was proliferating in the centre of the city
and lead to the public perception of the
Ward as a “slum.”

INSTITUTIONALIZING “CARE”:
HOUSING, HOUSEWORK, AND
REFORM OF THE INDIVIDUAL

FIG. 4. ARTHUR GOSS PHOTO OF A “SLUM" INTERIOR, 1913. | COURTESY OF THE CITY OF TORONTO ARCHIVES.

The Housing Problem

In the first decades of the twentieth
century, public and private initiatives to
establish affordable housing were central
to urban care reform. Disappointingly,
however, many such efforts led to the
establishment of middle-class suburbs,
with little effect on areas like the Ward.
Notably, across the ideological spectrum,
the discourse took its shape around one
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model—the Garden City, espoused by
British social pioneer Ebenezer Howard—
even if reformers did not agree on how
the model should be realized as an urban
template.” Howard’'s model grew from
the belief that overcrowded cities were
detrimental to the working class, there-
fore it offered a concentric plan of alter-
nating public parks, industry, and homes,
all which are set within greenspace and
connected by rail to other such cities.
Yet when it was taken up in Canadian
discourses, the Garden City model was
often purged of its ideological restruc-
turing of labour and social relationships,
and instead was positioned as a plan for
a housing suburb on the edge of a cen-
tral city.

One of the first examples of the Garden
City as a model for Canadian reform occur-
red in 1912, when a campaign was led by
a committee of civic-minded urbanists
endorsed by Hastings and established by
Frank Beer, a prominent Toronto busi-
nessman turned Social Gospel reformer

who was later instrumental in passing the
Ontario Housing Act. Beer launched the
Toronto Co-partnership Garden Suburbs
Limited (later the Toronto Housing
Company) to establish an economic fra-
mework and architectural design of coo-
perative housing for low-income working
people.? In the ensuing years, two coo-
perative housing communities were for-
med based loosely on the Garden City
model: Spruce Court Housing Co-op and
Bain Apartments Co-op, both designed
by architect Eden Smith.?' However, due
to high construction costs and a conces-
sion to profit-minded investors, the rents
were higher than planned, necessitating
a higher-paid tenant demographic.?
Consequently, the residents of the new
cooperative housing were mostly office
workers with few, if any, recent immi-
grants from the Ward.? Therefore the
people most in need of housing, those
Hastings described as living in "over-
crowded, insufficiently lighted, badly
ventilated” houses with unsanitary condi-
tions and “filthy yards,” were ignored;
instead, the prime focus remained on
building housing for relatively established
white-collar office workers and labourers
who could afford the inflated rents.?*

Notably, the ideas put forward by the
Co-partnership Garden Suburbs Limited
scarcely resembled the collectivist struc-
ture proposed in Howard'’s Garden City
project, but nonetheless prompted dia-
logue around public health and housing.
However, many Canadian reformers
misunderstood the fundamental Garden
City idea, defined by its self-sufficient
nucleus containing housing, industries,
and shops, and labelled it “Garden
Suburb” instead, which emphasized
less the role of a cohesive community
structure and more the cleanliness and
order afforded by the model’s mor-
phology, which promised greenery,
low-density living arrangements, and
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fresh suburban air—the ingredients
of a healthful lifestyle.?> Because the
domain of public health dominated the
official discourse on urban planning, it
is unsurprising that in 1914 the National
Conference on City Planning in Toronto
showcased the ideas of public health
doctor Emile Nadeau, who submitted
the Garden City model as a “Canadian”
solution to the problem of inner-city
crowding.?® His ideas were realized in
a civic design titled “Confederation”
that adopted Howard’s radial Garden
City and incorporated diverse struc-
tures, including houses and commercial
buildings, but centred the entire pro-
ject around a monumental parliamen-
tal-style building named “The Temple
of Public Health” (fig. 5).2” Nadeau's
proposal reveals a concept wherein the
public health administration was both
the dominant voice in city planning and
the self-designated symbolic centre of
Canadian community.

Another physician at the core of these
nation-wide debates on hygienic city
planning was Dr. Helen MacMurchy, a
colleague of Hastings who had close
ties to Toronto’s Women's Branch of
the Immigration and Colonization
Department.? A first-wave feminist and
influential pundit on public health mat-
ters, she was one of four female mem-
bers on the Toronto Housing Company,
but the only woman who assumed an
active role in the proceedings.?® Much
like her colleagues (Hastings, Nadeau,
and Beer), MacMurchy believed that
modern cities like Toronto should be
restructured and expanded along the
lines of the Garden City model. She
too showed little interest in the under-
lying social vision of the Garden City,
which emphasized cooperative land
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FIG. 5. EMILE NADEAU'S PROPOSAL FOR A GARDEN SUBURB “CONFEDERATION," 1914. | COURTESY OF THE TORONTO PUBLIC LIBRARY.

ownership among a diverse socioecono-
mic population, but much enthusiasm
for the model’s low-density framework
allowing plenty of light, open space,
and play areas.?® MacMurchy was not an
urban planner, but her views on hou-
sing, hygiene, education, and urban ins-
titutions of care dominated the reform
era through her publications, which
were distributed throughout North
America.

MacMurchy publicly campaigned for
a planning board to control and limit
the ad hoc construction of informal
housing in the city centre and peri-
phery. Working with Hastings for over
a decade, MacMurchy established
methods to rid the City of Toronto
of its “slums,” while recognizing that
many inhabitants of these outbuil-
dings, shacks, and multi-family homes
were new immigrants to the country
who were seeking a better life for
themselves. Yet MacMurchy’s characte-
rization of the occupants who crowded

these inner-city neighbourhoods sug-
gests that she believed some of the lives
of these dwellers could not be ameliora-
ted through public welfare like housing.
MacMurchy’s ideas about people alig-
ned with those of some health officials
of her period, who mistakenly assumed
that cultural difference, morality, and
public health were negatively correla-
ted; thus, the Public Health Department
concentrated on reforming the “charac-
ter” of urban populations.®

The use of the term “slum” to describe
neighbourhoods like the Ward was a
strong indication that public health offi-
cials linked such areas to the moral cha-
racter of the inhabitants. While the term
has always been invoked to underscore
the direness of urban poverty, until the
mid-nineteenth century, it also denoted
criminal activity. Throughout the early
1800s, in cities like London and Paris,
areas designated as slums were closely
associated with illegal labour practices.®
Conceptualization of the slum then
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FIG. 6. CARTOON SHOWING THE PUBLIC PERCEPTION OF DR. CHARLES HASTINGS'S “CLEANING" UP THE CITY. HASTINGS IS
SHOWN SCRUBBING A MAN IN THE BATHTUB. THE MAN'S ARM IS TATTOOED WITH “SLUM ELEMENT,” 1910-1914. |

COURTESY OF THE ARCHIVES OF ONTARIO.

evolved into a specific type of urban
place, first as a subterranean district,
then as single rooms, eventually encom-
passing entire inner-city neighbourhoods
characterized by transient renters, high
density, and older housing stock.** Alan
Gilbert has argued that the slum has
stronger historical links to the character
of the people than to the character of a
place.?* Historically speaking, the idea of
the slum signifies a certain type of urban
place and social character that reinforces
the misconception that these environ-
ments have negative causative effects on
their inhabitants and vice versa. In the
late nineteenth century, for example, a
common assumption was that the people
living in these densely packed inner-city
areas led immoral, unconventional, and
often unhygienic lifestyles. These and
other assumptions about the innate cha-
racter of inner-city neighbourhoods com-
posed mainly of immigrant communities
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fuelled racial prejudices, discursively lin-
king such places (i.e., dilapidated hou-
sing conditions) to the dubious character
its residents (criminals).

We can recognize these distorted concep-
tions in the writings of MacMurchy
and Hastings, whose opinions were
frequently publicized in local news-
papers and magazines, propagating
the idea that those living in Toronto’s
crowded low-income areas were unable
or unwilling to care for themselves
and thus posed a threat to Canadian
society. Paradoxically and problemati-
cally, although both doctors expressed
genuine concern for the wellbeing of all
Canadian citizens, including new immi-
grants, they nonetheless associated the
highest-density neighbourhoods like the
Ward with urban depravity. In 1914, the
Globe newspaper printed a quote from
Hastings's lecture at the Royal Canadian

Institute in which he declared that “the
slums of our cities are the very hotbeds
of disease, vice, and crime."”* Targeting
immigrants, he urged his listeners to
support eugenics, a form of scientific
racism and enforcement of sexual steri-
lization, arguing that “we"” spend “tens
of thousands in examining immigrants
in order to exclude undesirables such as
feeble-minded, criminals, degenerates,
and those suffering from communicable
diseases, and have legislation to warrant
our doing s0.”% He also believed that
enforced sterilization of problematic
citizens would eventually eradicate phe-
nomena like “drunkenness” and “com-
municable diseases,” which he thought
were endemic to overcrowded urban
areas.’” Hastings frequently used divisive
and didactic language, describing inner-
city inhabitants as “worthless members
of society,” “good-for-nothing,” and
“sub-normal,” language that would
be drafted by popular culture (fig. 6).3®
He further expressed concern about
the drain on public finances; indeed, a
bulletin from a civic meeting on hou-
sing quoted him saying, “What we are
doing today is spending more money
on the various grades of mentally sub-
normal idiots, imbeciles, morons, bor-
der-line cases than on those of normal
mentality.”3® For her part, MacMurchy
famously supported eugenic measures,
writing extensively about how the
human race was vulnerable at both the
border and the birth canal, the two por-
tals that permitted entry of the “fee-
bleminded” into Canadian society.*
Because inner-city neighbourhoods like
the Ward were more likely to house tran-
sient populations, their residents were
presumptively stigmatized and asso-
ciated with such derisive labels. These
stigmas were particularly harmful when
perpetuated by administrative authori-
ties like the Department of Health, who
collected photographs as “evidence” of

"
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"feebleminded” homes and formed an
economy of fear that harmfully linked
mental illness, disability, depravity, and
“slum” interiors (fig. 7).*

MacMurchy believed that before the
housing problem could be solved, pro-
tocols had to be in effect to amend
wayward, or merely different, indivi-
duals.® For her, these protocols focused
on inculcating habits, by defining the
habitus of the individual in the private
home.* A home was more than a house
in which to live, it was also a theatre of
good ethics that was realized through
the embodied practice of housework.
She promoted housekeeping education
to habituate and institutionalize a nar-
row standard of living informed by her
Protestant Anglo-Saxon values.** She
espoused that urban transformation
happened from the inside out and that
reform began with the individual in the
single-family home, not the collective in
the streets. MacMurchy published seve-
ral booklets in the “Little Blue Books”
series, circa 1920s, which aimed to edu-
cate women in the scientific manage-
ment of domestic caretaking, childcare,
and housecleaning, with titles such as
How to Manage Housework in Canada,
How to Make our Canadian Home, and
How to Take Care of Household Waste.
The series, targeted to women whom
MacMurchy thought lacked knowledge
of domestic hygiene, was translated into
multiple languages, including indigenous
Cree. These booklets aimed to instil into
young mothers the colonially inherited
ethics so that they could become—as
she might have phrased it—"normal”
Canadians. The various translations
into multiple languages indicate that
MacMurchy intended these manuals
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for recent immigrants and indigenous
peoples, those who she problematically
believed required extra training to fully
adopt the Canadian way of life.*

MacMurchy's ideas were in step with
medical models of behavioural condi-
tioning used to instill normative habits
of caretaking and homemaking and to
promote character reform in these indi-
viduals. For instance, institutions such
as the Andrew Mercer Reformatory for
Women offered similar “treatment”
from 1880.% Situated in an industrial
landscape nestled between the rail
lines and away from the downtown
core, the Mercer Reformatory building
resembled a large mansion on the out-
side and a penitentiary on the inside.
Though built by men, the facility was
run by women, and the atmosphere was
meant to be maternal, with “attendants”
and “residents” rather than guards and
prisoners. Nevertheless, most of its
residents were plucked from Toronto’s
downtown streets and incarcerated in

FIG. 7. DEPARTMENT OF HEALTH DEPICTING AN APARTMENT OF THE “FEEBLEMINDED,"” 1916. | COURTESY OF THE ARCHIVES OF ONTARIO.

the reformatory for perceived aberrant,
incorrigible behaviour.” If some inmates
had committed crimes, they were never
granted a trial.*® The principles of the
reformatory were similar to MacMurchy'’s
ideas about housework reform for regu-
lar citizens: undesirable behaviour could
be “corrected” through vocational trai-
ning that involved repetitive housework
like cooking, sewing, and knitting on an
institutional scale, including laundering
for the city’s industrial sector.* Such
work was meant to emulate normal
domestic behaviour and thus produce
good daughters of the state.>®

MacMurchy reserved the term “feeble-
minded” to describe vulnerable popula-
tions, including same-sex and interracial
couples, people experiencing homeles-
sness, sex workers, and mentally ill
people for whom she prescribed steri-
lization. In The Almosts: A Study of the
Feeble-minded, she argues that “the
mental defective are those who cannot
make, or help to make, a home,” who
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are unsuitable to act as free citizens, and
who should be considered as permanent
children.>* MacMurchy also uses the word
"defect,” which defies current scientific
explanation, to describe a wide range
of disabilities. Indeed, the term was
ambiguous enough to include anyone
who did not exemplify the social habits
expected of middle-class society and was
disproportionately applied to immigrant
populations.

In her many books and articles, MacMurchy
linked systemic conditions of poverty to
immigration, human defection, and—ulti-
mately—the inability to make a home. She
held considerable power in fields of social
work, housing, city planning, and child
welfare, where her voice was dominant.
Her outspoken and egregious support
for the practice of eugenics influenced
policy that eventually led to segregation,
deportation, and institutionalization.>* In
1920, MacMurchy was appointed to the
newly established Canadian National
Council on Child Welfare. The council
comprised six committees: child hygiene,
child workers, special needs children,
education, recreation, and defective/
dependent/neglected/delinquent child-
ren. As Marjorie Winnifred Johnstone
has argued, this last hybrid category
“reflected the assumption that disabili-
ties and delinquency were outcomes of
poor families who need relief and had
inadequate parenting skills.”** Poverty
and immigrant populations contributed
to “mental defectiveness,” which was
assumed to be hereditary and the main
cause of “social problems such as ille-
gitimacy, delinquency, criminality, and
alcoholism.”>> These issues were widely
understood to be concentrated in inner-
city neighbourhoods, such as the Ward.*¢

By enlisting hygiene and cleanliness as

a gauge of individual moral virtue, the
Canadian public health administration
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created a discourse around housing
and public amenities that was bound by
contradictions: there was broad agree-
ment that light, greenery, and open
space would benefit marginalized resi-
dents populating overcrowded areas.
But because there were also stereotypes
about the type of residents inhabiting
such neighbourhoods and assumptions
that they were unable to make and main-
tain a home, those perceived as having
the most need were also labelled as
defective. It is undeniable that the public
health administration under Hastings
and MacMurchy enacted important
changes with the integration of public
infrastructure, such as access to pasteu-
rized milk and safe water systems, esta-
blishing inoculation and health clinics,
and constructing public baths and toilets.
At the same time, however, other civic
care services were increasingly determi-
ned by hierarchical relationships: maps
and directories of the period show that
care services were increasingly “profes-
sionalized” and organized according to
socio-demographics and race. “Chinese
laundries” appeared in the centre of
towns to take care of the clothing of
the middle class and wealthy. Inside the
home, middle-class families employed
a live-in maid for services like cooking,
cleaning, and childcare activities."’
Institutions like mental health centres
and women'’s reformatories performed
free and invisible reproductive labour at
industrial scales.

MacMurchy and many of her contempo-
raries espoused the belief that upward
mobility from poverty to the middle class
was less rooted in one's access to public

resources and more an individual res-
ponsibility related to good hygiene prac-
tice for which she provided manuals.5®
By overvaluing individualism and the
idea of an ideal Anglo-Saxon Christian
middle-class woman, MacMurchy fueled
fears that communism would be ignited
within collectives in working-class neigh-
bourhoods, if not by the “emptying of
the public purse,” then by the financia-
lization of unions and the working class
who were believed to be settled in the
inner-city areas.*® The idea that unhappy
and unhealthy workers living in crowded
situations would lead to Bolshevism was
all too commonplace across Canada,
as demonstrated in popular articles.®
However, not everyone shared in these
beliefs. An opposing faction of civic-
minded people working toward urban
reform and social justice believed that
structures of societal care were more
strongly rooted in the commons, speci-
fically by strengthening the social and
economic relationships already in place in
the Ward neighbourhood (fig. 8). Many of
these reformers opposed the biases held
by public health and were led by women
who sought to bolster social ties by esta-
blishing systems of self-governance and
facilitating bottom-up structures of col-
lective participation. Reforms as such
took place outside of the government-led
discourses on urban planning and better
resembled later philosophies rooted in
the ethics of care that emphasize reci-
procal processes among those who, toge-
ther, worked toward shaping a commons,
albeit one composed of diverse people.®

These wholly dissimilar approaches to
urban reform reveal a split-vision of the
city. Contrary to the public health admi-
nistration’s approach, the activists asso-
ciated with the settlement Movement,
who worked and lived in the neighbou-
rhoods they served, fostered a collabora-
tive, rather than authoritative, approach.
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FIG. 8. PHOTOGRAPH DEPICTING AN INTERSTITIAL SPACE IN THE WARD THAT IS USED INFORMALLY BY THE NEIGHBOURHOOD
AS A SPACE OF “COMMONS,” 1914. | COURTESY OF THE CITY OF TORONTO ARCHIVES.

Mary Joplin Clarke, about whom we know
little except that she was a social wor-
ker at Central Neighbourhood House,
vigorously defended the Ward from its
slum stigma. Joplin Clarke mocked offi-
cials who viewed the Ward as a dreadful
Dickensian place that propagated crime
and unhealthy and abnormal behaviour:
“The danger that lurks in these crowded
streets is not always clearly formulated in
the minds of those who fear it. .. but at
any rate the fear remains, and probably
it could best be analyzed as Fear of the
Unknown."”%? She dispelled the myth of
the slum, writing that “for those of us
who know the Ward and its inhabitants
it is the safest and friendliest place on
earth,” and argued for platforms to
engender self-governance and democracy
for immigrants.®® Joplin Clarke echoes
settlement worker Jane Addams, who
wrote: “It is impossible that you should
live in a neighbourhood, and constantly
meet people with certain ideas and
notions, without modifying your own.”®
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Urban historian Daphne Spain has written
about a similar split-city phenomenon in
her article “The Chicago of Jane Addams
and Ernest Burgess: Same City, Different
Visions,” which highlights contrasting
reform efforts in early twentieth-century
Chicago. Specifically, she compares the
Chicago School of Urbanism, a group of
mostly white men who conducted studies
that drew disparaging conclusions about
struggling socioeconomic neighbou-
rhoods, with social reformers like Jane
Addams, who co-founded Hull House in
Chicago with fellow social worker Ellen
Gates Starr in 1889.%

The Hull House organization, centrally
located in Chicago, provided social infras-
tructure to a community of mostly recent
immigrants. Addams went on to establish
more Chicago settlement houses in areas
like the Ward, where she and others took a
hands-on approach, working and living in
the same areas as their clients and running
public kitchens, securing housing, and

fighting on behalf of women for better
wages.®® Spain argues that this approach
engendered more personalized and pro-
ductive services that were tailored to the
individuals and cultural backgrounds in
each area, although it is important to
note that almost all of the settlement
workers came from white, middle-class
backgrounds—a social phenomenon
that has received much criticism in the
last decade.®” Nonetheless, Addams’s
immersive approach and the theoretical
tack of the Chicago sociologists represent
divergent perspectives on urbanism. Spain
writes that the male sociologists “saw a
dangerous urban world” in which fear
of the unknown tainted the outlook of
the Chicago School of Sociology, just as it
did at the Department of Public Health in
Toronto; in contrast, “Addams and Starr
were fearless.”®® Addams wrote a popu-
lar collection of essays titled Democracy
and Social Ethics, in which she promotes
women's involvement in politics and the
importance of community embeddedness
in developing institutional care for resi-
dents, which she believed would enhance
civic democracy.

Well-known among Toronto reformers,
Addams lectured in the city and suppor-
ted the expansion of settlement houses
into areas in need of services that were
independent and distinct from both the
government’s public health unit and the
local religious missions. Between 1910 and
1911, the same year that Hastings pro-
duced his report on slum conditions, two
settlement houses were established in the
Ward district: University Settlement, which
was originally connected to the University
of Toronto’s School of Social Work, and
Central Neighbourhood House.® Social
Gospel proponents, motivated by an ideo-
logical desire to expand public infrastruc-
ture in the name of the “common good,”
spearheaded this effort. Like Addams’s
settlements in Chicago, the Toronto
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counterparts encouraged a collectivistic
spirit with a direct-action approach, wor-
king with communities to facilitate practi-
cal education programs and flexible spaces
for safe community organization. The buil-
dings accommodating the Toronto-based
settlements also provided physical space
for community events like theatre and art
exhibitions,” as well as supervised playgro-
unds, sports facilities, and camps.”

While working in a settlement house
within the Ward, Joplin Clarke wrote
about the importance of grassroots par-
ticipation in urban democracy, proclaim-
ing that successful neighbourhoods are
built on platforms of collective democ-
racy and self-governance.”? Residents with
working-class backgrounds were their
own best advocates, she argued, and
should be granted access to civic platforms
and consulted instead of being coerced
into reform movements or ordered into
institutions by “experts” from the mis-
sions or the Department of Public Health.
In a 1918 article in Public Health Journal,
Joplin Clarke outlines a concrete plan
for integrating participatory democracy
into the public realm, starting with the
Ward.” The Social Unit Plan was based on
cooperation and bottom-up democracy
and involved collective action facilitated
in part by the settlement houses. Derived
from an experiment in social democracy
and urbanism in a Cincinnati neighbour-
hood from 1916, the plan aimed “to pro-
mote a type of democratic organization
through which citizenship as a whole
can participate directly in the control of
community affairs, while at the same time
making constant use of the highest tech-
nical skill available.”™

The Social Unit Plan was innovated by

urban reformer Wilbur Phillips, who iden-
tified a broken link between skilled labour
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and the demand for essential services in
working-class neighbourhoods. Despite an
abundance of skilled labourers, many were
unemployed. These same labourers lived
in areas with few accessible amenities or
social services, such as childcare, and thus
had difficulty finding good jobs. Phillips
and others wanted to more effectively
match this labour supply to the grow-
ing demand for services in urban areas
by facilitating connections between the
two. By strengthening community ties and
empowering individuals, the plan made

social workers of every man, woman and
child in the Mohawk-Brighton District. Not
workers to go abroad and, with a patroniz-
ing manner, try to tell people how to live, but
social workers who will meet together in their
own neighbourhoods, and confer together,
and tell themselves how to live in a better
and more intelligent and more progressive
manner. That is where the democracy of this
plan comes in, exciting the social sense of
the people of this community so that they
become interested in improving conditions

in their neighbourhood.”

If it had been implemented in Toronto
according to Joplin Clarke’s vision, the plan
would have been maintained through
a process of collective decision making
and sustained by “block workers” repre-
senting all city blocks in neighbourhoods
with large immigrant populations.” Block
workers were trusted female members,
elected by the community, usually with
similar racial, linguistic, and cultural affili-
ations as their constituents. Ultimately,
block workers comprised a network that
was independent of existing socio-civic
infrastructure but connected to estab-
lished platforms, such as City Hall, news
outlets, and public health. In this way, the
community would have greater political
influence as a collective unit. Joplin Clarke
also believed that collaboration, organ-
ization, and community enabled by the

Social Unit Plan would connect the needs
of the community to a supply of profes-
sional and skilled labourers drawn from
within the represented neighbourhoods.”

According to Joplin Clarke, the Social
Unit Plan challenged stigmatizing atti-
tudes toward urban residents as help-
less, ignorant, and irredeemable. Joplin
Clarke’s proposal centred around the idea
that the wellbeing of each inhabitant in
each geographical unit should be assessed
by someone who also lived in the unit,
not by outsiders. These outsiders (i.e.,
public health officials, missionaries), she
argued, “invade the homes of the ‘poor’
in search of some sort of information”
that promotes a body of unsympathetic
and misunderstood statistics in the name
of science.”® Unfortunately, belief in the
power of the commons as such could not
be sustained by institutional contexts,
leading to its failure in America and dis-
missal in Canada.

Joplin Clarke was not the only voice
advocating for structural change to
benefit the inhabitants of the Ward;
Alice Chown, one of her contemporaries,
was a Toronto feminist, urban theorist,
writer, and advocate for immigrants who
also worked in the settlement houses in
America before settling in Toronto.”” As
early as 1902, she wrote an article sup-
porting the idea of women’s residences,
collective houses that academic women
could inhabit while attending univer-
sity, which were controversial ideas at
the time.® Like Joplin Clarke—and in
opposition to Hastings and MacMurchy—
Chown believed that the prevailing civic
and social infrastructure privileged col-
onial inheritances and, therefore, it was
one’s civic duty to innovate urban struc-
tures that were collective in spirt and
motivated by an ethos of care.®
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Like Hastings and MacMurchy, Chown
was an early proponent of the Garden
City movement. However, for Chown, the
Garden City offered much more than a
suburban ideal located in a hygienic and
semi-rural landscape; it provided a spatial
alternative to the socially conservative
and racially prejudiced outposts of power
in North American cities.®? She wrote a
column on urbanism for the Toronto
Daily Star and was a supporter of other
collectivist movements, including trade
unionism and cooperative living. Chown
spent time in both Letchworth Garden
City and Hampstead Garden Suburb in
the United Kingdom and explored many
innovative living practices in social-
ist, communal, and anarchist colonies
across America.® In her later years, she
established a rural community for artists,
craftspeople, idealists, political reform-
ers, and workers who were alienated by
Toronto’s conservatism.? Many of these
residents were recent refugees, including
Jewish immigrants from Eastern Europe
who were involved in the union or labour
movements.

Although Chown believed that working
people fundamentally deserved better
housing, she ultimately thought that
the system by which people profited
from the housing market itself required
an overhaul.®> In her 1921 memoir, The
Stairway, she depicted the social attitudes
perpetuated by those like Hastings and
MacMurchy as rigid and dangerous pos-
itions yoked to tradition and institutional
religion. She spoke out against racism
throughout her life and suggested that
her traditional-minded opponents would
have institutionalized her for her ideas,
which they considered heretical and com-
munistic.® According to Chown, “custom
was the great enslaver,” but the Garden
City movement and similar collectivist-
minded urban reforms challenged the
status quo by providing asylum for those

JSSAC | JSEAC 47 > N°1 > 2022

misunderstood by mainstream Canadian
society.?” “It is the personality of the cit-
izens,” she wrote,

that makes Garden City interesting. It goes
without saying that each and all belong to
some communistic faith. There are social-
ists, single taxers, syndicalists, commun-
istic anarchists, Tolstoyans, people who
believe it is wrong to own property and
people who are seeking ways of assuaging
their consciences because they do not know

how to live without it.%®

Chown'’s vision of the Garden City move-
ment as a collectively engineered social
experiment contrasts sharply with the
public health and Toronto Housing
Company'’s vision of the Garden Suburb
as a model of urban hygiene.® By building
an urban network of cooperative labour,
housing, and community care networks,
Chown'’s vision of the Garden City move-
ment challenged socially conservative
notions of urban exclusion and promoted
ideals of inclusivity that were ahead of
their time.

Perhaps because of their innovative and
forward-thinking ideas, Chown’s and
Joplin Clarke’s proposals for urban and
social amelioration were disregarded
and sometimes attacked by city offi-
cials and urban historians. For example,
one Toronto alderman claimed that
the Ward’s Central Neighbourhood
Settlement House was “judaizing”
the population instead of promoting
Christian values.®® Both Ward-based
settlement houses—and many female
activists associated with them—were
disparaged for their socialist mandates.
Chown herself was criticized for her anti-
capitalist polemics and way of life that
disavowed private property ownership.®

Many activists working at the University
Settlement and Central Neighbourhood
House, including Joplin Clarke, published
articles on societal reform and collectiv-
ism. Olive Ziegler, a head worker at the
University Settlement, promoted coopera-
tive arts and labour movements. Ziegler
also wrote the biography of James Shaver
Woodsworth, founder of the Cooperative
Commonwealth Federation (later the New
Democratic Party), and became a well-
known advocate for cooperative hous-
ing in Canada.®” But these social-minded
efforts to bring about urban change were
targeted by anti-Bolshevist pundits in
North America, which was dominated by
“Red-Scare” politics that celebrated cap-
italist ideals of individuality while fearing
collective action.*

Although whether they knew each other
remains unknown, Joplin Clarke and
Chown both laboured to build urban net-
works strengthened by a grassroots com-
monwealth. As Silvia Federici has written,
“the commons are not things but social
relations” shaped by direct democracy
and developed as a challenge to capital-
ism.** Federici has argued that the com-
mons is better understood as a verb, a
practice of commoning, which inevitably
"appears inefficient to capitalist eyes.”?*
Activists like Chown, and likely Joplin
Clarke, were denounced as communists at
a time when popular opinion claimed that
collectivist values would “doom civiliza-
tion,” much like “feeblemindedness” and
“mental defection.”®® By the late 1920s,
many forms of collectivism became linked
to communism in the public imagination.
As reported in the Globe, “the deadliest
enemy of all time to both Church and
State,” collectivism invites “lawlessness”
from people who would “make their own
laws to suit their own mode of living.”*’

Furthermore the work, writings, and
ideas about urbanism espoused by
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women like Chown and Joplin Clarke
were not considered integral to the plan-
ning discourses of their time.*® Like other
female professionals working in public
care professions (nurses, teachers, social
workers), their “familial styles of personal
interaction” were seen as nurturant and
maternal and linked to a form of “social
motherhood.”*® As Carol T. Baines has
argued, these values were strongly asso-
ciated with the domestic sphere instead
of the public realm.*® Paradoxically, while
caregiving occupations allowed women
to professionalize, they were stereo-
typed as “natural” extensions of feminine
domestic habits. Furthermore, nurturant
careers like social work tended to be less
respected than male professions, which
were understood to be based solely on
expertise, rather than innate undertak-
ings. That Chown’s and Joplin Clarke’s
visions for the city were framed as domes-
tic dilettantism prevented them from real-
izing the change they sought in Canadian
society and from being accepted as legit-
imate voices in urban planning. Despite
its importance, their work and that
of many other women activists work-
ing to bring change to the urban realm
were valued neither as authoritative nor
professional.’®

Throughout the early twentieth century,
a range of visions of urban care produced
different, often conflicting, social pro-
grams in Toronto. On the one hand, the
public health administration focused on
developing institutions to force individual
rehabilitation through public and private
hygiene practices—but these were often
harmful and punitive. The public health
approach reflected troubling notions
about who was entitled to reside in the
city and how they should exist through
rigid classifications of psychological,
physical, racial, and sexual normalcy."
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Many residents were removed from the
streets, institutionalized, rendered ineli-
gible for housing developments, or dis-
placed by gentrification. On the other
hand, women activists linked to the
settlements employed a definition of care
that reflects the notion of “caring dem-
ocracies” and creatively explored “larger
structural questions of thinking about
which institutions, people, and practices
should be used to accomplish concrete
and real caring tasks."”'%

By 1920, Toronto’s Ward neighbour-
hood began to disappear as land was
expropriated for large-scale offices and
retail ventures. In 1940, expansion of the
Children’s Hospital further encroached
upon the area. A decade later, the Ward’s
Chinatown was demolished to make
space for the new City Hall. Although
activists like Joplin Clarke and Chown
fought to preserve the neighbourhood
and embolden its marginalized voices,
they were ultimately unsupported by the
public health authority and others with
institutional power. If their vision of an
urban commons had been supported, it
would have challenged the conventional
idea of the public sphere championed by
Toronto’s public health officials. Chown,
Joplin Clarke, and others in the Toronto
settlements believed that the residents of
the Ward were fundamental to the suc-
cess of modern society but required sup-
port from social infrastructure.

The growth and preservation of urban
communities depend on networks of
social support and infrastructure. In the
early twentieth century, Toronto tested
two ideologically opposed systems of
care: one that focused on individual
rehabilitation and one that fostered
community growth and support. For
the former, the public health adminis-
tration championed a form of urban-
ism that tended to the development of

punitive institutions aimed at enforcing
normalcy, as inscribed by cultural biases
and exclusionary politics. For the latter,
civice-minded social workers, urban theor-
ists, and activists promoted collaborative
communities, such as settlement houses,
urban self-governance, and Garden City
societies, where care practices were
central to the grassroots culture and
where care predominated as "a species
of activity that includes everything we
do to maintain, contain, and repair our
‘world’ so that we can live in it as well as
possible.”104
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